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ABSTRACT 

 

A current phenomenon of interest in community college education is the ever-expanding 

number of students pursuing college level instruction. This research aimed to look at the 

phenomenon within the framework of an undergraduate community college program in 

the Studio Arts. The study sought to identify threads of motivation and self-reflection 

during enrollment in college courses among a participant group of eight returning adult 

(28y.o.+) studio art students as they considered the significance of art in their lives, the 

decision to continue their arts education, and how their art-making and art-thinking may 

have been interconnected with personal identity development. A modified three-part 

phenomenological interview protocol, participant observation, and arts-based research 

methods were utilized to contribute to the understanding of the shared essence of these 

participants’ lived experiences.  What emerged from the data were intersections between 

identity development, artistic creativity, and maturity which had emerged in midlife as a 

commitment to developing their artistic identities through a community college program in 

the studio arts.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Figure 1.1. Rocks and Rope I, Elizabeth Flaherty 

 

Kurt Vonnegut once wrote, “The arts are not a way of making a living. They are a 

very human way of making life more bearable. Practicing an art, no matter how well or 

badly, is a way to make your soul grow, for heaven’s sake. … Do it as well as you 

possibly can. You will get an enormous reward. You will have created something…” 

(Vonnegut, 2005, p. 24).  Vonnegut’s sentiment is central to this thesis.  There is richness 
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to art-making that extends beyond financial gain. It is with this in mind that this 

investigation was developed. 

 Throughout this research the process of art-making, and by extension the products 

of the artwork, were used as a research methodology.  Figure 1.1, Rocks and Rope I, is 

the first reflective artwork I created during this process.  Symbolically I was thinking of 

the challenges of pulling all the data, all of the information together.  What emerged was 

a composition of seemingly unrelated things (rocks, rope, water), which are somehow all 

pulled together to make a statement about relationships and cohesiveness. 

Background 

Despite the potential drawbacks to majoring at the community college level in the 

arts (minimal employment opportunities, low income potential, etc.), a body of returning 

adult students has opted to travel a course of study in studio arts. This study was 

undertaken with the idea that returning adult, or community college arts students in 

midlife, may be aware of the potential rewards of studio art-making experiences that 

extend beyond that of hire ability and wage potential. In this research study, I have 

identified students that selected to study the arts in mid-life and engage their creative 

selves in a new educational path.  These students entered this quest from varying 

backgrounds and life experiences, but each entered the studio arts program with an 

interest in expression and creating visual art.   

A current phenomenon of interest in community college education is the ever-

expanding numbers of students pursuing college level instruction (Gantt, 2010, Betts and 

McFarland, 1995; Turner, 2004; Fry, 2009). This research aimed to look at the 

phenomenon within the framework of an undergraduate community college program in 
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the Studio Arts. The study sought to identify threads of motivation and self-reflection 

during enrollment in college courses among a participant group of returning adult 

(28y.o.+) studio art students as they considered the significance of art in their lives, the 

decision to continue their arts education, and how their art-making and art-thinking may 

have been interconnected with personal identity development.  

This research pulled from extensive evidence that community college enrollments 

of returning adult students are on the rise (Mullin & Phillipe, 2009).   This surge in 

enrollment is primarily suggested to be a response to a struggling economy, decrease in 

jobs, and increase in unemployment (Perna, 2010).  Much of the enrollment increase is 

based in technological and scientific based majors that may, in part, be due to the Plus 50 

Initiative, a program created in 2008 by the American Association of Community 

Colleges.   The development of the Plus 50 initiative was to engage the over 50 

population in learning, training, or re-training through a variety of community college 

programs and courses (I.E. accounting, business, economics, education, health 

information technology, human services, technology, computers, and health care).  

Kasper (2002) anticipated that between 2002 and 2012, the expansion in community 

colleges would surpass the increase in enrollments in other domains of higher education. 

Likewise, President Obama identified community colleges as “one of America’s 

underappreciated assets” (Obama, 2009), suggesting that the community colleges are 

going to play a significant role in post-secondary education.  The suggestion that 

community colleges are taking on a significant role in higher education, coupled with the 

generally accepted idea that higher education can increase social capital (Brick, 1963); 

make the conversation of the role of community colleges in the larger context of our 
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educational system an important one.  However, it seems that the focus of research on 

returning adult students at the community college has centered on future employability 

and job retraining.  There are very few studies that have focused on returning adult 

enrollment in higher education as a mechanism for identity development (Evans et al, 

2009).  

What was interesting to me as a researcher, were the returning adult students that 

were opting to revisit and redefine themselves through the study of art. For a returning 

adult student, the decision to return to school requires significant planning and 

reassessment of lifestyle than for a traditionally aged student.  Returning adult students 

often juggle other major responsibilities, such as families, careers, mortgages, and 

various other responsibilities.  These responsibilities need to be considered and addressed 

before the returning adult student transitions back to school.  In contrast, traditionally 

aged students generally do not have the same type of responsibilities weighing on their 

decision to attend college (although this is not to say that traditionally aged students are 

not also juggling demands on their time).   

For the returning adult student, the decision to return to school is often prompted 

by life changing events or reassessment of priorities (Justice & Dornan, 2001). The 

pursuit of higher education in specific fields can lead to raises in salary, promotion, and 

improved overall career for returning adult students who are already in the workforce.  

What is interesting however, is that research has told us that returning adult students are 

more likely to attend college for intrinsic reasons over material reasons (e.g. self esteem 

or cognitive development) (Justice & Dornan, 2001). In the face of potential economic 
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crisis and decrease of employment opportunities, what was it that propelled these 

students forward into an art major?   

Piecing together the research, there are several veins of literature that were of 

value in answering this question.  One set of research identified art-making as a 

mechanism for identity development, but was inclined towards case studies of healing 

and life stories of artists (Congdon, 2000, 2005). Another body of research investigates 

returning adult college enrollment as a mode of identity development and expression of 

individuality (Gibbs, 2005; Kennedy & Vaughn, 2004).  Dewey (1963), Eisner, (2002), 

and Weintraub (2003) have also contributed significant literature on the transformative 

value of arts education as I discuss further in Chapter 2.  However there remained a lack 

of research connecting the three domains: identity development, returning adult college 

students, and the arts.  This research sought to contribute to the educational studies in 

higher education, adding a distinct area of research focusing on higher education, 

returning adult college students, and the transformative value of arts education. 

Researcher’s Role  

 While developing my research questions, I reflected on my own life experiences 

as they relate to the research.  As a student and educator I have seen the power that art-

making can have on an individual, and even more so the power of art learning on the 

development of the self. Personally, I have always experienced art- making as core to my 

identity, it has always served as a voice, a mirror, a connection, an outlet, and a source of 

entertainment. My educational experiences with the arts have been joyous and painful, 

and have helped mold me into the person I am today.   
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I recall as an incoming college student deciding to major in Psychology.  As I 

signed up for my first semester of courses, I elected a Drawing 1 course.  As I returned to 

the Drawing Studio throughout the first semester, it became clear that I would complete 

my degree with two majors: Psychology and Art. Shortly after graduation I continued my 

schooling and integrated Psychology and Art together by pursing a Master’s degree in 

Art Therapy. 

Upon completion of my Master’s degree I began working at a community arts 

school in a small Pennsylvanian city. During the years I worked at the school I witnessed 

many individuals on their own creative journeys.  I have gone on to teach art related 

courses at the college level, where I have come in contact with a wide range of students 

who are entering their educational college careers as Studio Art majors.  The returning 

adult students with whom I have come in contact have been of particular interest.  These 

students seemed to be re-defining themselves beyond the realm of professional 

development. In fact, upon listening to some of these art students as to why they had 

chosen to matriculate in an arts program, career related statements were seldom raised, 

instead, comments were riveted on passion, enhancement of artistic ability, self-

discovery, and personal enrichment.  

 As I have served witness to many of these individuals’ personal evolutions, I 

began to wonder just what it is that draws such a range of people to learning art.  In my 

art therapy training I have investigated and read abundant research based on the general 

principle that art making is healing and life enhancing.  I am ever curious about 

individuals’ creative spirits and personal motivations. As an art therapist, I am primed to 

watch, listen, and pay attention to people and the environment. So in order to address my 
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questions about this research, I was drawn to hear their narratives in their own words and 

through their own imagery.  

Purpose of the Study 

In this investigation, the potential motivation for enrolling in college as an art 

major was considered as a personal quest for self-agency (Bandura, 2001) resulting in 

personal growth and enrichment (Knable, 2000). Matriculation then became a means by 

which students intently shaped their identities through schooling in a mode of ‘self-

referentiality’ in which, according to Cavigioli (2005), maturation provides individuals a 

pathway to becoming more deeply “self-centered.” 

With relationship to the diversity of community college campuses, there was an 

abundance of research on returning adult students (Edelson & Malone, 1999), continuing 

education (Edelson & Malone, 1999), dual roles of college and family (Kennedy & 

Vaughn, 2004), workforce training (Lerman, 2010; Boggs, 2010), and adult education 

(Watson & Taylor, 1998).  

On the topic of learning in the arts, there was research on creativity (Edelson & 

Malone, 1999; Feldman, Csikszentmihalyi, & Gardner, 1994; Gardner, 1982; Nelson, 

2005), visual learning (Efland, 2002), and neurological development (Jensen, 2001).  

What remained greatly absent however, was the literature that is more specific to college 

studio arts programs and students. While case study and narrative accounts of individuals 

finding empowerment through art-making were present in the research, these studies 

focused on how art-making lent to stability and congruity to the individual life path 

(Congdon, 2000, 2005) and how artists recounted their lives through their choice of 

medium (Weintraub, 2003; Ferris, 2001).  These areas of research did not account for the 
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experiences of college students matriculating in the arts, and how those experiences 

might relate to creativity or the concept of self. 

Many students in higher education have found benefits in attending schools that 

have included developing intellectual boundaries and deeper social involvement 

(Edelson, 1996). Attending college and learning certainly could be utilized as a way to 

creatively reshape individuals’ professional lives (Gardner, 2002).  This may be in part 

related to students’ past educational experiences, as there have been data to suggest 

students with positive past school experiences were found to be significantly more 

inclined to matriculate in college for the purpose of self-improvement and self-

empowerment (Belanger & Valdivielso, 1997).   

 Higher education is not solely intended as a means to higher employability and 

acquisition of work-related skills.  However, during the recent economic crisis there has 

been a large emphasis on the part higher education can play strengthening our workforce 

and competing in the global market.  Still, not all students attend college for the potential 

for employability or economic gain.  In the case of these participants, there may be other 

goals or interests that also should be recognized by administrators, educators, and policy 

makers.  

Research Questions 

It was based on my observations, the consideration of this apparent social trend in 

community college enrollments, and the body of research on the use of art as a pathway 

for identity development that the question arose:   

How do these returning adult students understand and create life meanings out of 

the college studio art experience?  With the following sub-questions:  
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(i) Why have they enrolled in college?  

(ii) Why have they focused in studio arts? 

As the researcher and interviewer, I served as a documentarian of the study participants’ 

artistic educational journey.  As I explained earlier in this chapter, my experiences as a 

student, therapist, educator, and artist all assisted me in this research.  Having served as 

witness to the transformation and personally progressed upon my own quest, my intimate 

connection with this area of research proved invaluable to developing relationships and 

understanding with the participants.   

The participants in this study were students in introductory level studio arts 

courses. In order to connect with the participants’ experiences, I met with them in the 

campus arts studios, so as to also address their art-making processes and products. In 

addition, immersion in the setting allowed for intuitive truisms that may otherwise have 

been lost by another mode of inquiry (Bogdan & Taylor, 1984; Clifford, 1986; Seidman, 

1992; Wolcott, 2001).  Being present in the studios and allowing for my own 

experiences, knowledge, and reflections to guide me proved valuable in the research 

dialogue.  In phenomenological terms it is referred to as dialoguing with our lived 

experiences (van Manen, 1990), or having a 'phenomenological conversation'. This is 

distinct from an ordinary conversation, in which the finer points of the interaction are 

taken for granted so that they slip away from our awareness. 

As the researcher, I had a unique familiarity with the setting, curriculum, and 

faculty, since I had previously taught for nearly six years at the institution where the 

study took place. While I served as an instructor for the institution in the past, the 

students participating in this study were not students that I had taught, to avoid any 
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relationship of authority, which could present ethical conflicts and negatively impact the 

data.  Perhaps more importantly, I had an investment in the value of art as a tool for 

learning, development, psychological growth, and social change.  It is with the immersion 

in the area that I hoped to facilitate a fluid and informed dialogue with the research 

participants (Stokrocki 1997).  

Methodology 

 This study, which sought to explore meanings of the experiences of the studio arts 

majors from interviews, observations, and art-based research, utilized a 

phenomenological perspective in the exploration of the complexities of the college studio 

arts experience. Patton (1990) and Merriam (1998) suggest that there is an assumption 

that there are core meanings and essences to shared experiences in any phenomenon. 

Beyond the shared meanings of the event there may be a deeper discourse or meanings 

that can be explored.  

Phenomenology explores the construction of relational processes and seeks the 

deeper meanings of a given situation while simultaneously attempting to suspend the 

everyday assumptions of an activity, as suggested by Gubrium and Holstein (1997). The 

very nature of art learning and the arts in general lend themselves to phenomenological 

research, as the experience and interpretation of art is intimately connected to both social 

and personal meaning-making. I sought to use the phenomenological interview as a 

means to engage returning adult arts majors complex thoughts and insights about their 

experiences as arts majors. Creating intimate and intentional interviews with participants 

can be part of the process of uncovering the essence of the participants’ understanding of 
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the phenomenon. Using a phenomenological perspective to interview resulted in an 

intimate view of the shared experiences of the participants (Moustakas, 1994).  

Reflective art-making was also used in the production of this research.  As a 

researcher and artist, art-making was a very natural way for me to dialogue with the data 

and the research process. The process of art-making allowed me, as a researcher, to 

elevate my understanding and sensitivity to the experiences of the participants.   

Summary  

The purpose of the study was to investigate the nature of the lived experiences of 

returning adult community college students in studio arts. This research study was 

grounded in the perspective that art can be used as a means of self-expression and self-

exploration. Eisner (2002) suggests that the art of seeing and creating is an inner 

collaboration between what we take visually from the world and what we make of it.  As 

an art therapist and art educator, I am grounded in the belief that the arts are life-

enhancing and can be used as a means for empowerment and development of the self. It 

was based on these concepts that the experiences of returning adult community college 

students majoring in studio arts were viewed.  As these students augmented their skills 

were they also advancing and developing their own creative inner self? Could it be that 

through the process of art-making and art-thinking they had embarked on a sort of 

personal re-definition?  In the tradition of a phenomenological research, this study 

gathered the voices of a group of matriculating community college students as they made 

meaning of their experiences majoring in studio arts. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Figure 2.1 Weeds, Oil on Canvas, Elizabeth Flaherty 

 

This study considered matriculation of returning adult students in studio arts 

majors as a quest to re-define the self through a return to the college setting. The inquiry 

attempts to answer the research question:  
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How did these returning adult students understand and create life meanings out of 

the college studio art experience?  With sub-questions:  

(i) Why did they enroll in college?  

(ii) Why did they focus on studio arts? 

In attempting to identify the key bodies of literature relevant to the research, I 

embarked upon a process of extensive literature review.  This review of literature might 

be equated to weeding a garden, and searching for the bodies of literature whose roots 

were evidenced in this research.  As I painted Figure 2.1, Weeds, I was able to think 

about and through the literatures and find the roots of the work that were most relevant to 

this study. This method of using art making as a means to research and interpret 

information was used throughout this study, and will be explained in further detail in the 

Methodology chapter. 

Based on the methods explained above, this review of literature is comprised of 

significant research relevant to this study that also provides a theoretical foundation.  The 

literature establishes definitions and pertinent terminology, which may be used to frame 

the research. 

Search for Self 

Maturity is more than simply adding years to one’s life.  Coming to maturity may 

be seen as a forward moving quest, which involves the self gaining consciousness 

through reflection and “full attention to life” (Greene, 1978 p 163). This process may also 

be explained as a search for understanding of the self, assessing the life path and enabling 

personal growth (Sternberg & Spear-Swerling, 1998).  As we consider the maturation of 

the self, one might consider the development of the self to be achieved through 
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progressing through life phases while engaging in the process of reflection.  Bruner 

(1997) summarizes this point; “The self is both outer and inner, public and private, inner 

and acquired, the product of evolution and the offspring of narrative” (p. 159).  

The Self 

It is too simplistic to think of the self as independent and separate from the world.  

While the self serves to distinguish us from others (Bruner & Kalmar, 1998), it also 

bonds us to others allowing us to form community. As Bruner (1997) forwards “The self 

is an odd mix of the outer and the inner, an unmanageable mix of the public and the 

private. It is indeed constructed through interaction with the world grow[ing] out of our 

encounters with events and circumstances - a product of transaction and discourse” (p. 

146). One might suggest then that the self is a complex organism continually in search of 

self-awareness (Huitt, 2004), self-efficacy (Bandura, 2001), and self-achievement (Huitt, 

2004).  

Self as Source of Motivation 

Self-efficacy can be defined as the belief that one can achieve a desired goal. It is 

this concept of self-efficacy that lies central to Bandura’s (1982) theory.  He asserts that 

self-efficacy is “an essential part of the human functioning, reciprocally motivating and 

perpetuating the individual’s behavior” (Bandura, 2001).  According to Bandura, self-

efficacy “is not a measure of the skills a person possesses but concerns the beliefs that 

they have about what they can do under different sets of conditions with whatever skills 

they possess” (Bandura, 1997 p 37).   

Connected to self-efficacy is the concept of self-agency.  Self-agency may be 

explained as the “people’s judgment of their capabilities to organize and execute courses 
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of action required to attain designated types of performances” (Bandura, 2001, p. 5). 

Bandura (2001) and Pajares (2002) present self-agency as the larger “self-system” which 

contributes to the cognitive and affective information basic to the control of thoughts, 

feelings, and actions.  

Self as Social Currency  

The self as a mechanism serves as an interface between looking inward and 

viewing outward, or as Rachlin (1997) explains is “construed as a functional interaction 

between behavior and environment” (p. 85).    The self therefore is not a simple concept. 

It is a sophisticated mechanism that negotiates between inner and outer worlds. Rachlin 

(1997) remarks on the complexities of the self:  

This view of the self is a drastic departure from traditional self-perception as a 

wholly internal process – thus the hermit who retires from the world in order to 

understand himself is actually abandoning the set of mirrors – human society – 

from which he could best gain self-understanding. When we focus on the inner 

dialogue, on inner pictures, we necessarily ignore the mirrors (p. 85-86).  

 

The external, outer, or public self is traditionally defined in terms of the social 

milieu in which one resides, positioning the self as a socio-cultural entity. The French 

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1984) suggests the relationship between self and society 

involves “self-currency.” This then develops into what Bourdieu refers to as “habitus”, as 

a cultural commodity wherein the self is accompanied by social values: “I am not only 

me, but also a professor, a speaker, etc.” (Bruner on Bourdieu, 1997, p. 148).   Bettie 

(2003) clarifies the concept of habitus by suggesting it is “our unconsciously enacted, 

socially learned dispositions, which are not natural or inherent or prior to the social 

organization of class inequality, but are in fact produced by it” (p. 51).  
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In the psychological literature, the concept of habitus has been linked to the term 

‘persona’ (as used by Jung) or a self-construed self (as used by Bruner), and can be seen 

as a tool for survival of the self. The constructed self bends, blends, and reorganizes as it 

navigates social worlds, in a drive for self-preservation.   According to Bourdieu (1984), 

an individual must constantly assess his/her social and professional identity while 

attempting to salvage and re-define the inner substance of self-identity.  

Jung (1976) approached the idea of ‘persona’ and ‘habitus’ from a different 

perspective.   He attributed the ‘persona’ mask to preservation and protection of the inner 

core self rather than to manipulation of the external setting. Jung’s ‘conscious’ is not just 

awareness of the state of existence, but also the view of the self as differentiated from 

others (Bruner, 1987): one’s thoughts are individual and therefore, private whereas words 

are directed outward to connect with others and are public. Therefore, the existence of 

two selves, the inner and outer, is representative of not only a social state, but also a 

psychological state. The psychological need to maintain and protect one’s inner self is 

manifested by myriad of defense mechanisms (Freud, 1936; Winnicott, 1958) used to 

handle the demands of the external world.  

The self as product of both internal and external interactions is also supported by 

Bruner (1997) and Ferrari (1998).   Bruner (1997) suggests that the self is “constructed 

through interaction with the world grow[ing] out of our encounters with events and 

circumstances” (1997, p. 147).  Ferrari’s (1998) likewise suggests that ‘personal 

navigation’ is “never completely independent of one’s social and biological resources” 

(p. 411).  
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Self, Social Class, and Identity  

Social class and identity constantly affect an individual’s navigation through life. 

Correlations between socio-economic status and social mobility are inherent. The 

educational literature itself provides research on upward and downward mobility with 

respect to social class. Consideration of gender and race augments the complexities of 

these issues (Bourdieu, 1984, Lareau, 2003, Brantlinger, 2003, Bettie, 2003).  

Cultural identity is a learned position in life (Steedman, 1986 ) and is connected 

to the concept of identity.  Bettie (2003), Lareau (2003) and Brantlinger (2003) all 

investigate the issues of identity and class with respect to race and gender.  These issues 

may all impact how individuals navigate their life path, and therefore may impact the 

reasons they are pursuing the arts as a major. 

Bettie (2003) offers an extensive view of class and identity issues. On the ‘smooth 

surface of reality’ (Greene, 1988) gender is a distinguishing feature for class and race. 

Women are associated with their race, but much less so than racially diversified males, 

who are viewed as capitalistic units of productivity.  Women rather are linked to a surface 

notion of class.  They are viewed as family providers, designated consumer workers that 

merely gather goods and consume, but are ultimately seen as unproductive (Bettie, 2003). 

In this light, it will be interesting to see if there exists a variation between male and 

female’s decision making toward studying in the arts.   What components of class, race, 

or gender might enter the pathway toward self-actualization through the study of the arts? 

Self and Liberatory Education 

In Landscapes of Learning (1978) Maxine Greene comments on ‘wide-

awakeness’ and how being present in life “has a concreteness to being in the world” (p 
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163). Greene insists, “the performing and working self is fully interested in life, and 

hence, wide awake” with focus at is “exclusively directed to carrying its project into 

effect, to executing its plan. This attention is an active attention, not a passive one” (p. 

163).  Greene (1978) speaks of emancipatory education:  

A new pedagogy is obviously required, one that will free persons to understand 

the ways in which each of them reaches out from his or her location to constitute a 

common continent, a common world. It might well be called a democratic 

pedagogy, since the object is to empower persons to enact democracy [and] to be 

responsive to consciously incarnated principles of freedom, justice, and regard for 

others (pp. 70-71).  

 

Greene’s theoretical and pedagogical suggestions are pertinent here in that she 

holds the arts as an “expressive rendering of what it means to be alive [and] as a mode of 

transmuting some of the stuff of human experience into symbolic and expressive form” 

(Greene, 1968, p 12).   She connects personal growth of the individual with self-

reflection, and suggests it results in “releasing the imagination” in order to allow 

individuals “to create their own projects or find their own voices” (Greene. 1995, p 27).  

Greene’s research connects the arts to sociological and political discourses of life. 

In these connective threads she questions the role of the educational institutions regarding 

the “development of processes for the enactment of dialogical freedom” (Greene as cited 

by Davies, 1988, p. 43).  The concept of educating for the purpose of liberating the 

individual from capitalistic gridlock, or what Bourdieu sees as class reproduction, is not a 

novel idea.  Greene concurs with Freire (1972) that the concept of freedom is not a 

“passive meaningless given….[on the contrary]…freedom should not to be taken for 

granted…[but rather] it is to be continually sought after as an active, meaningful 

dialogue” (Greene, 1988) . 
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Self, Selves, and Dialogue  

For the purposes of this research, one of the most significant contributions Greene 

makes in her career is her forward thinking on the power of the arts and their connection 

to liberatory education.  Greene argues for the place of the arts in education to:  

combat the numbing objectification, which characterizes contemporary  

society…[the] arts serve as a powerful and critical exploration of compelling  

historical and social issues, [and thus] provide alternative means to critically 

engage the world”(Greene as cited in Davies, 1998, p. 43).  

 

Greene’s view of the power of visual arts is unified with the artistic reflective 

process. Greene states that “encounters with the arts alone will not prepare people to take 

transformative initiatives” but that art can act as a catalyst in that it “can release [an 

individual] into his own subjectivity, his own inner world” and guide the individual 

towards “some aspect of his/her consciousness as never before” (Greene, 1968, in Salvio, 

1998).  

Greene’s work is not solely focused on the inner self.  Her social theory research 

particularly cites the significance of the social realm in the formation of identity and 

creative process “to create our identities within a plurality” (Greene, 1988, p. 51). Greene 

states that individuals need to be “reminded of what it means to be alive among others, 

and to achieve freedom in dialogue with others for the sake of personal fulfillment and 

the emergence of a democracy dedicated to life and decency” (Davies, 1998, p. 42). This 

process is such that as people “recover their collective voices and collective 

experiences…[forthcoming is] the agency that results from participation with others to 

produce needed social changes” (Davies, 1998, p. 41). Davies (1998) suggests, 

“dialogical freedom, then, arises out of particular situations in which individuals band 
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together to participate in a process that affirms their identities and, fulfills their promises 

through naming and overcoming obstacles” (p 43).  

Both Greene and Davies see the school as a site of “intellectual and cultural 

transformation” but only if schools can maintain a base where “students can learn to 

empower themselves and others to overcome the legacy of prevailing cultural practices so 

that the students may become empowered to think about what they are doing, to become 

mindful, to share meanings, to conceptualize, to make varied sense of their lived worlds” 

(Greene, 1988, p. 12; as cited by Davies, 1998, p. 44).  

Otherwise, the school can serve as an institution that continues inequality, 

oppression, and the status quo. As Ryan (1981) suggests:  

[Schools] are not springboards to social mobility, where individual merit is 

unerringly identified and nourished. They are, in fact, major social institutions 

that serve to sustain and cement inequality and to prepare a relatively docile work 

force for various levels in the hierarchy of labor. Its task is not to open the minds 

of youth to the glories of eternal truth and beauty, but rather to artificially enhance 

the egos of the children of the well to do and brutally assault the egos of the 

children of workers and poor people (pp 136-137).  

 

The most important function of school should be to provide an environment in 

which students can explore choices, raise questions and reach for alternate pathways 

(Greene, 1988).  Greene advocates for the conscious choice when a “student chooses not 

to learn what a teacher has chosen to teach” (Pautz, 1998, p. 33).   For her, this 

engagement is exemplified by the arts.  Greene in her discourse on vigilance over 

freedom, the collective dialogue, empowerment of choice and reflexive action invigorates 

the link between freedom and pedagogy, and seems to echo Freire’s basic concepts from 

The Pedagogy of the Oppressed such as the twofold nature of dialogue, praxis, being at 

the heart of liberation. Greene’s exploration of collective dialogue parallels Freire’s idea 
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of education as a cultural action. “Morality, then, involves choices by which to live and, 

principles one understands and chooses, to inform the praxis of one’s life. This involves 

taking responsibility for one’s life within the wider, interconnected set of communities in 

which one lives (Pautz, 1998, p. 32).  

The process of reflecting and recounting becomes dialogue and can function as   

healing and growth. Artistic dialogue then becomes an intimate narrative with the 

potential for calming the spirits and healing our injured parts (Bruner, 1997).  

Expanding upon the concept of arts being transformative, Greene (1988) offers 

that the arts provide alternative means to critically engage the world, providing a 

powerful and critical exploration of compelling historical and social issues. Art can work 

to stimulate questions and generate answers about the social world, its deficiencies and its 

possibilities (Greene 1988).    

Navigation 

The literature on self-actualization or self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982) often refers to 

the term of navigation to denote piloting, charting progressing on the course of life.   

Sternberg and Spear-Swerling (1998) cite the formal definition of “to navigate” taken 

from the American Heritage Dictionary (1985) as “to plan, record, and control the course 

and position of [a ship or aircraft]” and link this to their construct of personal navigation 

as the state of “knowing where one wants to go and believing that one is capable of 

getting there” along with “dealing effectively with events”.  

Sternberg and Spear-Swerling (1998) claim that expertise in navigation is clearly 

a factor in success in adult life and can determine who is successful in a wide variety of 

domains. The authors proceed to reveal the complexity of discovering a “destination”. 
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They also state their intended theory, that “more important than the journey itself is how 

one navigates through it” (p 223).  

Sternberg & Spear-Swerling (1998) organize navigation into a sophisticated 

process which relies upon: (i) direction (ii) flexibility; (iii) the ability to overcome 

obstacles; and (iv) holding fast to long term perspectives: wherein “all the abilities - 

intrapersonal, emotional, creative, and practical – involve a kind of mental power or 

potential”  (p. 229). For Sternberg and Spear-Swerling, ‘personal navigation’ refers to a 

person’s control of his or her voyage through life, including plans, beliefs, and the ability 

to overcome obstacles. It is stated that effective self-navigation requires resilience, 

restlessness, necessary risk taking, and relentlessness in pursuit of one’s goals. The 

authors make a point of positioning the personal navigation construct as including but yet 

apart from the following traditional psychological constructs. Personal navigation, again, 

according to Sternberg and Spear-Swerling (1998), is partially explained by: (i) 

intelligence - “being highly intelligent is never a drawback”, but the successful navigator 

must harbor more than raw intelligence, s/he must own a social intelligence or “the 

knowledge repertoire underlying the interpretation of events and the making of plans in 

everyday life situations” (Cantor and Kihlstrom, 1987) together with emotional 

intelligence and emphatic acuity (Goleman, 1995). The authors reiterate that to have 

abilities such as intelligence and planning is different from “using one’s intelligence(s) 

effectively.” The area of (ii) wisdom is also a part of navigational skills, being what is 

needed to “synthesize knowledge from opposing views” (Kichener and Brenner, 1990). 

Wisdom also is seen as competence in viewing and interpreting “local knowledge” 

(Greene, 1995). And thirdly, (iii) motivation (Huitt, 2004) and self-efficacy as conceived 
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by Bandura (2001) play a role in navigating life but the destination is not always clear. 

Both having direction, on the one hand, and the actual process of navigation, on the other, 

are important to personal navigation. The constructs of motivation and self-efficacy 

capture some, such as having goals and the belief that one can achieve them, but not all 

of what they mean by ‘direction’ - “they capture much less of the important, day-today 

process of trying to reach one’s destination that consumes so much of one’s time and 

energy” (Sternberg & Spear-Swerling, 1998, p. 239).  

Dialogue 

Dialogue can be narrative, exterior conversation with others or interior, with 

oneself. Both modes relate and contemplate life experiences and while praxis or 

activating thought (Freire, 1972; Greene, 1988) is seen as a collective force ignited by 

exterior or public dialogue.  It is perhaps the interior conversation that best seeks out 

depth, interpretation and also, relief, from life’s perplexities by enlarging the perspective.  

This lends itself to the phenomenological method as used in this study, as the 

phenomenological interview is in essence an exercise in reflecting on meaning-making.  

It is an alternating of questioning with the expectation that from others will come an 

answer, with questing, which implies a solitary inward search for resolution (Weintraub, 

2003). The reflecting and recounting become in themselves a dialogue or narrative and 

can function as healing. Certainly artistic dialogue becomes an intimate narrative with the 

potential for calming the spirits and healing our injured parts (Greene, 1988; Bruner, 

1997).  The reparation or healing could be a means to move past a hurdle or reconnect 

with part of the self that was severed or disconnected due to other life events.  The ability 

to reflect and dialogue may allow for a reconnection and reconstruction of the individual. 
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Reparation through reflection is echoed in the literature of social liberatory 

writing (Freire, 1972; Greene, 1988).   Reparation of the individual begins with knowing 

the self, obtaining consciousness, and augmenting perspectives. It has to do with the 

emancipating the “men and women experiencing themselves as overwhelmed by external 

circumstances, victimized, and powerless” (Greene, 1988, p. 3).  Dewey’s thoughts 

buttress the movement for freedom through self-definition: We are free “not because of 

what we statistically are, but in so far as we are becoming different from what we have 

been”. This circles back to the idea of finding the self, exercising self-efficacy and using 

personal navigation towards a changed self, better suited to a consciousness of self 

freedom and social freedoms.  

 Greene (1988) suggests dialogue or dialectics consists of individuals learning the 

language of social freedom as it is lived out daily, and requires constructing meaning 

from the multiple domains of the human experience.  This dialogue grows and develops 

through the ongoing processes of experience, reflection, meaning-making, and action. 

Michel Foucault suggests “[t]hought is freedom in relation to what one does, the motion 

by which one detaches oneself from it, establishes it as an object, and reflects upon it as a 

problem” (1984, as cited in Greene, 1988). This is not unlike the theory of symbolic 

interactionism in which Blumer (1969) suggests people act toward things based on the 

meaning those things have for them; and these meanings are derived from social 

interaction and modified through interpretation. 

Greene notes that over the past century both men and women have been 

addressing the idea of consciousness of self through reflection and through penetration of 

the language and symbols.  These are perhaps the initial forms of Intervention of Praxis 
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(Freire, 1972). Greene’s educational efforts in the exploration of dialogue seem to 

parallel Freire’s idea of education as a source of cultural action.  

To summarize this first section, the reviewed literature was used to develop a 

framework for understanding participants’ meaning making of their experiences. Self-

reflection and self-efficacy are focal areas of concern as they are the underlying forces 

upon the concept of self. The literature also delved into personal navigation as a mode of 

maneuvering through life and the use of dialogue as creative and liberatory act.   These 

theories are being explored to investigate how they may be used as tools to understanding 

the participants’ quests. 

Matriculation of the Returning Adult Student 

Matriculation as a quest for re-definition of the self, recognizes that these 

returning adult students were in search of major self-agency (Bandura, 2001; Edelson & 

Malone, 1998) and in this vein have returned to the campus as a structural setting where 

they know they can obtain credentialing and useful knowledge (Breese & O’Toole, 1995; 

Kennedy & Vaughn, 2004).  The focus here centers on the university/college campus and 

the recent increase of matriculation of the older returning adult student.  

It has been noted that the character of higher education campuses changed 

significantly in the last half century with the single most dramatic change represented by 

the enormous increase in numbers of matriculating students (Cohen, 1998; Rosenbaum, 

2004). Other more subtle changes have also occurred, such as matriculation into 

university degree programs by older returning adult students, with continuing education 

practices paralleling longevity (Edelson & Malone, 1999; Verduin, Miller, & Greer, 

1986). The motivations for matriculation in higher education by adults coming as they are 
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from the workforce, are many, and include augmenting one’s social and economic capital 

(Edelson & Malone, 1999; Cohen, 1998) and/or career advancement, sometimes urged by 

the personal desire for knowledge (Edelson & Malone, 1999) but often dictated by the 

need to update one’s professional qualifications so as to continue to be employable 

(Cohen, 1998). The act of returning to school can also be seen as a personal quest, 

resulting in personal growth and enrichment (Edelson & Malone, 1999; Knable, 2000) 

and in this light, matriculation can become a tool with which mid-life students enact 

‘self-referentiality’ (Cavigioli, 2005) ushering in an opportunity for a sort of second 

chance at forming an identity through schooling.  

Within this well-documented phenomenon known as the “graying of the campus” 

(Weinstock, 1978; Edelson & Malone, 1999) there exist various sub-phenomena 

including matriculation of older returning adult students. There is ample literature on 

continuing education (Edelson & Malone, 1999), and life long learning, on women 

returning to school and coping with dual roles, college and family (Beutell & O’Hare, 

1987) and adult education (Vermilye, 1974; Belanger & Valdivielso, 1997; Watson & 

Taylor, 1998). There are even some writings on creativity in the adult years (Edelson & 

Malone, 1999; Feldman, Csikszentmihalyi, & Gardner, 1994; Gardner, 1982), however, 

there is little or no investigation with respect to returning adult students enrolling in 

studio arts programs. And while many accounts of older adults finding empowerment 

through art-making are found through the research, they do not fully account for the mid-

life adult going to the extent of a committed return to the college/university campus in 

search for this self defining tool of art.  



27 

 

In concluding this section, it can be stated that decision-making, life altering 

actions, and certainly an act such as matriculation are situational and occur within a 

social context and institutional setting. It has been shown here how the setting itself 

transformed and allowed for the adult learning to enter on a pathway to investigate their 

intellectual and internal selves.  

Art and Creative Action 

“The arts have an important role to play in refining our sensory system and 

cultivating our imaginative abilities” (Eisner, 2002, p. 2). Jean Houston, an advocate of 

the arts and leader in the domain of creativity, suggests that art-making stimulates 

creativity, awareness, and an improved sense of self. She expands upon her suggestion by 

asserting, "The child without access to arts is being systematically cut off from most of 

the ways in which he can experience the world" (in Williams 1977, pg. 14).  To further 

illustrate the ways in which the arts enlarge our knowledge of the world, Eisner (1998) 

suggests we must also consider two complementary processes that they engender: 

individuation and generalization (Arnheim, 1990).  Eisner (1998) points out that the 

refinement of the perception of idiosyncratic features of objects or events is one of the 

two major lessons that learning to draw, sculpt, compose, or write artistically-focused 

language develops.  In the process of revealing what is individual, artwork also may 

become what Arnheim (1990) calls a canonical image through which features portrayed 

through the visual rendering of a distilled particular can be used as a generalizable image 

to locate similar features found elsewhere.  Hence, Eisner’s (1998) suggestion is that the 

learning of art assists in making connections between the simple and complex, the 

immediate and the future, the academic and the world.   
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By exploring the creative self and the “contours of our emotional selves” (Eisner, 

2002, p. 11), humans develop aesthetic notions and tastes, discover the drive for 

competence and, in the process, develop self-efficacy (Edelson, 1999; Bandura, 1986), 

which lends purpose and confidence to our lives (Edelson, 1999). As Edelson asserts, 

“Following the desire to create, acting on this desire and using creativity” is a means of 

taking ownership of our lives and can also lead to a means of ‘changing the world’ 

(Feldman, Csikszentmihalyi & Gardner, 1994) and this possibility, this mixing of artistic 

sensitivity with the social or civic self (Gardner, 2001), is indeed empowering.  

In order to consider how the artist experienced artistic creativity, Nelson (2005) 

and Nelson and Rawlings (2007) investigated creativity through a phenomenological 

lens.  Through these processes, creativity was found to be connected with senses of joy, 

freedom, discovery, confidence, purity, flow, as well as unity of the self.  This was 

achieved through the ongoing connection with, and investigation of, how the artist 

experiences the creative act and makes sense of those things he/she experiences. 

Art-making necessitates self-refection by the nature of its endeavor in that the 

“arts are means of exploring our own interior landscape” (Eisner, 2002, p. 11); but it also 

fosters interaction with our social world (Dewey, 1934; Greene, 1978; Feldman, 

Csikszentmihalyi & Gardner, 1994; Gardner, 2001) and can be seen as guiding (Greene, 

1978) the greater public to a larger consciousness.  

Art as Non-Verbal Expression 

Identity is acquired through awareness of the self: knowing who you are, your 

past and where you come from.  More than ever, within our complex society, we, as 

humans, necessitate placement. While negotiating rules of belonging, the individual must 
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develop his/her social and professional identity while attempting to salvage and re-define 

the inner substance of self-identity. Art-making can further that crafting of identity 

(Walker, 2001; Weintraub, 2001).  

Dissanayake (1992) elaborates on the link between self, identity, and art as she 

discusses the primal urge of ‘homo aestheticus.’ Homo aestheticus, Dissanayake 

suggests, is to make something special by using that “specific artistic behavior when the 

child shapes or embellishes some material of [his/her] everyday life with the intention of 

making it special so that others will respond it to it for its aesthetic quality” (Dissanayake, 

1992, p. 148). Dissanayake’s theory is that the transformation of making something 

special is “a universal inherited propensity in human nature to make some objects and 

activities special” (1988, p. 107), and is a “human proclivity” (p. 227). 

Creative expression is a means of connecting with your inner self and setting up 

an inner dialogue has long been experienced and researched in the domain of arts 

learning. Creativity is action born of contemplation and collaboration with materials, a 

quest for meaning while exercising one’s artful competency. Competency and familiarity 

with materials builds relationships and fosters intuition in finding solutions, and 

ultimately provides “a sense of control” (Noddings, 1984) which in turn can impact 

identity and self-definition. Thus the art- making experience might be viewed as a praxis 

of self-initiated healing, interpreted by the self for the self, and sometimes yielding a 

work that transcends the original self. 

Art as a discipline leading to self-expression and self-definition is fundamental to 

this research study.  Recent literature in the fine arts and arts education connects these 

concepts in descriptive research formats such as biographies or ethnographies giving 
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voice to the experiences of artists.  Bennett (2010) for example investigated the 

experiences of artists that migrated from Western Australia, and the impact that migration 

had on their development as artists.  Walsh’s (2012) research followed the experiences of 

an artist-in-residence, and traced how those experiences both were experienced by the 

artist as well as the value of the residency.  The emphases in this type of literature 

connects with areas of human worth and mental health, the merging of the past with the 

present, and gives credence to how art-making lends stability and congruity to the 

individual life cycle (Congdon, 2005).  

Additional areas of interest in the literature show how artists recount their lives 

through choice of medium (Weintraub, 2003), or through their multi-cultural layering of 

languages and customs (Weintraub, 2003), again indicating just how the process of art-

making can lead to self-empowerment and clarification of identity. These writings 

employ the individual as well as the collective voice and show the value of art making on 

self, on many levels.  

Healing Power of Art 

According to the American Art Therapy Association (2010), “the creative process 

of making art is healing and life enhancing.”  Art and art processes may be used in 

marvelous, inventive, and downright powerful ways such as healing, transcending 

tragedy, and transforming the inner self (Congdon, 2004).  The arts have long been linked 

with maintenance of mental health (Congdon, 2000), and building emotional stability 

through artistic endeavors and communication (Congdon, 2005). Csikszentmihalyi (1990) 

writes on the elements of enjoyment in relation to creative “flow” – a process in which 
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“concern of the self disappears, yet paradoxically the sense of self emerges stronger after 

the flow experience” (p. 3). 

Creativity in Adults  

Returning to school may provide returning adult students with a freshness of 

thought, expanded intellectual boundaries and breadth of social involvement (Edelson & 

Malone, 1999). These days mid-life adults are seen as an active force whose “potential 

contribution depends on their own self-confidence and desire to remain functioning as 

useful members of society” (Ossofsky, 1972).  Aging or ‘graying’ is no longer viewed as 

a signal to begin consideration of retirement or retreat from the professional world.  

Rather, it is mid-life where adults are release from the ‘burden of expectations’ (Gibbs, 

2005) and can be a time for creative reshaping of their professional lives (Gardner, 2002).  

It has been suggested that individuals who had positive school experiences in 

youth or at least those who had found some delight in knowledge gathering were found to 

be “significantly more inclined to seek this venue of self improvement and self 

empowerment as mature adults” (Belanger & Valdivielso, 1997). Mid-life matriculation 

can also include “mapping out new terrains of socialization and bonding” (Cavigioli, 

2005) thus giving the individual a broader sense of community and citizenry in which 

‘being educated’ (Gardner, 2002) leads to being a responsible informed, and empowered 

member of society.  

Adults now live longer than ever before. In fact, “never before have there been 

people that live so long” nor are the old as ill and weak as they used to be (Boyer, 1974). 

With the change in the demographics of society as a whole, it is not surprising to see that 

change impact the enrollments and educational participation patterns of older adults (Kim 
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& Merriam, 2004). Returning adult older students have become increasingly present on 

higher education through workforce re-training, continuing education, and job re-entry 

programs.  The students, many of whom are eligible for employer tuition benefits, offer 

“an effective new revenue stream for the universities” (Newman, Couturier, & Scurry, 

2004, p. 16).    Knable (2000) also noted the increase in mid-life adults enrollments in 

higher education and asserts that ‘boomers’ are “by far the most educated generation” (p. 

1) and have been significantly influenced by education not only as it is reflected in their 

careers but, also in their quest to re-define themselves.  “These benefits to the individual 

span disciplines and cross pollinate age and cultural boundaries” (Belanger & 

Valdivielso, 1997), with some fields inviting further study and therefore encouraging 

matriculation of older students.  A relevant example of this might be found within the 

field of education, in which educators return to school to study themselves and their 

institutions.  The interest in research might be related to both their belief in the tenets of 

education as well as their interest in seeking to give voice to some of their questions 

about the educational process.  The basic assumption is that there is an aspect of 

creativity in all people that adult individuals can use as a tool of self-fulfillment 

(Sunderland, 1973).  Studio Art is another draw for matriculating where returning adults 

invest time and self in further learning (Edelson & Malone, 1999).  It is based on this idea 

that I, as a researcher, raise the question, “How do these returning adult students 

understand and create life meanings out of the community college studio art experience?” 

Phenomenology 

Because this study was focused on meaning-making and reflection, an interpretive 

phenomenological approach was taken to attempt to arrive at the essence of the 
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participants’ experiences.   Phenomenological research is the investigation of a 

phenomena and the essence of the phenomena’s meanings.  The aim then of the 

phenomenological researcher is to create a rich description of the lived experience of 

those involved in the phenomena.  Husserl (1936/1970), an integral leader to the 

understanding of phenomenological research states that the goal of phenomenological 

researcher is to “return to the things themselves”.  The term “things” is understood as the 

components of the experiences as they are lived.  

Husserl’s (1936/1970) Lebenswelt, or life-world, is the epicenter for 

phenomenology.  Our life-world is composed of everything in our environment as well as 

our own experiences with those things, our self, and our relationships.  The life-world 

serves as a place where all of our perceptions and experiences come together and create 

meaning (Garza, 2007).  Husserl believed that how experiences were perceived by 

humans was important, and should be important in research, because the actions were 

influenced by those perceptions.  He believed then that studying human perceptions 

would give us greater insight into human actions, behaviors, and responses to 

experiences.  

Phenomenology as a means to investigate human experiences has evolved and 

been revised by several theorists.  There is no one process of phenomenology that is 

universally employed by all phenomenologists.  As such, Husserl’s (1936/1970) approach 

is generally understood as a form of Descriptive Phenomenology.  For the purposes of 

this research study, it is important also to understand what Interpretive Phenomenology is 

and how it differs from Husserl’s approach to Descriptive Phenomenology. 
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One of the most significant contributors to Interpretive Phenomenology is 

Heidegger (1962). Heidegger believed an individual’s perceptions were influenced by the 

world in which they lived.  He referred to this as their lifeworld.  He also believed it was 

impossible for humans to detach themselves from their own lifeworlds, which he referred 

to as being-in-the-world. Interpretive phenomenology then investigates individual’s 

lifeworlds and how those lifeworlds contribute to their subjective experiences as well as 

the choices they make.  The individual’s narratives and descriptions of their experiences 

serve as the foundation of Interpretive Phenomenology. 

One other important distinction between Descriptive and Interpretive 

Phenomenology is how the researcher’s role is defined.  Husserl’s approach to 

Descriptive Phenomenology suggests that the researcher must bracket out his/her 

predispositions and preconceptions that might impact the development of the research.  

This process is intended to distance the researcher from the data to allow for a more 

objective handling of the data.  Conversely, Heidegger’s (1962) approach to Interpretive 

Phenomenology holds that the researcher’s own preconceptions, responses, and expert 

knowledge on the topic of research are important components in the inquiry.  It is 

suggested that it is impossible to remove the researcher from the process, as s/he is 

integral to the development of the findings. It is the researcher’s own experience with the 

retelling of the experiences, the prior expert knowledge, and the ability to synthesize new 

ideas about the how the inquiry needs to develop that allows for meaningful research to 

be completed. 

Contemporary phenomenological theorists suggest there are some essential 

components (or ‘fractions’) of the life world, such as an individual’s sense of sense of 
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self, sociality, spatiality, temporality, discourse and mood (Ashworth, 2003, 2006).  For 

researchers these ‘fractions’ can provide a lens through which the data can be viewed and 

considered.  The intention of phenomenological researchers is to use these lenses to 

represent the shared structural whole, while also giving representation of how the 

phenomena are also experienced by the individual.  There are two major challenges for 

the research:  1) to get the participants to describe and show their experience as directly 

as possible and 2) to illustrate the participants’ experiences with a sensitivity which 

enables their lived experiences to be represented in the research.   

Phenomenology explores the construction of relational processes and seeks the 

deeper meanings of a given situation while simultaneously attempting to suspend the 

everyday assumptions of an activity, as suggested by Gubrium and Holstein (1997). 

Patton (1990) and Merriam (1998) suggest that there is an assumption that there are core 

meanings and essences to shared experiences in any phenomenon. Beyond the shared 

meanings of the event there may be a deeper discourse or meanings that can be explored.  

One of main data sources for this research was the phenomenological interview, 

which allowed for reflection and dialogue with the participants.  “Conversations with 

purpose” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) were utilized to build upon the research related to art-

making and “reflectiveness” (Feldman, Csikszentmihalyi, & Gardner, 1994; Unrath & 

Nordlund, 2006).  Fundamental to the research is, as Gardner (1994) proposes: “the belief 

that we can know ourselves, can hold our experience and the experience of others up for 

examination, and can build a sense of uniqueness and distinctiveness that we usually call 

a sense of self or identity”.  For the purposes of the phenomenological interview, it is the 

details of the person’s lived situation rather than abstract interpretations that are wanted 
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in an effort to access the person’s lived experience.  Phenomenologists conducting 

interviews, for example, will tend to ask participants to describe their experience 

concretely by posing such questions as:  ‘Can you describe that particular incident in 

more detail?’  The researcher’s aim is to enable the participant to identify a lived 

experience and retell it in a way that is rich in descriptive and contextual information.  

This data can then be used to further explore the dimensions of that lived experience.   

 

 

 

  



37 

 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Figure 3.1 Mixed Methods, Assemblage of Research Materials 

 

Overview 

The purpose of the study was to investigate the lived experiences of returning 

adult community college students in the studio arts.  In the tradition of a 

phenomenological research, this study gathered reports of the experiences of returning 

adult community college students (ages 28+) who were matriculating in the studio arts. In 

collecting these participants’ stories, this study sought to identify the underlying 

motivations and perceptions of these returning adult students as they reflected on the 

value of art in each of their lives, their selection to continue their arts education in mid-

life, and how their artistic educational path was connected with personal identity. Of 
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particular interest was the nature of these returning adult students’ perspectives on 

personal development through art-making and art-thinking.   

Data collection for the present study began in September of 2012 and continued 

through the end of January 2013.  As suggested by Figure 3.1, Mixed Methods, a variety 

of research methods were utilized in this research study.  Each participant signed 

informed consents, consents to be photographed and audiotaped, as well as permissions 

to use reproductions of their artworks for the purposes of this research.  The participants 

then completed a brief survey, were verbally interviewed twice, and were contacted a 

third time after the completion of the interviews for follow-up clarification and 

elaboration on their responses.  In the tradition of a phenomenological inquiry, this 

research study sought to make an account of returning adult studio arts students’ lived 

experiences as they relate to the students’ matriculation.   The essence of the interview 

process then was intended to allow the participant to explain his/her lived experiences, to 

reflect, and potentially reframe the experience.  In addition, I spent time observing the 

participants in the studio environment, taking note of the environment and the creative 

process.  Images of the participants in the process of the art-making as well as 

documenting the product of their labors were also included to further help capture the 

lived experiences of the participants. Finally, I made art reflectively while processing the 

data mentally and responding to the experience of the research.  All the above forms of 

data collection were utilized in this research and will be described in further detail within 

this chapter. 

 

 



39 

 

 

Research Questions  

The research question driving the inquiry was:  How do these returning adult 

students understand and create life meanings out of the college studio art experience?  

With the following sub-questions:  

(i) Why have they enrolled in college?  

(ii) Why have they focused in studio arts? 

Participant Selection 

Study Population and Sample Size  

The research sought to investigate the essence of returning adult college studio 

arts experiences while honoring the participants’ individual experiences. In order to 

thoroughly investigate this phenomenon, personal commentaries related to the studio arts 

experience will be gathered in order “to explore the structures of consciousness in human 

experience” (Polkinghorne, 1989 as cited in Creswell, 1998).  

This study sought a purposeful sampling to identify the participant group of 

individual matriculating studio art students. I actively selected the most appropriate 

sample to answer the research questions through use of the questionnaire (explained 

below).   These participants were enrolled in introductory level studio arts courses.  Eight 

participants were identified and completed the research study in its entirety out of eleven 

that would be initially identified as potential participants.  The three that did not 

participate voluntarily removed themselves from the participant pool.   

It was expected that due to the relatively small size of the community college, 

coupled with the limited number of returning adult arts majors, it would be unlikely that 
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more than 10 participants would be identified.  The eight participants that were selected 

are expected to be sufficient to “reflect a range of participants that make up the 

population so that others outside the sample might have a chance to connect to the 

experiences of those in it” (Seidman, 1998, p. 45).    

Inclusion Criteria 

This study included returning adult matriculating students pursuing degrees in the 

studio arts major at the Community College.   Here within, the salient characteristic 

‘returning adult’ refers to age 28 or older during the time of entrance into the studio arts 

program.  

The Community College Institutional Review Board (IRB) proposal was 

submitted in Spring 2012.  Once the Community College IRB and Temple University 

IRB were approved, I contacted the six Studio Arts faculty at the Community College via 

email and/or phone.  I discussed my research at length with the faculty at that time and 

requested permission to visit their classrooms for the purposes of my research.   The 

faculty was enthusiastic and helpful.  They graciously allowed me entrance into their 

classrooms, and each took time to introduce me to their classes as thus alleviating any 

awkwardness from having a stranger present in the studio.  With each visit to the studios, 

I was greeted and supported in my work.  I was careful not to encroach on the instructors’ 

teaching or classroom management, although at times instructors attempted to pull me 

into critiques and conversations about students’ artwork. On several occasions I carefully 

clarified my role with the instructor, to avoid, as much as possible, any role confusion or 

tension within the studio environment. 
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Contact  

Upon my introduction to the classroom, the research study was described to the 

whole class.   Each class I attended had between 18-25 students present.  I explained that 

I was conducting research for my dissertation, and that I was particularly interested in 

adults that had returned to college to study art in mid-life.  Individuals that fit the basic 

description for inclusion were told if they were interested in participating, they could 

complete the necessary paperwork at the conclusion of their class.  All students were 

informed verbally that participation was fully voluntary, and that participation in the 

study would neither help nor hurt their grades in the class or enrollment at the college. 

With the permission of the instructors, I stayed in the classroom that period so that I 

would be available to answer questions and observe the classroom environment.  In 

essence, the phenomenological component of the research study began with this first task.  

Participants were asked to reflect on their background/experiences before the start of the 

class, and they were able to self-select into a study to tell the story of their artistic 

journeys.   

After each class, the students that were interested were given the appropriate 

forms.  Approximately thirteen students took forms to complete.  They were asked to 

read the paperwork, take the forms home to read before signing and to return them to me 

directly. Once the forms were returned, each of the potential participants was asked to 

complete the questionnaire.  After the questionnaire was completed, I sat with each 

potential participant separately and explained the research goals and protocol in detail, 

the time span of the interview series.  
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Of the thirteen students that took forms to complete, eight completed the study.  

Two potential participants never returned the paperwork.  Of the eleven potential 

remaining participants, three voluntarily removed themselves from the research study. 

One student opted out of the research due to the time requirement of the interviews, and 

his/her inability or discomfort scheduling interviews due to his/her work schedule.  Two 

additional potential participants did not show up for their scheduled interviews or 

rescheduled interviews.   

Study Site  

 

Figure 3.2 Community College Main Campus Painting Studio 

 

The study’s setting is a community college, which is comprised of five campuses 

(Main Campus, Art School Campus, Downtown Campus, and two Rural Campuses).  

Two of these campuses offer studio art courses: Main campus and the Art School 

Campus. 
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In recent years the Main Campus of the community college has been building its 

studio art offering and has two primary art studios.  These studios are new additions to 

the campus as of 2009.   

The Arts School Campus is a community art school, which by agreement offers 

its facilities and faculty to teach the community college students.   The community art 

school faculty that teaches the college level courses must all have the same level 

educational background (Master’s degrees) as the faculty that teach at the Community 

College itself in order to meet accreditation standards. The Arts School structure is 

comprised of twelve studio classrooms, three galleries, one library, two 

conference/special event rooms, and various offices. The studio classrooms are divided 

into fine painting/drawing studios, two ceramics/sculpture studios, two computer 

graphics studios, two photography studios, and one fashion design studio.  Access to the 

studios was negotiated with the Community College administration and well as the 

administration of the Community Arts School.   

Data Collection  

The questionnaire was used to identify the population and select the study 

participants, a qualitative interview data was used to gather more in-depth insight into 

participants’ attitudes, thoughts, and actions (Kendall, 2008) while studio observations 

and documentation of the participants’ artistic processes were used to help elaborate upon 

the intimate nature of the participants lived experiences. A more in depth explanation for 

using each of these methods follows. 
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The Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was utilized to identify the specific participant characteristics 

that may qualify him/her in the research study and to gain general information about the 

background of the participant.  Inclusion criteria consisted of being a returning, 

matriculating adult pursuing course work as studio arts major at the Community College.   

On the instance where I did find myself making judgments about the participants, I used 

the device of asking the participants for clarification or elaboration.  I would also make a 

note about the assumption or idea that had emerged in my mind, so that I could consider 

and evaluate it for relevance in light of the research. Criteria collected will also include 

general information about the participants; their experiences and perceptions about the 

value and role of the arts in their lives (See appendix A).   

Interview Questions 

The semi-structured interviews were based around ten broad, open-ended 

questions.  The open-ended interview questions adopted from Mary Stokrocki (1997) 

were employed to address the past and present experiences of the participants. Open-

ended questions allowed for deeper reflection and consideration of the questions being 

asked.  This resulted in a richer and more contextual body of data to be analyzed.  The 

first interview’s five questions were focused on past arts experiences and maturation.  

The first question was posed: 

1. What were your arts-related experiences in childhood?  Can you recall any 

specific memories of experiences or events that may have been significant to 

you in a positive or negative way? 
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The intention behind asking the participant to describe arts-related experiences from their 

childhood was two-fold.  First, beginning the interviews with this question initiated 

conversations that were reflectively based.  Because this research study is oriented to 

illuminating the participants’ lived experiences, it was important to have them begin the 

research study reflecting upon their own perceptions of experiences and events 

surrounding art.  Second, focusing the question on specific experiences or events in arts 

was intended to allow the participant to reveal a more descriptively rich exploration, 

which is consistent with a phenomenological emphasis on investigating the essential 

features of a phenomenon.  

2. What were the specific arts-related influences in your childhood?  In your 

family? In the community? How did they shape your interest in art-making? 

While maintaining the reflective tone of the first interview question, the second question 

was geared toward having the participants make sense of some of the past influences of 

their art-making in their youth.  The intention of this question was to have them retell of 

influences they believed were impactful or relevant to their development as artists. 

3. What type of arts-related experiences did you have in school – elementary, 

middle, high school and beyond? 

This question was geared toward having participants identify specific experiences from 

their educational practice that may have contributed to their interest in pursuing arts 

education through higher education (as opposed to community settings or personal 

enrichment programs).  In other words, the interest in this question was to have the 

participants reflect on the value they placed on their past arts educational experiences and 

to elaborate on the meaning those experiences had for them. 
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4. What motivated you to matriculate in the studio arts? What do you see as 

being influential to getting you to where you are today? 

Question four was situated to piggyback on questions one through three. The interest in 

question four was to allow for further reflection and to allow the participants to circle 

back and reflect on some of the experiences they had just recalled.  The directness of the 

first part of the question allowed the participants to identify some specific motivations for 

matriculation (“happiness,” “self,” etc.), while the second part of the question gave the 

participants opportunities to tie in additional influences which may have impacted their 

choice to matriculate in the studio arts (“kids are out of the house,” boredom, frustration, 

etc.). 

5. How has your maturity impacted your arts learning experiences?  In what 

specific instances has your age or maturity impacted you as an artist? 

The focus in this last question was to have the participants’ share their perspectives on 

their maturity, and to give scenarios were they saw their age and maturity as being 

influential to their learning and making of art.   

The second interview’s set of five questions focused on the significance of art, 

being a community college student in the arts, and artistic identity of the participants.  

These questions were structured to support the participants’ reflections and retelling of 

their lived experiences as it pertained to the above. 

6. What influenced your decision to matriculate in the studio arts? Were the 

influences internal, external, or both? How did you come to the decision? 

Question six was aimed at revisiting the first interview.  This question was formulated to 

have the participant again reflect on her/his past experiences and what s/he perceived as 
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being influential in making that decision.  By reframing and rewording the question, I 

was able to again verify the validity of the data. This will be explored in more depth later 

in this chapter. 

7. What have been your experiences in the arts studio at the community college? 

Again, in asking the participants about specific experiences at the community college, 

this question allows for a better phenomenological understanding of the experiences and 

how events are interpreted.  This type of question grounds the data, so that the responses 

are more specific and maintain context. 

8. What role does art play in your life now? How does being a student in the arts 

impact your life? 

The power of question eight comes in part from its placement in time. No longer are the 

questions asking about what happened in the past, this question is about the now.   This 

question focuses on the immediate meaning of experiences for the artist-participant.  All 

of the participants drew from past experiences to explain or support what this 

phenomenological moment means to them, but the emphasis was on the here and now.   

9. Do you consider yourself an artist? What makes an artist?  How do you think 

your maturity influences how you see yourself and the world? 

This question was a direct question about artistic identity.  The second part of the 

question sought to identify whether they viewed their life experiences or maturity as 

impactful on their development of self. 

10. What does the re-connection with art-making mean to you in the larger picture 

of life?  What does it mean to be a matriculated student in studio arts? 



48 

 

The final question of the semi-structured interviews was aimed at identifying what 

meaning of matriculating in the studio arts held for the student, and how being able to 

reconnect with the artistic self was interpreted by the participant.   

Phenomenological Interview Processes 

The intention of using qualitative inquiry in this research study was to see “[h]ow 

people see, understand, and interpret their worlds” (Rubin and Rubin, 1995, p. 195).  In 

order to attempt that, interviewing was employed as a primary data collection tool in this 

study.  “Interviews are powerful tools for obtaining knowledge about human experience 

and behavior” (Kvale, 1996 p. 72).   “Conversation with a purpose” (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, p. 268) was used in this research by making use of in-depth interviews. Following 

the tradition of phenomenological qualitative research, this study gathered the returning 

adult matriculating students’ own accounts of their motivations, thoughts, and behavior 

while pursuing program courses in Studio Arts.  The goal was to provide individual 

perceptions of their experiences in combination with any meaning they attribute to their 

own experiences. Again, the research was based on these participants’ lived experiences, 

and honoring those experiences was paramount. 

As the interviewer, I attempted to be open and nonjudgmental.  Any preconceived 

ideas about the participant or the participants’ experiences were intentionally set aside to 

allow for the participants true thoughts, ideas, statements, and reflections upon their lived 

experiences.  On the instance where I did find myself making judgments about the 

participants, I used the device of asking the participants for clarification or elaboration.  I 

would also make a note about the assumption or idea that had emerged in my mind, so 

that I could consider and evaluate it for relevance in light of the research.  
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Two 60-minute semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant 

focusing on history of art experiences, matriculation, and current reflection on the role of 

the arts on the participant’s life.  A third contact with follow-up questions was made with 

all participants, which was completed either via email or in person, wholly dependent 

upon the participant’s preference.  The goal of the study’s data gathering process was 

interpretation of the verbal descriptions emerging from the experiences, in order to paint 

a picture true to the stories of the participant’s lived world, and to convey new insight to 

the literature (Kvale, 1996).  

 The basic interview protocol was a revision upon the three-part open-ended, one-

on-one interview protocol Seidman (1991) proposed.  The interview protocol occurred as 

follows: Interview #1) a descriptive biographical inquiry into the participant’s early life 

artistic experiences and path; Interview #2) an investigation into the participant’s present 

creative experience and meaning-making with art-making and within the arts and 

connection with the artistic-self; Contact #3) a meeting or email conversation discussing 

emerging themes in the data and furthering follow up questions. 

The questions posed during the interviews were open-ended to ensure flexibility.  

This semi-structured interview technique is particularly useful in its use of 

phenomenological inquiry, as it assist the essence of the phenomenon to be identified by 

the participants’ own guidance, and not dominated by the interviewer.  The interviews 

were developed to direct the participant towards theirs experience toward and through 

matriculation on the studio arts without preprogramming the content of responses. While 

the interview questions listed above provided the general structure of the interview, 

additional questions were also posed to encourage further in depth responses. During 
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each interview I listened and absorbed what the participants were saying and found that 

their experiences were embedded with similar life experiences.  I identified and analyzed 

these experiences, as suggested by Rubin & Rubin (1995), by sifting through the data and 

looking for common threads within the participants’ recollections and offerings. 

The flexibility in the interview protocol was integral to the interview process and 

allowed for participants to relate information that they felt was significant, not just what 

the interview protocol deemed significant.  This was evidenced several times when 

follow-up questions I had posed reframed my understanding of what the individual was 

trying to convey in his/her previous statement.   

Likewise, the third follow-up email inquiry/interview proved useful in validating 

and clarifying the participants’ reflections and responses. It allowed the participants to 

reflect upon the first two interviews and revisit some of the concepts that had emerged in 

their responses, thus permitting participants to refine or expand their experiences and 

reflections, adding to the validity of the data that emerged. The openness of the interview 

structure elicited responses from the participants that were true to their lived experiences 

and perspectives.   

The main goal for this study was to identify the phenomenological essence of the 

participants’ experiences. Although gathered individually, the multiple voices offered one 

larger view.   These individual voices merge and allow for a larger collective voice, 

which provides strength and support to the ideas that emerge from the whole. The 

interview process explained above assisted in contextualizing “a phenomenon, that is, to 

locate it within a conditional structure” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 127). 
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All data derived from the interviews were transcribed for analysis. While they 

varied in richness and depth of description, all data were considered valuable to the 

understanding of the phenomenon as lived by the participants.  

Studio Observation 

 In tandem with the qualitative research methods of questionnaire and interviews, 

the need for authentic art based inquiry required direct connection with both the art-

making processes and products of the participants.   While it may be true that there is no 

ideal instrument from which to measure the complex human experience of art-making 

(Sullivan, 2004), ushering in the physical dynamics that impact the art-making seems the 

most logical starting point.  One of the means by which this was accomplished was by 

observing the participants in the studios while they worked.  This observation was done 

both during class time and outside of class time, as my and the participants’ schedules 

permitted.  I would spend time noting the atmosphere of studio.  I watched for 

participants interactions with peers, faculty, and the general environment.  The 

participants’ comfort level with the studio space, the art materials, as well as the work 

atmosphere was also noted.  During these observations I thought about and asked 

questions about their artwork and processes. These queries resulted in thick descriptive 

and reflective accounts about their art-making and histories. 

Documentation of Participants’ Art-making and Artistic Products 

 Elliot Eisner (1993, 1997, 2002) argues that social science and scientific 

methodologies should not alone dictate the ways in which we investigate the human 

experience.  People engage in arts because they provide an alternative way of 

communicating and understanding the world.  It follows then, that when researching the 
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ways in which people relate to, respond to, and live through the arts, it seems increasingly 

important to use art to make sense of those phenomena.  An artwork provides an 

alternative understanding of a social phenomenon because it is different than a traditional 

text or the written word.  Referring to and relating to the participants’ art processes and 

products assisted in connecting to the participants’ lived experiences, and allowed for 

reflexive and reflective practice to reveal important insights into the phenomenon 

(Sullivan, 2005). In the research findings and discussion the participants as well as my 

own artworks will be used to further illuminate the participants’ lived experiences. 

Reflectivity and Art-Based Research 

Purposeful researcher reflection is necessary to any phenomenological research 

study on several levels.  Phenomenological research emphasizes that the researcher(s) 

must approach the investigation without preconceptions about the findings 

(Polkinghorne, 1989).  As human beings, it is impossible to approach any experience 

without maintaining some general expectations of what it might entail or how it might 

conclude.  The purpose of research reflection therefore, is not to detach oneself from the 

research, but to acknowledge and address what preconceptions might exist to be as 

truthful to the data as possible. 

In order to address any preconceptions or prior experiences that might impact the 

data, I initially engaged in a memo protocol that allowed me to reflect and consider my 

own personal experiences with matriculation in the arts and my theoretical knowledge on 

the topic.  I planned on continuing to memo and journal about these reflections 

throughout the process of the study to allow for continuous use and reference. The use of 

this self-reflective process, individual phenomenological reflection (Colaizzi, 1973), 
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assisted me in becoming more aware of my presuppositions and assumptions relating to 

the phenomenon in this study. The intention in this case was to acknowledge and 

minimize the imposition of my own preconceptions and biases on the data.   

This process of reflection proceeded throughout the study. However, while 

conducting this research it became inherently obvious that I too, needed to refresh and 

rejoin my artistic sensibilities in order to make sense of the participants’ journeys through 

the reflective opportunities of Arts-based research.  Arts-based research is the methodical 

use of the artistic process that includes the making of artistic expression as a way of 

understanding by both researchers and research participants (McNiff, 1998).    

Arts-based research is still a relatively new method in qualitative research (Leavy, 

2009).   The intention of the method is to use the artistic process as a means to better 

understand the experiences of both researchers and research participants (McNiff, 1998).  

In relation to this research study, arts-based research was particularly relevant as it 

directly connects with the understanding of the participants’ experiences.   The researcher 

can witness both the generation of data through the participants’ art-making, as well as 

identify and examine meanings in the data through the process (Sullivan, 2004). 

As Kaiser and Kay (in press) suggest, “Art is often used for data collection, 

eliciting more in-depth interviews than words alone can, in data analysis, in data 

interpretation, for documenting the research process, and at times to represent research 

findings” (p.7).   As I progressed through this research study, I began using my art-

making as a tool for reflection upon and representation of the data.   

My connection with and understanding of the artistic processes was employed in 

this research to allow for suspending my own preconceptions and dialoguing with the 
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data.  Stepping back from the literature, picking up a paintbrush, and painting served as a 

means to reconsider and reorganize the data.  It has allowed me to revisit the literature 

and interviews, to make sense of it and to create connections within the two that I may 

have missed otherwise.  In the event that data seemed to align or conflict with my own 

past experiences or biases, the art-making allowed me to go back and think through the 

data.  I could question the similarities or variations by stepping away from the moment 

and evaluating both in a separate space. For me, there is a powerful place in art-making 

that allows me the time and place to think that is not found elsewhere.   

There is a sense in this research that the participants longed for a connection to 

arts throughout their adult lives.  They entertained this longing through various activities, 

careers, and choices that they had believed would satiate their creative energies through 

their earlier adulthoods. Then perhaps, for a while anyway, those means were enough.  

But eventually, their artistic selves required greater attention, and they found themselves 

in the community college’s art studios bathing in the challenges and joys of art-making. 

In addition, this dissertation began as a detached retelling of the participants’ 

experiences.  I was an observer and re-teller only.  As the research progressed however, it 

became apparent that I too was responding to the art, artists, and studio experiences.  I 

was stirred by the data to create.  For me, it was a necessary response.  My art-making 

became a part of the analysis and collection process as my inner artistic self was being 

inspired by what I was taking in and the sense I was trying to make of the participants’ 

stories.  I was reflecting and responding to these individuals in ways I had not 

anticipated.  It granted me a lens through which to view the artists’ quests and retell them 
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in a cohesive way.  It also allowed me to more deeply connect with the research and 

literatures. 

This is valuable in the way that it connects with our understanding of interpretive 

phenomenology.  Giorgi (1975) discusses the significance that the role of the researcher’s 

intuition plays in sifting through and organizing the data.  Intuition, too, is a valuable tool 

in the processes of art-making, and using art-making as a means to reflect and engage that 

intuition in order to get to the essence of the phenomenon.  Art-making was a creative 

process through which I was able to and clarify relationships, patterns, and meanings 

during the research process.  Likewise, the researcher is expected to make order out of 

chaos, identify the nuances of relationships, and find patterns in the data (Sullivan, 2005).  

Through the practice of my reflective phenomenological art based research, I was able to 

move beyond general descriptive accounts of the experience and contribute the visual 

image as a lens into my interpretation of the data (see Sullivan, 2005). 

 Throughout the process of this research, I engaged in ongoing art-making 

processes.  Four oil paintings were created over the span of the interviewing process and 

dissertation writing process.  This resulted in four images two in the series “Rocks and 

Rope,” one “Weeds,” and one “Belly of the Beast” painting.  The process of painting was 

transformative to the research and allowed for a deeper exploration into the research by 

means of response and reflection. 

Phenomenological Data Analysis  

This study concentrated on a descriptive account of human beings and how they 

experience their worlds.  In specific, this study focused on returning adult community 

college arts majors and their pathway and experiences to and in their major. According to 
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Merriam and Simpson (1984) the pure description of inner experiences is an essential 

component of phenomenology.  The current section details the phenomenological 

processes of analysis used to arrive at the individual and general structures of the study’s 

findings. 

For the purposes of this investigation, the term structure is used to suggest there is 

a skeleton or framework beneath the data. The structure is the skeleton which explains 

how the data are interconnected and relate to each other. The individual structure is the 

cohesive collection of data and explanation of how the data relate to each other.  The 

general structure is developed by compiling the individual structures and looking for the 

ways in which the data connects across the individual structures. 

As discussed in the Literature Review, there is not a single phenomenological 

method of analysis that is used universally in every phenomenological study. The method 

of analysis used in this study is based on Nelson’s (2005) approach, which pulled Giorgi's 

(1975) classic technique of phenomenological analysis, while also drawing on 

Polkinghorne’s (1989), Wertz’s (1983), and McIntosh's (1997) approaches.  Nelson’s 

approach maintained the classical roots of the phenomenological analysis, while utilizing 

more recent and sensitive approaches by which to sort through and connect the data. The 

ways in which these approaches were utilized will be explained in more detail throughout 

this description of the processes involved. 

According to Polkinghorne (1989), the purpose of the phenomenological analysis 

is to develop a description of the essential features of that experience.   In the current 

study, the interviews, observations, and imagery were each utilized to investigate the 

elements of the experience and the interrelationship of each of those elements. This 
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investigation resulted in what is understood as the ‘Individual Structure’.  After the 

Individual Structure was established, a similar analysis is employed across all the 

participants’ cases, which resulted in the ‘General Structure’.  In order to arrive at the 

experiences of the participants, as well as the meaning that is attributed to those 

experiences, separate analyses were conducted of the experiential and existential 

dimensions of the data.  This process resulted in two Individual Structures for each 

participant and two General Structures for the participant group. 
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Table 3.1 Steps in the Analysis of Individual Protocols 

Adapted from McIntosh (1997). 

 

 

1. INDIVIDUAL TRANSCRIPT DIVIDED INTO MEANING UNITS: 

 
MU1: “From the time I’d get home, whatever, three thirty until about like ten o’clock or something, just sit there on my desk 

drawing the whole time.  At one time I was like a dozen pictures going at the same time, less than an hour, all finished.  And 
that was my escape.“  

 

MU2: “You know, like I said, [my Mom would see my art as] just silly doodles in class!  [She would yell at me saying] ‘It’s 

distracting you!’ and what not.“ 
 

MU3: “Miss Rice was really inspiring and more enthusiastic with, you know, how I was drawing and how it was progressing 

and becoming more refined.” 

 

2. TRANSFORMATION: 

 

Natural Meaning Units  Transformed Meaning Units 
 
From the time I’d get home, whatever, 

three thirty until about like ten o’clock 

or something, just sit there on my desk 

drawing the whole time.  At one time I 
was like a dozen pictures going at the 

same time, less than an hour, all 

finished.  And that was my escape.   

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

The S observed himself moving in and out of a 

highly absorbed state of art making in youth. 

You know, like I said, [my Mom would 

see my art as] just silly doodles in class!  

[She would yell at me saying] ‘It’s 

distracting you!’ and what not.   
 

 

 

 
 

 

The S observed himself focusing on art making in 

youth despite the lack of parental support or 

guidance at home. 

Miss Rice was really inspiring and more 

enthusiastic with, you know, how I was 

drawing and how it was progressing and 
becoming more refined.   

 

 

 
 

 

The S observed himself focusing and excelling in art 

as a youth with the support and tutelage of an 
instructor. 

 
3. THE EXPLICATION OF THEMES AND THEIR MEANINGS: 

 
TRANSFORMED MEANING UNITS 

Ontological and specific themes emerging from the descriptions, e.g.: 

 
Affective 

Experience 
Experience 

of Self 
Experience 

of Other 
Experience 

of World 
Temporal, 

spatial 
experience 

Experience of 
the 

Interpersonal 

      
 

ESSENCE, MEANING AND RELATIONSHIP OF THEMES 

 
4. SYNTHESIS OF MEANINGS ACROSS THEMES INTO INDIVIDUAL STRUCTURE 
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Analysis Leading to Individual Structures 

 The intention of the phenomenological analysis is to offer a “bottom up” approach 

to research.  That is to say, to look at the phenomenon and experiences first, and then try 

to build up an explanation and an understanding from there.   For the purpose of this 

study, the data from the interviews, art-making, and observations served as the source of 

data for the developing Individual Structures.  The model of analysis for these individual 

protocols is offered in Table 3.1. What follows is the description of the process of 

analysis. 

 After reviewing the data sources several times, the textual information was 

organized into natural ‘meaning units’ (MU).   MUs were identified by pulling out data a 

change in meaning occurred.  Whenever a chunk of data was identified as being 

pertinent, it was highlighted and noted as an MU. This process required me to exercise 

my own judgment. The newness of the process required me, as the researcher, to revisit 

the process several times to ensure that I was treating the data with the appropriate value.   

It was important to maintain the essences of the text or data “rather than those imposed 

by the expectations of a researcher's theoretical position" (Polkinghorne, 1998, p.54).  

Again, the interest here is in developing the findings from the bottom up.  The 

phenomenon and experiences are the foundation, and the theoretical elaborations are 

made after the foundation has been firmly established. 

After the natural meaning units were identified, they were reinterpreted into the 

researcher’s language.  This results in what are considered transformed meaning units 
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(TMU).    The intention of the development of TMUs is to articulate the core meaning of 

the data.    

The first step in changing the MU into the TMU was to take the quotation and 

change the perspective from the first person to third person.  By completing this task, the 

meaning can be explored from the external perspective.  Next both reflection and 

imaginative variation (Polkinghorne, 1989) are utilized to develop the TMUs.  The 

process of reflection was based on answering the question “What is truly being described 

in the meaning unit?”  The answers to that question were then explored with imaginative 

variation.  Imaginative variations require the researcher to stretch the meaning unit until it 

to longer fits that participants’ experience.  By knowing the limits of the participants’ 

experiences, the transformed meaning units take on a sharpened accuracy of retelling the 

experience. Through this process we no longer just know what it is, we also have a sense 

of what it is not.  The process of transforming the meaning units allowed me to pinpoint 

what the participants said, without hastily coding for themes.  While some researchers 

may skip the TMU step and jump straight to coding for themes, it seemed valuable to me 

to slow down and take the time to listen and consider exactly what the participants had 

said.  Once taking the time to consider the statement, I was able to synthesize it and 

restate it in terms that make sense in the context of the research while simultaneously 

maintaining the integrity and intention of their initial words. 

Once the TMUs were developed, the next step in the process was to identify the 

themes that emerged which relate to the study.  In order to do this both the natural MUs 

and the TMUs were revisited.  Wertz’s (1983) multi-step approach of extracting themes 

was utilized.  This process was undertaken as follows: 
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1. Empathic immersion in the situations described  

2. Slowing down and dwelling in each moment of the experience  

3. Magnification and amplification of the situations as experienced  

4. Suspension of belief and employment of intense interest in experiential detail  

5. Turning from objects to their significance  

The process of identifying themes was a result of going through the MUs and 

TMUs repeatedly and unifying similar concepts that emerged from the data. The themes 

that emerged from the meaning units were repeatedly revisited and reconsidered.  The 

themes were a result of sustained engagement with the data and a structured process of 

reflection (McIntosh, 1997).  This was continued until I felt that the themes adequately 

reflected in as much detail as possible the nature of the participant’s experience.   What 

results is the development of the Individual Structure.   

The written description of the Individual Structure identifies the themes as well as 

discusses the relationship between those themes separately for each participant.  The 

relationship between the themes is just as important as the themes themselves, as it helps 

explain how the structure is a whole of many parts.   As there were eight participants in 

this research project, there were likewise 16 Individual Structures that were developed.  

There was an experiential and existential structure developed for each of the participants 

as explained in Table 3.2.   

The Experiential themes were focused on speaking to the retelling of artist-

participants’ experiences.  The data was grouped to create a theme that merged the data. 

Experiential themes were focused on the question: What were the essential features of the 

experience? This can be visually explained in Figure 3.3. 
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Figure 3.3 Experiential Theme Development 

 

The Existential themes were focused on the meaning-making that was connected 

to the experiences.   The themes tended to be reflective and were related to the question: 

What role does the experience play in the artist-participant’s world? The development of 

the existential themes can be understood as the reflective process indicated in Figure 3.4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Theme: Past Arts Experiences 

Art 
Education 
in Schools 

Abroad

Community 
Art School

Mother in 
PTA
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Figure 3.4 Existential Theme Development 

 

For the purposes of this study, the Individual Structures are not directly included 

in the Findings.  In order to limit redundancy and repetition the reporting on each of the 

Individual Structures were not included in the findings, as the synthesis between all of the 

Individual Structures that occurred within the General Structures in the next section will 

highlight the common themes among the artist-participants.   

 Table 3.2:  Development of the Individual Structures 
Experiential: 

Essential Components of Experience 

Existential: 

Reflection on Meaning of Experience 

Meaning units (MUs)   

↓ 

 

Meaning units (MUs)   

↓ 

 

Transformed meaning units (TMUs)  

 ↓ 

 

Transformed meaning units (TMUs)  

 ↓ 

 

Experiential themes  (description & 

interrelationship)     

 ↓ 

Existential themes (description & 

interrelationship)      

↓ 

 

Experiential Individual Structure Existential Individual Structure 

 

 

•Lived 
Experiences

Experiences with 
work, money, 
family, school, 

and etc.

Reflection and 
Connection

•Meaning 
Making

Maturity as Lens 
to Reconsider 
Self and Needs
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Analysis Leading to General Structures 

The next step in the process was to develop the General Structures.  See Table 3.3 

for the visual summary of this process.  The intention of the General Structure was to see 

past the details of the Individual Structures in their own situated context.  This broadens 

the understanding of the phenomenon by connecting it across multiple individual 

structures. Two General Structures were developed within this study: Experiential and 

Existential.   

The Experiential Structure was focused on speaking to the retelling of artist-

participants’ experiences. The themes that were connected to this structure related to the 

question: What were the essential features of the experience? 

The Existential Structure was organized around the meaning-making that was 

connected to the experiences.   The themes that were employed in this structure tended to 

be reflective and were related to the question: What role does the experience play in the 

artist-participant’s world? 
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Table 3.3 Steps in the Development and Analysis of the General Structures 

Adapted from Nelson (2005) 

 

For the purposes of analysis, a systematic approach to developing the General 

Structures was again developed.  This process was similar to the approach taken to 

develop the Individual Structures. Wertz (1983) four stages of nomothetic analysis were 

used to develop the General Structures. These stages progressed as follows: 

 

 

 

1. Gather all themes across protocols. 

 

2. Look for instances of each theme in each protocol. 

For example: 

 

Themes 

 

Artist 

1 

Artist 

2 

Artist 

3 

Artist 

4 

Artist 

5 

Artist 

6 

Artist 

7 

Artist 

8 

Commitment to artistic 

development 

Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Art-making as central 

significance in the 

artist-participant’s life 

Y Y Y Y N N Y Y 

Past Arts Experiences Y Y Y N Y Y Y N 

 

 
 

3. Explicate the common themes further in a circular process of deepening enquiry, moving between 

original narratives and transformations within and across cases. 

 

 
 

4. Synthesize the constituents of the experience common to all cases. 

 

 
 

5. General Structures for the phenomena of the experiential and existential dimensions are 

developed. 
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1. Identifying general insights in individual structures:  In this phase the 

Individual Structures that demonstrate a general truth about the phenomenon are 

identified.  This was accomplished by evaluating whether the themes refer only to an 

individual case or whether they refer to multiple cases. 

2. Comparing of individual descriptions:  This process is focused on looking for 

evidence of each of themes each of the individual cases.  Once evidence is identified, 

similarities, connections, and differences are identified between the incidences.  

3. Imaginative variation: Imaginative variation is used to achieve generality 

across the individual structures.  In this utilization of imaginative variation, the researcher 

investigates all possible variations to see what is consistently necessary for it to qualify as 

an instance of the phenomenon.  

4. Formulation of generality:  This step refers to defining the necessary 

conditions, themes, and structural relationships that comprise the phenomenon.  

Questions are posed of the themes such as, “Can we have the phenomenon without this?” 

and “How does this relate to the whole phenomenon?”  

What results from these processes are identifies as the General Structures.  The 

intention of developing these structures is to describe the essence of phenomenon being 

studied (McIntosh, 1997). 

Member Checking 

In order to further support the reliability and validity of the findings, a “member 

check” was included in the data analysis.  Guba and Lincoln (1994) suggest that by 

asking participants whether they agree that the findings are accurate provides an 

opportunity for justification of the findings.  In this research study, artist-participants 
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were given such an opportunity to “member check” the findings of the research.  This 

opportunity was given in the context of the third interview, where the research reported 

the individual TMUs to the participants, and allowed the participants to provide feedback, 

clarification, or revision to the findings. 

All participants took part in this member checking process.  Of the eight 

participants, three provided member checking through the third interview.  The five other 

participants provided member checking feedback through email.  All offered, in varying 

degrees, positive feedback to each of meaning units that had been identified in their 

individual structures.   

Conclusion 

Once data were analyzed, an in-depth accounting or “thick description” 

(Geertz, 1973) of the data and the results were described in narrative form. Chapter 4 

provides brief biographies of each of the artist-participants, and the retelling of the 

findings of the research follows in Chapters 5 (Findings) and 6 (Discussion of the 

Findings).  This accounting details what the reader will need to know to fully understand 

the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 125). 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE ARTIST-PARTICIPANTS 

 

Figure 4.1 Photograph of Artist-Participant Engaged in Art-Making 

 

 In order to situate the findings of the research, it is best to situate the data in the 

frame of the participants.  This research is rooted in the experiences of the participants, 

and hence it is important to understand their background and perspectives.  The past life 

experiences as well as the studio experiences (see Figure 4.1) are all important 

components of this phenomenological investigation. To follow is a brief biography of 

each of the artist-participants’, storied through their lifelong experiences and relationship 

with the arts.  Within these short biographies, I hope to introduce the reader to each of the 

artist-participants in order to achieve a fuller picture of the data that follows in Chapter V. 
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Lorra 

 

Figure 4.1. Untitled Still Life. Oil Paint. Artist-Participant Lorra 

 

The place to understand Lorra’s quest in studio arts is in her reflections of 

childhood experiences.  Lorra’s intention in pursuing a degree in studio arts is to find 

”happiness”. When asked to expand upon that, Lorra related that her happiness was 

rooted in her connection with her family.  As an adult, she sees art as a way to maintain a 

closeness and connection with her family.   

 When Lorra was a child, she and her family traveled extensively.  Her father was 

in the military, so Lorra lived in several countries and was exposed to several cultures.  

She recalls, as a child, being very sensitive to and inquisitive about her environments.  At 

several points in the interviews she described very graphic and colorful recollections of 
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experiences she lived as a child.  Her way of retelling those experiences was transportive 

in that the language and body language she employed had a way of bringing you back in 

time with her. Her description was thick and had a sense of authenticity.  

 In the recounting of her experiences, Lorra eagerly spoke of the varied cultural 

experiences and privileges she gained as a member of a military family.  While she 

primarily attended schools that followed the American curriculum, the student and 

faculty body was diverse.   A bulk of her reflections drew back to her childhood in the 

Philippines and in Germany.  As a white student growing up in different countries, she 

recalled being very sensitive and curious about all sorts of cultural variables including 

clothing, speech, language, and customs.  This sensitivity and curiosity followed her into 

art classes, where she was eager to investigate as many different mediums as were 

offered.  For example, she found an intense and strict German art teacher still very 

approachable because of the teacher’s diverse art lessons. And ethnicities 

Throughout Lorra’s retelling of her lived childhood experiences, she continually 

reflected back to her connection with family.  She noted her mother was active in the 

school PTA, and recalled a number of arts-based experiences she had with her mother.   

As a teenager Lorra reflected on her mother’s unwavering support of even her less 

traditional artistic pursuits.    

I remember doing this abstract piece for art and there were medicine bottles, there 

was a razor blade, there was a broken tequila bottle.  I wanted [to add] cigarettes 

and ashes, so I smoked in my bedroom and my mom walks in. [She asked] “What 

are you doing?” and I said, “It’s for art.”  She said, “Oh, okay.”   

 

Lorra found unconditional support in her art-making as a child and teenager from 

her mother.  According to Lorra, her father was equally creative and involved in her 

creative development, although the means were different.  He would connect with Lorra 
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through his love of rebuilding, repairing, and repainting cars.  Lorra recalled experiences 

helping her father in the garage, dismantling or reassembling auto parts.  She reflected on 

those experiences as connecting with the analytical side of her that part that likes to 

problem solve, and is readily used in her art-making as an adult. 

 When Lorra graduated she followed a career path into electronics and 

engineering.  She went into those fields because she thought the creative/analytical side 

of her would be well situated in those fields, and she could still make a good financial 

living.  She recalled, “The whole responsibility thing came first.  I was like, okay, normal 

people have to go to school, get a job, get a house, get married and all that other stuff.”  

After she had been working for a number of years, and had a well-established career, 

Lorra realized she wasn’t happy.  Her career had taken first place.  She travelled 

extensively, worked continuously, and she had never slowed down enough to get married 

or have a family.  She felt burnt out, and disinterested in her work.  The stress was 

overwhelming her, and she was feeling disconnected from her family and self.  For Lorra, 

ate the age of 40, returning to the studio arts was a means by which she could reclaim the 

happiness she had lost along the way. 

 As Lorra unveiled her Untitled Still Life to me (see Figure 4.1), she spoke of how 

the painting connects all the things that she loves.  She spoke of her sister who had gifted 

her the bowl in the painting.  It wasn’t an expensive bowl, her sister had picked it up at a 

flea market, but its extraordinary value to Lorra was obvious through her retelling of the 

story. The beads in the painting she purchased when she was shopping with her mother, a 

fairly regular experience that she values along with her mother.   Lorra made a note about 

the depth of values and hues in the beads and how they resonated with her personality.  
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The wooden finial in the bowl was from a piece of furniture she had built and stained 

herself, a carpentry skill she had learned and mastered with her father.  She was able to 

meld all these experiences and meanings together through the careful rendering of one 

still life painting.  Her description of the thoughtful selection of the objects, the 

techniques she employed during the painting, and the challenges she encountered during 

the process were indications of how intentional she is with her art-making and 

symbolism. This, she explained, was why “art is so important.”  
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Shannon 

 

Figure 4.2 Self Portrait. Graphite Pencil. Artist-Participant Shannon 

  

 It was hard for Shannon to look at herself as she embarked upon her Self Portrait 

(See Figure 4.2).  She wasn’t in the practice of “seeing” herself, and she felt 

uncomfortable drawing her own image.  Watching her in front of the easel was something 

like watching water that dripped from a faucet slowly grow into a steady stream.  She 

was slow, gentle, and pensive. She approached each mark with quiet reservation, until 

finally an image of her face began to emerge.  On the second day of observation the lines 

were more defined and she has developed a hint of a neck. She volunteered her 

discomfort about creating a self-portrait, “I felt vulnerable.  I felt naked. So I decided to 
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draw myself that way.”  As she spent the hours in front of the mirror the night before, she 

thought about her station in life.  She realized she was finally able to look at her inner 

self. 

I spent the most time on my eyes and my hair.  I guess… I think my hair is a 

symbol of my womanhood and motherhood.  I wanted it to look graceful, 

creative, but still organized and powerful… you know?  My eyes are my soul.  I 

wanted whoever saw this picture to see the real me.  I wanted it to be an intense 

conversation between the viewer and myself. It was intense for me to look at 

myself….like really look inside myself.  How often does anyone really do that? 

 

Like Lorra, 36 year-old Shannon shared an interest in her search for happiness 

and self-fulfillment through her emersion in the Studio Arts.  Shannon’s life story was 

told with a sense of drive and goal-orientation.   While she always had a passion for the 

arts “as far back as [she] can remember,” her life course was dramatically altered when 

she discovered she was with child during her senior year in high school. 

 Shannon was raised in a white middle class suburban family of a small American 

city.  In her interviews Shannon was eager to paint pictures of her childhood memories 

with her words.  She recalled summer days of chalk drawing with her neighborhood 

friends up and down sidewalks and driveways.  On days home from school sick, she 

remembered painting with watercolors with her mother and making homemade play-doh.  

She attributed her stay-at-home mom with nurturing her early interests and inclination in 

the arts, but stated several times that her whole family was supportive of the arts in 

general. 

 Suburban public school was stressful for Shannon.  Although she was fairly well 

liked, she recalled feeling “stressed” out about fitting in. Although, during our interview, 

Shannon presented herself as being self-confident and extroverted, she recalls that as a 

child she felt as if she was very much “in [her] own head” and somewhat shy.   Her 
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recollections of her art classes were positive.  She found art to be a way of feeling 

comfortable and confident among her peers.  Her peers and teachers alike often doted 

over her talent, and this allowed Shannon to navigate the school atmosphere with less 

stress and anxiety. 

 By the time Shannon got into high school she was taking leadership roles in art 

clubs, plays, and other creative outlets.  She had thoughts of becoming an art teacher of 

some sort, although her interest in college was somewhat anxiety ridden.  Shannon did 

fairly well in school.  She recalled taking mostly college-preparatory level courses in high 

school, and she reported her grades were “slightly above average.”  In discussing college 

with her parents however (both of which were college educated), she had the impression 

that she would not be accepted into any colleges because her grades were not high 

enough.  So while she had an interest in being an art teacher, she didn’t pursue that end 

too urgently because she feared that the educational system would not allow her passage. 

She continued to make art and seek acceptance and support through her art-making. 

 In one very sensitive moment during the first interview, Shannon became very 

quiet and reflected: 

I still remember sitting in 10th grade study hall and drawing a tree in my 

notebook.  Bill was sitting next to me, and I could feel him watching me draw.  

He wasn’t watching “me,” he was watching my hands and the paper.  I loved it.  I 

drew and he watched for the period. We said nothing to each other.  I think that’s 

when I fell in love with him.  I guess…I guess I felt like he really saw me. 

 

 Shannon and Bill became inseparable shortly after that.  It was her senior year 

(Bill graduated a year earlier), when Shannon found out that she was pregnant.  As 

Shannon reflected on that time, a sense of joy and sadness echoed in her words.  She 

recalled the fear of telling her family, the sadness of giving up any hope of college, the 
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stress of raising a child when she and Bill were so young, and the rewards of her beautiful 

son. 

 After graduation, Shannon lived with her parents for a short time.  She, Bill, and 

their son moved into an apartment about a year later.  Shannon took a full-time job at a 

retail department store, where she stayed for many years.  She worked up the ranks to 

Department Manager, a position she held for the past four years.  She recalled watching 

the people working in the Visual Display department setting up the mannequins and 

props, and wishing she could move into that position.  When she questioned her manager 

about it, she was met with negativity.   

“I decided that same day, that I needed to go to college for art.” Shannon recalled.  

She enrolled at the community college part-time and started taking one class at a time. 

She continued to comment about her future aspirations in the arts: 

As soon as I started taking classes I realized what I was missing. Now I don’t ever 

want to stop.  I plan on getting my Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees. I will have 

my cake and eat it too.  I’m going full steam ahead. 
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Edward 

 

 

Figure 4.3 Self Portrait. Charcoal. Artist-Participant Edward 

 

 Likewise, Edward found art as a device to help navigate the sometimes cruel 

environment of the public school system.  To see Edward now, approaching age 30, it is 

hard to conceive he would have been on the receiving end of bullying.  Edward has an 

intimidating presence with his numerous body piercings and tattoos.  His self-portrait 

(see Figure 4.3) is, in my own opinion, a fair representation of his outward projection.  

 At the first interview, he entered with an authoritative body posture, augmented 

with white contact lenses, a mohawk haircut, and wearing a black leather jacket coupled 
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with combat boots.  It was hard to maintain eye contact with him at first because his eyes 

looked eerie and inhuman.  In the first moments of the interview, it was apparent 

however, that Edward’s appearance was a kind of defense mechanism.  Once comfortably 

sitting in the studio, he was quick with a smile, a joke, and very forthcoming with his 

reflections and experiences.  Edward was passionate about his artwork, and happy to 

reflect on his artistic journey from childhood to the present. 

 Born in Ohio, where he lived until his parents divorced when he was five. His 

relationship with his father was estranged throughout most of his life. Even speaking 

about it now, Edward gets tense and expresses some emotional conflict about this 

relationship. Edward’s reflections on his childhood were thoughtful and honest.  He 

spoke at length about growing up with a Latino single mother and the stresses they 

endure together.  They did not have a lot of money, and they moved around a great deal.  

He didn’t feel as if he had much of a foundation.  He had minimal contact with his 

extended family who live in Puerto Rico.  His mother was his constant, continually 

emphasizing that she wanted him to focus on school, but focusing on school was very 

difficult for Edward, as he recalled.  In most of the schools he attended, he recalled 

regular harassment and bullying.   The bullying turned violent in some cases, so Edward 

often feared for both his emotional and physical safety while at school. 

 Edward recalled how as a child he would retreat to drawing as a way of coping 

with the world and “shutting out the negativity.”  He would retreat to his bedroom after 

school and draw image after image.  He would haul around folders and binders that held 

hundreds of images.  His mother would yell at him, and try to get him to focus on his 

schoolwork instead.  “Doodling,” he said she called it.  As he reflected on his childhood, 
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he suggested that his mother didn’t know about the bullying, and that she thought the 

artwork was distracting him from school.  He reported, “She didn’t realize it’s probably 

the only thing that kept me from committing murder or suicide at the time.”  His mother 

was not supportive of his art-making and often discouraged and disparaged him for it. 

At some point in high school, other kids started realizing Edward’s talent.  They 

began asking him, and in some cases hiring him, to draw things for them. The bullies, 

now disempowered by his newfound friends and reputation, gave way to a newfound 

agency, a new identity. In his view, it was his art skills that ended up shielding him from 

bullying later on in his high school career.  Still, Edward’s academics remained weak.  

He had struggled from a young age, bouncing around from school to school, and not 

having much stability or support in his life.  He never considered college in his younger 

years. After high school graduation, he moved from job to job.  He took positions 

working in warehouses, gas stations, manufacturing, delivery, and etc.  His art had 

stopped.   

Asked in the interview what ushered him back to the arts, he gave credit to his 

friends’ support.  He said they kept, “bugging” him about it. He went on to elaborate 

about how instrumental the arts had been to him in giving him a way to express himself.  

Interestingly, he mentioned his mother is now very proud of his art and shows him off 

“every chance she gets”. 
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Lucia 

 

Figure 4.4 Eyes. Oil on Canvas. Artist-Participant Lucia 

 For Lucia, studying art is about taking advantage of a brand new opportunity.  

Lucia was born and raised in Ecuador Lucia had two parents that worked very hard, were 

very creative, but were very poor.  Lucia’s retelling of her childhood paints a picture of a 

close-knit, loving family, who did much with very little, “We had dirt walls [in our 

home],” still, Lucia told of experiences with her parents and grandparents that were rich 

with warmth, nurturance, and creativity.  

 As a child, Lucia’s remembered her education as fairly balanced.  She recalled 

having art class during her elementary years, and while she enjoyed those classes, she did 

not recall many particularly remarkable experiences.  She reported that she liked school, 

and she always did well.  Times became more stressful for Lucia at the age of ten, when 

her father unexpectedly passed away. Her mother raised Lucia and her sisters on a 

schoolteacher’s salary, and did seamstress work on the side to make ends meet. 
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My mother was a widow when I was ten-years-old, and she raised three girls.  My 

older sister is one year older than me, and the youngest is four years younger than 

me.  I was in the middle.  I assumed a big part of the housework.  I did all the 

little jobs with my hands.   

 

 At that point in Lucia’s life, she needed to grow up quickly.  She did not spend 

much time with her friends or have much time for extracurricular activities.  She began 

working outside of the home at a young age, in addition to going to school, in order to 

help support her family.  She doesn’t recall being resentful.   

 As she went through high school, her mother and grandmother continued to 

emphasize education.  Lucia saw herself going into medicine, possibly being a 

pharmacist.   She settled on optometry because it was as close to medicine as she could 

get while still starting her education at the close-to-home and inexpensive optometry 

school.   She eventually married, had a child, and then divorced.  As a single mother, 

Lucia maintained her focus on her son and her career.  She reflected that she always liked 

the arts, but never dreamt that they could be part of her life.  She was directed at making 

a living. 

Before when I was in my country, Ecuador, I worked as an optometrist, so I really 

didn't have time to do any kind of entertaining activities.  I just had work that I 

had to do.  I put my best effort doing that, but nothing else. 

 

 At the age of 45, after her son went away to college, Lucia remarried and moved 

to the United States.    She credits her new husband for opening up the opportunities of 

the arts for her: “Actually, when I came here to the United States, my husband loved the 

arts, so he introduced me to this new world of museums, paintings, and classical music” 

re-igniting her interest in the arts at that point.   

 When she began to research the steps she would need to take to become an 

Optometrist in this country, she quickly realized that she no longer wanted to go down 
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that path.  Her newfound freedom and opportunities brought her to the community 

college to embark in a studio-arts major. 

 Lucia was eager to tell her story and share her artwork.  Upon our first meeting, 

she brought a small portfolio of her work and took me on a tour of each of her images 

and what they meant to her.  As she pulled her Eyes (See Figure 4.4) painting from her 

portfolio, her affect brightened, and she began to talk about her passion for the human 

form.  This painting was, for Lucia, a connection between her past life as an Optometrist 

and her new life as an artist. It was a self-portrait from many perspectives for Lucia. 
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Kim 

 

Figure 4.5 Still Life. Charcoal.  Artist-Participant Kim 

 

 Also important to the conversation on opportunity, are the experiences of Kim in 

her path to the studio arts major.   Like Lucia, Kim is not a natural-born citizen of the 

United States, thus, her childhood and educational experiences are quite different from 

the other participants. 

 When I met Kim for the first interview, we met in an open lounge near a music 

classroom.  While the music from the classroom was muffled, still what Kim was saying 

became difficult to hear at times, because she spoke softly.  Kim has a gentle presence, 

but when speaking with her it quickly became apparent that she is goal oriented and 
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driven.  Her stories and artworks demonstrated her passion for her future goals and in the 

arts.  In the second interview, she displayed some of her artwork for me.  She used the 

Still Life (See Figure 4.5) to explain to me how she is growing and changing in her study 

of the arts.  She spoke about the influences of her teachers and peers, as well as the 

internal dialogues she had with herself.  She explored ideas about self, interpersonal 

connections, time, and space all in the context of this one charcoal image.  It was 

apparent through just that dialogue that this experience went far beyond that of only 

developing the skills to draw. 

 Kim was born in Vietnam, and was born in Vietnam, and her and attended 

Vietnamese schools until middle school.   While in Vietnam, Kim reported the arts were 

an important component of the culture, the educational system, as well as her family.  She 

recalled that her father loved to draw, and he was a big advocate of her drawing, although 

she felt likes she failed his expectations as a child.  She elaborated: 

My father always loved to draw. He would enroll me every year in an art contest.  

Every year I would disappoint him.  Not first, not second, not even third prize. 

 

 In middle school, Kim’s family moved from Vietnam in order to afford Kim and 

her siblings more opportunities.  Her father was a jeweler in Vietnam, but moving to the 

United States forced him to change his profession to welding.   Throughout Kim’s 

schooling in the United States, she had a number of teachers that supported and nurtured 

her artistic pursuits.  When it came time for college, Kim went to school for nursing. She 

said there was pressure on multiple levels to go into the sciences, “We [Kim and her 

sister] were expected to go into medicine or science. Typical Asian, I guess.”  She felt 

that pressure particularly from her mother, from whom she still feels a push to be a 

doctor. 
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 After being in the nursing field for a number of years, she decided it just wasn’t 

the career in which she wanted to stay.  “It goes back in my family.  Even my great 

grandfather loved to draw. I think that’s where I learned it.” Her heart was in the arts, and 

since she’s not married and doesn’t have children, she felt it was time to act upon her 

dream. When she announced to her family that she wanted to go back to school to study 

art and architecture she said her family looked at her with “googly eyes.” They had 

expected her to be a physician or something related to the medical field, just as her sister 

had. She had watched her sister go down that road, and sees her as being very unhappy 

and unproductive.  She plans on going to New York to continue her education in arts and 

architecture, and she believes studying the studio arts at the community college is the first 

step in making her dream become a reality.  
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Siena 

 

Figure 4.6. Untitled.  Folded Paper and Foamcore Board. Artist-Participant Siena 

 

 As I watched Siena in the studio creating what would become Untitled (See 

Figure 4.6), she was highly focused on her artwork.  Her breaks in creation only stopped 

periodically to give praise and support to her peers in the class.  Seamlessly, she would 

return her focus to her artwork and appeared to block the world out.  There seemed to be 

an interesting rhythm in her work, which came with long periods of intense focus and 
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brief periods of reconnecting with the studio environment and her peers.  I noted in my 

first observation of her that she seemed “almost maternal” in the studio, what I learned in 

the first interview revealed that my observations were well founded. 

  Siena was the youngest of the participants in the study at the age of 28, although 

she exhibits a deep maturity in the way she presents herself. Raised in a suburban town, 

she attended a predominantly white school.  She had two older brothers, one of which has 

special needs.  As Siena recounted her childhood experiences, she referred a great deal to 

the attention paid to her brother. 

 Her storied experiences were thick with recollections of experiences she had with 

her family and art-making.  Both of her parents were creative and supported Siena’s 

interest in the arts.   When asked if she can remember when her family started creating 

arts experiences with her and her brother, she responded, “I’ve always played with art 

supplies as long as I can remember. Probably when I was old enough to hold a pencil.” 

 As a student in public school, Siena told of countless positive arts experiences and 

teachers.  She spoke of elementary, middle, and high school instructors who she also 

credits for helping her passion for the arts grow.  There was never a doubt for Sienna that 

she would pursue something in the arts after high school, but the demands of her family 

slowed her path to college. 

 After graduation from high school, college was not an immediate option.  With 

both parents working, someone needed to stay in the home and help support her special 

needs brother.  For several years, Siena took on that role.  She eventually started back to 

community college part-time.  When asked why she elected a studio arts major she 

replied, “Well, when I started college I actually didn’t know what I wanted to do, and I 
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was looking at different degrees, and it’s just…I don’t know, it’s always been in me to do 

art.”  She picked up exactly where she had left off.  Her passion for the arts never left her, 

but because of her family obligations she took a longer path to her college education.  
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Rose 

 

Figure 4.7. Birdhouse. Acrylic on Canvas. Artist-Participant Rose 

 

 Now at the age of 44, Rose believes her education in the arts is “food for her 

soul.”  Rose’s history of love of the arts dates back to crayons, Light-Bright, coloring 

books, and TV dinners on her family room floor.  While the rest of her family would be 

watching TV, Rose would color and draw for hours until she would have depressions in 

her fingertips from where the crayons had been held.  Her mother painted crafty projects  
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and her father had technical skill as she recalls, but he never really used it for his own  

fulfillment.  She was raised in a white upper class family who had high educational 

expectations of her and her siblings.  She recalled that a “B,” in any subject, was not 

smiled upon in high school.  Rose got a lot of “B”s. 

 Rose loved art.  She excelled in it.  Her parents sent her to camps and workshops 

when she was younger.  They supported her interest in the arts, but the support was 

geared toward having a “well rounded” daughter, and she was “well-rounded.”  Rose 

participated in sports and joined various school clubs; a solid B student in just about 

every area of school, in art, she always got “A”s.   

 Her recollections of her high school art teacher were the most vivid.  During the 

interviews, she spoke vividly of her high school teachers and her sense of connectedness 

in the art room.  The art room was like a “sanctuary,” for Rose and her thoughts. 

Rose successfully graduated high school and went on to an expensive private 

college.   When she expressed interest to her parents in pursuing arts as a college degree, 

the idea was quickly dismissed.  Art was not a major her father was willing to support.  

Rose’s major would be business, although her liberal arts education did allow her to take 

a couple studio arts classes.    

After college graduation, Rose went on to a successful career in business, married 

and had a family.  Around the age of 35, she started thinking about going back to school 

for art.  She had been in the “real” world and had a career, but as she retells it, she was 

bored.   She went back and forth with her husband about the decision.  Finally, at the age 

of 40, she decided it was time for her to follow her dream and enroll. 
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She recalled entering the studio for the first time and having doubts.  She said for 

weeks before the first class she had “butterflies in her stomach.”  She was worried about 

being judged for her artwork and about “being too old” for college.  Once the art-making 

began, most of those worries seemed to fade.   When I inquired about what it was like for 

her to be in the studio, she paged through her IPad and pulled up her painting of the 

Birdhouse (See Figure 4.7).   

I think the studio is kinda like a birdhouse.  Outside is a big, vast, sprawling 

world.  Birds go around and collect little pieces of that world and bring it into the 

birdhouse and make little microcosm worlds.  It’s like a magical little wonderland 

with endless potential and opportunities.  It’s really hard to explain, but it’s 

magical. Just amazing. 
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Debra 

 

Figure 4.8 Artist-Participant Debra working on her “Body Part” artwork 

 

 The eldest of the participant group in this study was Debra at the age of 60.   The 

retelling of her art experiences began with disperse recollections of her childhood.  

Throughout the interview process Debra continually interjected statements about her “bad 

memory,” and attributed it to age and lifestyle.  Still, her story was rich with experiences 

and hurdles. 
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 Debra grew up in the country.  Her mother stayed home, and her father worked 

hard to support her family.  Debra reflected on her father: 

He was a…he was in construction.  He was like an engineer.  He like did 

blueprints and stuff like that.  I don’t think he ever really thought about 

studying art, but he was so talented.  He and his brother won a lot of 

scholarships, but I don’t think he ever followed through with it.   He 

couldn’t back then, even if you won a scholarship, it didn’t mean 

anything.  He was so poor.  It just didn’t mean anything because he had so 

many others responsibilities and bills.  But I’m glad when I paint that I 

think of my dad so much.  He’d be proud. 

 

 Although her reflections of her childhood were rich with accounts of winning art 

competitions and art experiences growing up, Debra recalls that she never “persevered” 

in art.  She attributed her major artistic influences in childhood as her father and uncle.  

Her uncle, she proudly recalled, did drawings for one edition of the Gray’s Anatomy texts 

as well as participating in the World’s Fair.  He was an accomplished artist as she 

recalled. 

 Debra liked art as a child, but she refers to herself as being “lazy” and not 

following through.  By the time she was in high school, Debra was a self-proclaimed 

hippie.   School became less and less of a focus as she neared graduation. She graduated, 

married, lived on a commune, had children, and lived meagerly.  Shortly after giving 

birth to her tenth child, her husband disappeared.  He had struggled with substance abuse 

for a long time, and Debra was relieved her children didn’t need to witness that any 

longer.  Debra became a farmhand and lived in a cabin on the farm property with her 

tenth children.  She recalled being so poor that they didn’t have money for heat during 

the winter, and all of her and children camping out around the stove at night to sleep.   

 Despite these hard times, she spoke of making creative teaching moments with 

her kids.  “Making art out of nothing,” was a theme that echoed through many of her 
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stories.  She continues to work with found objects in her art-making even today as 

evidenced by her “Body Part Assignment” (See Figure 4.8), in which she decided to use, 

in her artwork, a thrown away mirror she found by the side of the road on the way to 

class. 

At this stage of her life, all of Debra’s kids are grown and gone, and she decided 

she wanted to finally go back to school.  “Money was never [her] motivation” for 

returning to college.  As she tells it, coming back to school to study art was just 

something she always wanted to do.  This is not the end of her art education path either; 

she plans on continuing to get her Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in the arts as well.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



95 

 

CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

 

Figure 5.1, Bees, Pen and Ink on Illustration Board, Artist-Participant Shannon 
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This chapter presents the findings from the phenomenological analyses of the 

interviews, images, and studio observations.  This chapter is organized with explanations 

of each theme and elaborated on how each of the themes interconnects with the other.  As 

such, this chapter provides a general overview of the interrelated themes within the 

experiential and existential general structures.   

The findings of the experimental and existential General Structures are presented 

below.   As explained in the Methods chapter, the experiential structure pulls together the 

essential components of the experiences of the artist-participants as they relate to the 

research questions; the existential dimension refers to the personal meaning that has been 

attached to those artist-participants’ experiences.  

Experiential General Structure 

The themes within the Experiential General Structure are listed below.  These 

themes interlink the artist-participants’ experiences as they relate to the research 

questions of this research study.  Illustrated here are the themes that emerged from the 

artist-participants’ retelling of experiences.  While each theme is separated for the 

purpose of this study, it is important to note these components do not exist independently 

of one another.  These themes coexist with the artist-participants’ experiences, and they 

often overlap and inform each other. As such, what follows is the structure of the themes 

illuminated with both the use of MUs and TMUs, as well as some explanation about the 

structural relationship between the themes themselves.  The themes that emerged in the 

Experiential General Structure are identified and synthesized into the whole, related to 

the question: What were the essential features of the experience? 
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List of Themes: 

A. Commitment to artistic development and art-making 

B. Preparedness for enrollment in the studio arts program 

C. Past Arts Experiences 

D. Reconnecting with Artistic Roots 

E. Sense of Belonging 

F. Happiness and Joy 

G. Exploration and Discovery 

H. Control and Direction 

Commitment to Artistic Development and Art-Making 

The commitment to the participants’ overall artistic development and involvement 

in art-making serves as a primary background to the experience. This may be experienced 

on dual levels, both with the production of art as well as with the investment in the value 

of the artistic process. The participants recalled experiences, noting how significant art is 

to their lives, and how they have a newfound commitment to their own artistic 

development.  As the TMUs were analyzed, and themes emerged, what arose from the 

artist-participants was a sense that they had a newly awakened commitment and passion 

for developing their artistic sensibilities.  In the interviews, participants called upon 

experiences in which they noted a long held connection to and relationship with the arts.  

Participant Lucia recalled the following experience in which she felt a strong connection 

to the artistic experience: 

When I first came to America, my husband took me to galleries and museums.  

His whole house is filled with art. It was amazing going places and seeing art like 

that.  That filled my heart.  I felt like I had finally found myself. 
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Likewise, Edward recounted experiences where he had continually found himself 

connecting with artistic experiences in varied ways: 

I became obsessed with the artistic designs of motorcycles. I often found myself 

watching animations on television and just watching the imagery. The colors. The 

lines. Or I would spend hours just flipping through Google images or wondering 

through a museum downtown.  I was just hungry for it. 

 

Several of the participants also reported intense emotional responses to seeing art in 

different venues.  This could be attributed to artistic sensitivity that had been developed 

in their childhoods.  Several participants reported their intense emotions:  

-When I first saw a van Gogh painting firsthand I couldn’t walk away. I was 

entranced.   

 -I can’t describe it.  I felt like the artist looked inside me.   

-I hated going to museums because it reminded me of what I gave up.  But at the 

same time, I kept making excuses to go.  It was always very [negatively] 

emotional for me—walking into a museum as an adult…until I went back to 

school. My first trip to an art museum as an art student felt like birth. I was 

liberated. 

 

All participants reported, in varying ways, that artistic activity was a necessity for 

their lives and that they were committed to developing that part of themselves (“I need to 

paint”; “I don’t know what I would be doing without it;” “This is my calling;” “It will be 

who I am for the rest of my life;” “It has become my life.”). 

The participants’ commitment to their artistic development and art-making has 

brought them to the place of higher education, where they can practice their art-making 

and develop their abilities in an arena that they believe will be conducive.  They have 

elected to restructure their lives in order to accomplish the background goal of 

developing themselves as artists.  The leap taken by enrolling in the community college 

studio arts program was a conscious move to allow the participants to fully invest in 

his/her artistic development and art-making. 
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Preparedness for Enrollment in the Studio Arts Program  

The aforementioned commitment to artistic development and art-making resulted 

in enrollment in the community college studio arts program.  Before enrollment, there 

were significant preparations and experiences that were integral to get to the place of 

matriculation. There were two major components within this category, one mental and 

one technical.    

The mental processes involved concentrating on how the participant was 

preparing him/herself to be ready for the move back into college and back into the arts.    

This mental preparation was heavily rooted in past experiences with schooling and the 

arts, identifying the emotional payoffs for rejoining the arts educational environment, and 

working through some of the factors that might have impeded their earlier interests in 

studying art in college. In some cases art-making itself was utilized to help negotiate the 

mental conversations and decisions that were being made as the participant approached 

the new commitment to artistic development and art-making 

The physical processes that were utilized involved restructuring life 

responsibilities as well as processes involved in college admissions, registration, tuition, 

financial aid, and educational supplies. While some of the technical processes also 

contribute to the mental processes involved with preparations made to matriculate in the 

studio arts, the physical requirement of these processes should not be disregarded. 

 Social capital can provide individuals with resources to navigate through the 

world.  All of these individuals resourced their social capital by re-enrolling in college.  

Some of these artist-participants had never gone to college before, while others already 
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have college degrees in other domains of knowledge.  This not only suggests that they are 

savvy about the importance of a college degree, but that they have the resources (social, 

familial, experiential) in which to successfully navigate through the application and 

admissions processes at an institution of higher education.  And while this community 

college is an open enrollment institution (thereby slightly simplifying the process), 

anyone that has gone through college enrollment knows that it can be a somewhat 

challenging and detail oriented process.    

 To extend upon this point, many of the participants in this study volunteered 

information about how they had specifically researched this particular institution’s arts 

program.  Some of the participants had even gone so far as to learn about the adjunct 

faculty’s credentials (there are no full time studio arts faculty at the community college at 

the time of this study).   They took time to research and evaluate their options in 

schooling, and specifically selected this community college because of the resources they 

felt were associated with enrollment there.    

 To go a step further, six of these individuals also commented on the financial aid 

and grants they were awarded for schooling.  This too speaks volumes about the social 

capital and educational savvy these particular individuals yielded.   The financial aid 

system is complex and can be overwhelming for students entering college.  The process 

requires commitment, patience, and dedication to the end goal of the study. Many people 

aren’t aware of opportunities for grants and awards, let alone understand the process 

through which they must proceed to be considered for those funds.   This is particularly 

important to note, as in this recent economic climate, there have been a number of 

initiatives set to provide grants and funding to returning adult students.  These initiatives 
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abound due to the economic collapse of the mid 2000s, and the surge of individuals that 

were pushed out of their jobs because of the economic crisis.  This speaks to how these 

individuals leveraged their capital to satisfy their own needs and interests, and their 

dedication to their journey. 

The artist-participants employed their knowledge and resources in order to apply 

for and receive significant funds, which helped pay for their schooling.   Four students in 

the study volunteered that they are paying nothing out of pocket—except art supplies—

for their education.   One particular student elaborated on her finances and said she had 

considered enrolling at a state school that also offered an art degree, but opted not to 

because she knew her financial aid would be used up more quickly.    

 Having the financial wherewithal to successfully navigate the educational 

financial aid system might also be a product of the participants’ maturity.  These 

individuals again had taken earlier life paths as they felt those decisions were central to 

their adult life goals (employability, financial stability, etc.).  In the process of entering 

the workforce and negotiating adulthood, these individuals have had experiences that 

would have contributed to their ability to successfully negotiate the hurdles of financial 

aid application.  Each would have gone through the process of applying and interviewing 

for jobs.  The processes of completing forms and negotiating professional interactions 

should be noted. As adults each would have had to pay taxes and submit tax returns.  

Some, as home-owners, would have had to proceed through the arduous process of 

purchasing a home.  Some, as parents and spouses, would have had experiences with 

budgets, childcare, school systems, and time management.  These are just a few of the 

many types of physical preparations that have contributed to the participants’ transition 
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back into the college art studio.  This speaks to the preparedness that may have come 

through life experience that may also have contributed to the decision to return to college 

to study art. 

Importance of Past Arts Experiences 

 Integral to the artist-participants’ preparations for returning to college for the 

study of studio arts was the artist-participants’ past life experiences.  Within the storied 

narratives of the artist-participants, they would often return to the artistic experiences 

within their youth that they credited for their deep interest and investment in the arts.  

These experiences roughly fell into the categories of family, peers, and schooling, 

although there tended to be regular overlap between each of those domains. 

Participant Siena, remembered visual arts as being engrained in her family 

throughout her childhood.  

We always used to do projects when I was little, my mother and I.  My mom used 

to take me out on artistic adventures; I would paint with her a lot.  My dad’s 

always been artistic, too.  He would walk up and I would be sitting at the table 

drawing and he’d sit down across from me and just pick up the pencil and, like 

nothing, doodle a character of me. 

 

Christmas time was big too.  We would make ornaments every year.  My mom 

would actually invite all my friends over and we would sit at our kitchen table and 

she’d give us things like little boxes and straw, cotton balls and we were allowed 

to paint.  I made a little…I think it was like a jewelry box and I took a wood ball 

and I painted a face on it and I put a blanket over some straw and it made it look 

like Baby Jesus.  

 

Lorra, likewise, found a great deal of influence from her parents and family environment: 

My mom was active with the PTA.  I remember going to school with her and 

doing little projects or whatever she had to do. It was interesting in how my mom 

would become members of the Ladies’ Groups and all these other things.  She 

would be involved with arts bazaars and little plays the kids were doing.  It 

seemed like she was the one that was doing all the crafty type stuff.  She would 

have the ladies come over to the house and then she’d be doing all these, like, 

angels out of Paper Mache and with the lace and doing projects.   
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So, I was always around something artsy-craftsy, and she was very good.  She had 

a good eye for that, and decorating, and whatnot, and I enjoyed painting and 

drawing.  I remember loving the art classes in school.   

 

Lucia also reflected on familial influences which helped shape her interest in art. 

My father was very capable with his hands.  He was a businessman; he bought 

and sold metal: copper and aluminum.  I remember… when you eat a peach you 

leave a seed.  He made earring for us from that seed.  And also he made rings for 

us from Guava seed. I like to make jewelry too.  I like to knit and sew.  My 

mother was a teacher in high school.  She was a seamstress.  I like to do things 

with my hands like they did. 

 

Participant Debra recalled the strong influence of her brother, which she summarized in 

the first major event:  

It’s funny because there’d been an art show at school and I drew pussy willows… 

and my brother who’s six years older than me and he came home… I guess his 

bus had stopped at the elementary school.  He came home and he told me like 

“You won the blue ribbon.”  I was like, “Ohhhh.”  I wasn’t even aware they gave 

out ribbons!  I was like, “Oh!.”  Like he was…you know it was neat because my 

brother told me this.  So I was really happy.   

 

Participant Edward reflected on his rough home and school life.  He used art making as a 

multi-functional tool. He recounts using art both to cope with his emotional stress as well 

as to gain negative attention from his only active parent, his mother.  

I really had no escape.  I mean middle school and all that, I didn’t really have any 

friends, and I would just sit in my room and draw.  That’s it, door closed, music 

on.  From the time I’d get home, whatever, three thirty until about like ten o’clock 

or something, just sit there on my desk drawing the whole time.  At one time I 

was like a dozen pictures going at the same time, less than an hour, all finished.  

And that was my escape.  That was the only way I was able to really release 

anger. 

 

From like second grade like on out through high school, it was just every day I’m 

drawing something new.  I’m getting yelled at by my mom for drawing so much 

and everything.  She’d say “Yeah, don’t be getting in trouble from your teachers 

and all this.”  I didn’t care, I just kept doing it.  She was at least paying attention 

to me. 
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In the formative years of the participants’ lives, there were additional external 

influences and experiences that helped inform their childhoods.  These influences are 

noted as they add to the pool of aesthetic inclinations present in the participants’ reservoir 

of memories. Lorra recalled how her family’s regular relocation influenced how she 

perceived the world.  

My father worked for the State Department and the embassy.  So then we would 

travel every two to three years.  I think it was like nine different schools that I 

went to.  I think about seven different countries from kindergarten all the way up 

to graduation.  They were either American schools where everything is the 

American curriculum, all of their standards.  Then you had the kids from that 

country and other countries going to that school.  So you had all the different 

cultures, the languages. 

 

Seeing that cultural diversity, their dress, their culture--we wore uniforms and 

everything.  Seeing how they were different, their colors, the way that they talk, 

just living in the country seeing all the different arts and crafts and this 

architecture.  Even as a child I could appreciate that.  That type of thing really 

played a part in my appreciation for people, cultures. 

 

So, I lean towards eclectic type things.  Anything that’s from a different country, I 

tend to go to that if I’m at a flea market or something because it brings me back to 

where I used to live. 

 

Edward thrived on making art, but did not gain attention or support in it from his   

family.  Rather, it was his friends and peer group that propelled him into art-making. 

You know, like I said, [my Mom would see my art as] just silly doodles in class!  

[She would yell at me saying] ‘It’s distracting you!’ and what not.  And I laugh at 

the entire thought of it, of how she was so against it to her view of it today.  

Because it was my friend, [Amy], that had gotten me into drawing cartoons, and 

that got me into going and drawing whole comics, and going from there, and then 

drawing, you know, like random pictures of whoever I found.   

 

I actually, you know, had made friends from drawing and everything.  You know, 

a lot of people that were talking all this smack were all of the sudden like “No, 

leave him alone.  He’s cool.  Besides, he’s drawing something for me.”  It almost 

literally turned my bullying-enemies into my biggest fans. 
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Although Lucia recalled enjoying art-making as a child, she had not really 

attributed any possibility to the power of art or arts as a profession when she was a child.   

It’s sad but now, things are changing in my country [Ecuador].  In my time, I 

didn't have too much encouragement towards the arts.  You had to study 

something that is going to make you a living, and art was out of your mind, I 

think, at that time. 

 

Lorra recollected how one of the schools she attended in Europe approached the 

teaching of arts differently than the other schools she had attended. 

[The German School’s] art department was so great that they had screen painting 

and modeling and a whole variety.  I didn’t have that in a lot of the other schools.  

It was limited.  So when I was in that [German] class I’m like, “Wow!  I like 

this.”  [The teacher] was a little intimidating but she was good.  She knew what 

she was doing and she gave all the students their artistic license to be free and do 

it however they liked it, visually appealing to them. 

 

Siena also recalled being exposed to a variety of teaching techniques and 

mediums, which she partially credits for her strong interest in the arts. 

The best art teacher I had in school was he was really good for like the 3D aspect, 

Mr. [Berd].  He helped me very much in pottery and all kinds of three-

dimensional work.  We had…I had to make like masks and stuff.  It was some 

kind of cultural art class, where we learned about different people and places.  It 

brought those cultures to life for me.  I saw the world differently after that class. 

 

The other great art teacher I had was Mr. [Brown].  He was more for like painting 

and drawing.  He taught me a lot of how to really see the figure, actually.  I had 

figure drawing with him and I had never drawn people before.  Like I had drawn 

cartoon characters, but it’s different trying to draw an actual person standing in 

front of you. He actually put one of the students up on a table.  Had him sit in the 

chair and pose and we had to draw.  We had like a minute or 30 seconds, 

something like that to just do gesture drawings.  I think I learned the most in that 

class, that one class period, than I did in any other class.   

 

Debra commented on her not-so-memorable art experiences in school. 

[It was] just your basic that I remember that I was exposed to.  I just remember 

the pen and ink thing and maybe painting once with watercolor. I don’t remember 

much else. I guess they weren’t that impressive or something. 

 



106 

 

But I was a young hippy.  I was always doing creative things.  I hung out with 

creative types.  We always were making things, painting things, and expressing 

ourselves. It was just who we were. 

 

In favor of school’s intervention with respect to a student’s artistic inclination,  

Edward related how one instructor had the ability to really help nurture and grow his 

inclination:  

Miss Rice was really inspiring and more enthusiastic with, you know, how I was 

drawing and how it was progressing and becoming more refined.  So, it was really 

with her positive attitude, with that and encouragement that, you know, just kept 

me going.  There would be times I would stay after school, sometimes, just sit in 

her classroom, making posters, what not, and getting advice how to make this 

better. And it was never like, ‘I don’t think you should do this’, or whatever.  It 

was always like ‘This looks amazing, why don’t you try adding this’, and you 

know, just really that sort of encouragement.  Because she knew that, you know, 

it’s not like I was going to be a professional overnight and you’re not going to 

pick this skill up right away, but you know, it helped me along.    

 

Reconnection with Artistic Self 

 Once reengaged in the Studio Arts program, participants began making 

connections between the present experience and those past experiences that brought them 

back to the studio.   They recounted the recollections of past arts experiences, and used 

them to describe the artistic roots that were being re-engaged in the studio environment.  

The idea of the artistic self was central to the connections.  The artistic self was 

something they identified was with them throughout their lives.  The significance of the 

artistic self varied depending on different variables within their lives, but there was 

always an acknowledgement of that artistic self throughout their development.  Several of 

the participants discussed times when they felt their artistic selves were stirred and 

positively contributed to their lives. 
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Debra recounted her experience traveling in Europe as a teenager. She 

emphasized the profound impact that experiencing different cultures and artistic venues 

had on her life. 

Yeah, it was probably one of the highlights of my life.  There were all sorts of art 

museums and artists.  It was awesome.  I liked looking at it.  I opened my world 

up, you know? Like I could see beyond the walls of my life, finally. 

 

The act of “seeing” art also introduced Lucia to side of her aesthetic self.  She 

reflected fondly on her more recent exposure to some Master artists. 

I now have a big collection of books about art, Van Gogh and Matisse.  I have 

beautiful paintings and prints of Modigliani and Matisse and Van Gogh.  Taking 

time to look at their artwork really opened the door for me.  I knew that they 

existed, but I didn't have time to focus on that before.  I remembered wanting to 

learn more art as a child, and now I can. It’s like magic. 

 

Edward found his ‘aesthetic self’ influenced, not by viewing museums and fine 

art, but through cartoons, comics, magazines, and music.  As Edward recalled:  

Back in middle school—a friend of mine had gone and said she was like ‘Oh, you 

know, I really love watching this cartoon’ and introduced me to a classic cartoon. 

I was hooked on drawing cartoons from that point forward. 

 

I remember distinctly I had a friend of mine in high school go and offer me this 

challenge, so to speak, and a lot of stuff I was used to doing was cartoons.  He 

gives me these two pictures . . . of cars from a car show.  One had its hood open, 

the engine with like a couple of different colored wires.  I was hooked on the 

imagery of engines, cars, and motorcycles for years after that.  I had looked at 

stuff like that hundreds of times before, but this was the first time I really saw it.  

Stuff happened like that over and over with music and books and stuff.  I use to 

have these moments of real exposure, and I guess I still do, and it changes me, 

inspires me. 

 

Rose remembered walking through an art and stationary store with her mother and 

being inspired. 

My mom was into arts.  She liked to paint.  Her distant cousin was a famous artist, 

so, I think she fancied herself a creative soul too.  She took me to an art store one 

day.  It sold things like fancy paper and art supplies.  There was a pointillism 

painting on a box there.  I was mesmerized by all the dots of color.  I thought it 
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was amazing.  I wanted to paint like that.  I wanted to see the world like that! … I 

thought about that experience a lot throughout my life.  It never left me. 

 

Sense of Specialness and Belonging 

 The artist-participants childhood experiences serve as an important component in 

their sense of belonging.  They had carried these experiences around with them 

throughout their lives, and continued to compound more experiences that would shape 

them as adults.  The development of self and identity were seen as ongoing processes for 

the artist-participants, and they evolved as they continued to live through new 

experiences.  One concept that was echoed in the narratives of the participants was that 

of specialness.  The specialness was achieved through the process of art-making or the 

interactions that surrounded the art-making.   The specialness might be achieved in 

recognition of the artist-participants skill, or the intangible “space” which the art-making 

process would create. The feeling of specialness often gave way to a sense of belonging, 

either in the sense of peer acceptance or in one’s own view of their life-world.  Both the 

sense of specialness and the sense of belonging trigger a deepening interest and 

involvement in art-making and art learning.  This was experienced both in the youth and 

adulthood of the artist-participants. There was often a reported enthusiasm associated 

with this, based on a sense that the artist had experienced a personal breakthrough.  

Some of the participants spoke about how they were aware that they were gifted 

with a particular artistic ability, a child or adolescent with artistic talent.  Lorra noted:  

I remember loving the art classes in school.  I seem to do very well.   I seemed to 

really excel at it.  I’ve been checking out people’s work and, I’d be like, “Hmm, 

I’m better.”  Kids would look at my work, pay attention to what I was drawing.  

So then, I would pay attention and, I would take it home and, do the homework 

and, do these, over-and-beyond what was expected.   
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Edward talked about how peer praise propelled his interest and dedication to drawing.  

From like seventh grade like on out through high school, every day I was drawing 

something new.  I kept getting yelled at by my mom for drawing so much, but I 

just didn’t care, I just kept doing it.  I thought it was the coolest thing ever to 

draw, because other people were like “Oh, that looks amazing!”  I was like, “All 

right. Cool! I’ll keep doing it!” 

 

 Siena had received praise in art, even though it wasn’t her only focus.  

I was really invested in music in the school, because I was always in plays and 

dance.  I just liked art because like, you could always just pick up a pencil.  My 

friends used to get jealous of me all the time because I could pick up a pencil and 

like, right away, you could tell what I was drawing.   

 

Rose brought up recollections of who she was as a child:  

I was shy.  I didn’t have a voice.  But, I could draw.  I was good at drawing 

people’s faces. The popular kids would ask me to draw them, or something for 

them, and it made me feel important.  It made me feel special…like I had worth, 

to the people that I looked up to at the time.  I was not cool.  I didn’t wear cool 

clothes, and I didn’t know how to be around people.  Drawing was a magic ticket 

for me.  

 

 In the adult years of the artist-participants’ narratives, they retold of experiences 

that had the underlying truth that they belonged in the arts, and the arts themselves were 

special.  The experiences were explained as if art-making had a deep meaning for the 

artist-participants in the view of their lives.  The respondents suggested a satisfying 

seriousness of purpose: “I think about art all the time.  Everywhere I go, everything I see. 

I’m always thinking about the world in an artistic way.  It has become my life.” 

Shannon shared an idea that seemed to be a theme among several of her peers.  She 

uses her art-making as a special place where she can reflect upon her life and self. 

I can just take my time and be with my art.  It’s like I dialogue with my art; I don’t 

just make it.  I think when I was younger I used to think art was about product.  

When I started back to school this time I started seeing my art and myself as more 

of a work in progress.  

 



110 

 

 Similarly Debra uses the art-making as an opportunity to respond to the world and 

make something special. She had this to say about being creatively engaged with the 

world around her:  

I have a creative side that just keeps taking over.  That’s why I enrolled here.  The 

creativity.  Making something out of nothing.  I’ll pick up rocks and I’m like, 

“God, look at the color.”  You know it’s intense.  I don’t know. That’s like one of 

my things, I like to get inspiration from… the world around me. It keeps me 

creative, because there are always new inspirations. 

 

Lucia believes her way of understanding belonging, ties to her creativity.  In this 

reflection she was discussing her path back to college and the arts.   

You have to be creative. Because life is not always difficult like people think.  

You make your life easy or difficult and, even though sometimes you have 

obstacles in your life, you can go over them, but thinking always in a positive 

way.  Sometimes, my husband says, "You’re always are looking for solutions."  I 

said, "That's the way you're supposed to be."  Not asking why and stuff.  Life is so 

short, and we have to enjoy every minute. I think you learn that later in life. 

 

Happiness and Joy 

The connection with the artistic self often triggers strong emotional response, and 

the response for the participants was often positive.  The artist-participants often referred 

to feelings of joy and happiness as they discussed their artistic creativity and their 

reconnection to the art studies at the college.  This positive association with art-making 

and the art studio is central to maintaining the artist-participants’ engagement in the art 

and in the arts program.  These positive responses were experienced in multiple ways: as 

an affirmation of existence, as a sense of fulfillment, and as a sense of connection with 

something beyond her/himself.  Returning to art-making, and more specifically, to the 

college studio art environment, serves as a means to allow for self-expression and self-

fulfillment.  This in turn was discussed as merging the previously semi-dormant artistic 
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self with the whole self.  The emergence of self as an undivided whole, was experienced 

was full of happiness and joy. 

As a young woman, Lucia recalled the following about how she first acknowledged 

her emotional joyful response to the arts in adulthood.  

When I first came to America, my husband took me to galleries and museums.  

His whole house is filled with art. It was amazing going places and seeing art like 

that.  That filled my heart.  I felt like I had finally found myself. 

 

Likewise, when discussing her decision to return to school to study art, Debra 

volunteered her emotional investment in studying art:  

The decision [to return to school], wasn't at all for the reason of doing something 

that could offer me a better financial future, it was, honestly, a decision made to 

do something worthwhile and fulfilling with my life. 

 

Rose summarized both the significance of art in her life as well as the importance of 

her enrollment in the studio arts program when discussing her work on Grapes and 

Hyacinths.   She remarked on the power of art on her emotional status and its invaluable 

role in her concept of self: 

Art has always been my go-to.  I mean, when I get down or stressed out, it’s 

almost innate.  I have to do something.  I love to paint.  I have always loved to 

paint.  It’s surreal for me.  When I’m done, it’s almost like I don’t remember 

painting it.  It comes from somewhere else.  It’s very freeing and very natural.  

It’s just part of me I guess, and I’m so very happy to finally be paying attention to 

that part. 

 

Exploration and Discovery 

 Like many artists, these artist-participants reported and displayed ongoing strides 

in exploration and discovery.  This was evidenced on several levels, including 

exploration into different life experiences, art mediums, or artistic processes.   Often 

these explorations were motivated by or connected to the positive affective experiences 

of happiness and joy noted above.   After years of working and climbing the corporate 
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ladder, Lorra began reevaluating her life. In that process she began exploring her options 

and what emerged was simply rooted in this set of statements: “I just want to be happy. 

Making art makes me happy.”   While this seems simplistic enough as a concept, what 

needs to be suggested here is that the pathway to Lorra’s realization was not 

straightforward and direct.  She embarked on a journey many years before which served 

her real needs at the time.  As the years progressed she found herself faced with 

emotional and personal needs that were not being met.  Through various explorations and 

modifications within her life, she slowly came to realize that her greatest motivator was 

the positive association she had with her family and with her art. 

An interest in the exploration and discovery through the processes of art-making 

also appeared through the studio observations and their imagery.  In the studio 

environment, the artist-participants were exposed to new imagery, new perspectives, new 

ideas, and new materials throughout their art-making experiences. In some cases, through 

the guidance of their instructors or through peer critique of the imagery, they gained new 

pieces of information. 

In other instances, exposure to these new concepts, means, or materials were 

gained through happenstance.   The artist-participants then internalized these new sources 

of information and categorized them as being relevant or not, to their artistic process.   

The intimacy of the art studio created an environment where interpersonal 

relationships could develop.  In the development of these relationships, participants found 

sources of new information that they could utilize in their artistic processes.  Such was 

the case as Lorra discussed her peer Lucia: “I met Lucia in my first drawing class.  We 

have been in most of the other studio courses together since.  We seem to be like-minded, 
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and, it’s nice to have someone I can relate to a bit more in class.” I too noticed this 

connectedness in my reflections and observations of the studio environment.  Lorra and 

Lucia seemed to have developed a friendship in the studio, which they utilized for both 

support and critique.  On several days of observations notes in the studio, I noted such 

interactions between Lorra and Lucia as “noticed Lorra and Lucia critiquing each other’s 

work,” “Lucia asked Lorra about problems with a shadow in her painting,” and “Lorra 

and Lucia again finding support with each other.” Moments like those found in Figure 5.2 

were not uncommon on any given day in that studio class. 

 

Figure 5.2. Image of Lorra and Lucia dialoguing with Instructor about technique. 

 

The studio critique is a structure experience by which students are asked to 

display the images they have created for a specific assignment.  When all are on display 

the instructor walks the students through, image-by-image discussing each artwork’s 
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strengths, weaknesses, techniques, and potential other considerations.  The risk of being 

subject to criticism in the art classroom critiques, is real at any age.  Putting one’s ideas, 

imagery, and artistic voice out there to be scrutinized can be intense.  This may be 

particularly true for the adult student who has a more established sense of voice and 

direction.  Feedback from instructors in some cases seemed to be highly anxiety 

provoking (“my heart pounded in my chest”; “I thought I might cry”; “I love and hate it 

at the same time.”). Group critique with younger peers in the classroom, also did not 

always produce positive results due to the returning adults assumption of authority (“I 

wanted to slap her wicked little mouth”, “The kids don’t really have the inventory to 

critique my work.  They lack world experience.” “They were so young with tiny ears” 

[implication the younger students did not want to hear her critiques of their work]). 

However, some returning adult students expressed a deep fondness for their younger 

counterparts’ feedback (“It’s good to get feedback from everyone.  After all, all sorts of 

people will be seeing my art in the future.”).  For these art students there was no way of 

avoiding the classroom critiques and so, the critiques had to eventually become, as Kim 

suggested, a means of “learning and growing”. 

 The growing and learning is accomplished through the processes of exploration 

and discovery.  Not all artist-participants experienced this in the same way in the studio.  

In some cases, participants focused more on their own internal experiences of exploration 

and discovery.  Other participants seemed open and enthusiastic about external influences 

and possibilities. However, each artist-participants’ dedication to the processes of 

exploration and discovery, both in their artwork and in the larger context of their lives, 

remained constant. As Shannon suggested, “When I started back to school this time I 



115 

 

started seeing my art and myself as more of a work in progress.”  In the Discussion 

chapter these two areas will be investigate further in the context of the Literature. 

Control and Direction 

The processes of exploration and discovery prompt a change in the artist-

participants’ sense of control over self and the artwork.   Through the active engagement 

in new territories or with new processes, the artist-participants experienced both 

heightened feelings of directedness as well as feelings of being in “limbo” or 

experiencing a decrease in control.  Similar to the experiences of exploration and 

discovery, the experiences of control and direction occur both in the art-making, as well 

as in the larger context of their lives. 

As the artist-participants had begun to consider returning to college, they 

embarked upon a process of exploration.  They explored their own personal interests and 

needs.  Once they identified their interests in the arts, their explorations continued into 

their investigations of various experiences and opportunities, which would help them 

fulfill their goals.  This would ultimately inform their decisions to return to the college 

setting to study arts.    

This process of exploration and discovery was expressed as being sophisticated 

and dynamic.  One level of discovery often would lead to another investment into 

exploration and vice versa.  There was a building of momentum in these processes, which 

provided an evolving sense of clarity about the direction they should take in their life 

paths to the artist-participants. 

This type of experience mirrored in the art-making processes as well.  Artist-

participants expressed and demonstrated the art making experiences as a process by 
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which they explored and discovered.  Each artistic adventure was met with a new set of 

challenges and struggles, and the process allowed the artist-participants to troubleshoot 

and to resolve their process.  Each art-making experience within the studio served as a 

reaffirmation for the artist-participants’ journeys back into the higher education studio 

experience.  The emotional connectedness with the artistic processes, conjured during the 

learning processes, were invaluable to the artist-participants, as it served as a means to 

greater knowledge of the self. 

Existential General Structure  

The themes of the existential General Structure are listed below.  These themes 

identify the meaning the artist-participants’ connected with their experiences.  What 

follows is a list of the meaning units as well as some explanation about the structural 

relationship between them. 

List of Themes: 

A. Significance of art-making is assumed in the artist-participants’ life. 

B. Art-making as central significance in the artist-participant’s life 

C. Art-making as a means of deepening engagement with self and world. 

D. Value in higher education as a means to deeper learning 

E. Maturity as a lens to reconsider self and needs 

F. Need to develop the whole self through the artistic self 

Significance of Art-Making is Assumed in the Artist-Participants’ Life 

Upon commencement of the data collection, the significance of the art-making in 

the participants’ lives was almost immediate.  This central component of the participants’ 

experience created a backdrop against which all other experiences became situated.  
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Because of the pervasiveness of this component of the artist-participants’ lives, it rarely 

resulted in awareness.  This became evident in the interviews as many of the participants 

had difficulty identifying the meaning art-making had for them.  I made a note after my 

first interview with my third participant: 

Although the importance of the art is obvious in each of these interviews, it’s like 

the elephant in the room.  It’s there, it’s, everywhere. It’s so obvious it’s almost  

glazed over. They assume I know because I’m doing the research.  I assume they 

will tell me, because I’m doing the research.  I have to work on filling the space in 

between; I need better questions.  I need to slow down; I need to help them slow 

down and walk me through the importance of art in their lives. Slow down. 

 

It was only through the ongoing activities of interviews and art-making processes 

that the artist-participants begin to reflect upon, and articulate about, the central 

significance art-making has had in their lives. 

Art-Making as Central Significance in the Artist-Participants’ Life 

There are several ways in which artistic activity is central to the artist-participant’s 

life. In one sense, it serves centrally to his/her life by functioning as a powerful ‘ego-

reinforcing’ activity.  Through engaging in artistic activity, the participants felt that 

he/she fulfilled a major personal potential, that he/she was realizing his/her abilities. 

Some participants described the self-expression involved in artistic activity as providing a 

form of self-validation – that is, as increasing the sense of value and importance in their 

sense of self. 

In what follows, participants recount some of their experiences away from, and 

then back to, the integration of arts into their lives. 

I was working with kids at the time. One day we were coloring and I realized I was 

enjoying it more than the kids were.  A sadness came over me.  I missed that part of 

me, that part that made art and was colorful.  I always knew it was there, but I had 

pushed it into a box to make a living. I wanted to reclaim it.   
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 One of the commonalities among the participants in this research study was that 

they each had at some point disconnected with their artistic selves.  They had earlier in 

their lives, for varying reasons, chosen educational, career or life paths that were not 

directly related to their artistic inclinations. Debra spoke on how she never seriously 

considered going to school for art until later in life. 

I was a hippie. I was in love with a hippie. He had a lot of drug issues.  We had a lot 

of kids pretty fast, and then he up and left.  Good riddance! I was really busy raising 

my kids. When I did start thinking about college, I thought about nursing and fields 

like that. I was looking for a way to help support my kids financially.  Going to 

school for art never even crossed my mind back then. 

 

Lucia grew up in the 1970s and her story sounded very much like that of feminist 

scholar bell hooks as described in her book Art on my mind: Visual politics (1990). She 

recalled being dissuaded by family and even by her own thoughts, from the possibility of 

‘daring to be an artist’.  Rose, who grew up in a suburban area, related to how easily she 

was swayed from any personal artistic ambition:  

When I first went to college, many, many years ago [laughing], I wanted to major 

in art, but I was basically laughed out of the room when I mentioned it to my 

father.  He was paying for my college, and he said I would never make a living as 

an artist.  I was heartbroken, but I thought he might be right. I didn’t know of any 

artist-type jobs. I just knew I loved painting.  So, after that one conversation I 

changed paths, because I wanted to do right by my parents.  I wanted to make 

them proud.  I guess that was just where I was at, at the time.    

 

Interestingly, Edward felt like an art career was in his future right up until he 

graduated high school.  He recounted enrolling in an Art Institute in high school, which 

would certify him as an artist.  He took on those courses in addition to his regular high 

school classes.  As he approached high school graduation he started feeling pressure from 

his mother to get a job.  
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So, I graduated high school and just started [to] take odd jobs. Factory work, 

warehouse work, convenience stores, this and that.  I can’t say I have ever felt like I 

had a career, but I have a ton of work experience [chucking].  People kept saying I 

should go back to school for art.  At some point I just decided they were right. So 

here I am, living the dream. 

 

Art-Making as a Means of Deepening Engagement with Self and World. 

As presented in the previous section, art-making is viewed as a central importance 

to the artist’s identity. Art-making and the studying of art was also reflected as a means 

of deepening engagement with one’s self and the world.  This is reflected in the artist 

participant’s interest in finding meaning within his/her artistic experiences as they relate 

to this study. Art-making and creative problem solving also foster interaction with our 

social world perceived as guiding the artist self to a larger consciousness. Debra had this 

to say about being creatively engaged with the world around her:  

I have a creative side that just keeps taking over.  That’s why I enrolled here.  The 

creativity.  Making something out of nothing.  I’ll pick up rocks and I’m like, 

“God, look at the color.”  You know, it’s intense!  I don’t know. That’s like one 

of my things I like to get inspiration from… the world around me. It keeps me 

creative, because there are always new inspirations. 

 

Lucia saw creativity as playing a larger role in her life: 

You have to be creative. Because life is not always difficult like people think.  

You make your life easy or difficult and, even though sometimes you have 

obstacles in your life, you can go over them, but thinking always in a positive 

way.  Sometimes, my husband says, "You’re always are looking for solutions."  I 

said, "That's the way you're supposed to be."  Not asking why and stuff.  Life is so 

short, and we have to enjoy every minute. I think you learn that later in life. 

 

Several participants linked the arts-making to emotional healing.  Edward 

recollected his rough childhood and how these early experiences fostered a therapeutic 

relationship with his art-making:  

I was constantly being picked on in school, I was always the easy target, the easy 

person to go and piss off.  I was jumped in middle school.  I, at one point, had three 

kids that I had no clue who they were—one grabs one arm, the other grabs the 
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other—the third kid with steel tips on goes and tries a row-sham-bow and 

everything in front of about a hundred students that were like trying to get to their 

lockers.  Immediately after that I grabbed my pad and pencil and started to draw.  

Ever since then, I go back to drawing and art when things get rough.  It helps me 

calm down and think things through. 

 

 Participant Lorra seemed to be in agreement, with her statement:  

Things at work were becoming more intense--you had to do it faster with less 

people, with equipment that wasn’t fully tested.  I was getting stressed out.  I said, 

“Look, I’m getting stressed out.  I can’t take this.  I need a break.”  I wanted to 

take an adult class at night.  It was either going to be kickboxing or it was going 

to be art.  I needed a stress reliever. 

 

Participant Rose who had found emotional stability in returning to drawing, remarked on 

the healing component of arts related activities: 

Art has always been my go-to.  I mean, when I get down or stressed out, it’s almost 

innate.  I have to do something.  I love to paint.  I have always loved to paint.  It’s 

surreal for me.  When I’m done, it’s almost like I don’t remember painting it.  It 

comes from somewhere else.  It’s very freeing and very natural.  It’s just part of me 

I guess, and I’m so very happy to finally be paying attention to that part. 

 

 

Figure 5.3, Grapes and Hyacinths, Acrylic on Canvas, Artist-Participant Rose 
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Art-making was held in high regard by the study participants. Art had many 

meanings, all connected to and evolved within the individual’s context of life experience. 

The artist-participants often regard the experience of the process of artistic activity as 

providing a deeper engagement with self and world. While involved in the process, the 

artist encounters human potentials and ‘ways of being’. Participants described that for 

them, artistic creativity was a means to personal inquiry and although the analogies 

differed from person to person, art for all of them represented an advantageous way to 

live one’s life.   Both the ‘making sense’ of experience through the process of art-making 

and the experiential states reported during the artistic process provided for a deeper 

engagement of self and world.  This suggests art-making can be a form of existential 

choice, involving an investment of discovery for meaning and authenticity. 

Value in Higher Education as a Means to Deeper Learning and Exploration of Self 

The decision to go to school, and certainly to return to school, is a decision to 

commit oneself to this period of change and exploration. The reasons for a return are 

numerous but it is important to note that the return to the college setting has to do with 

belief in the system of higher education.  Positive school experiences led to positive 

consideration of the educational system, and to making the decision to return to an 

accredited institution for the purposes of development of the self and for learning. 

Implied here is also the belief that the community college is a place of serious and 

valuable learning. Noteworthy is the fact that these mid-life adults did not enroll in a 

local art club or a non-accredited extension program. They were interested in seeking art 

instruction from professionals and they had returned to the higher education structure as a 
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center of learning, where accomplished teachers, who were considered validated since 

they had been appointed through competitive selection processes, taught.  Matriculation 

brought assurance of quality of instruction, quality of setting, and, as much as possible, 

assurance of artistically informed classmates. Matriculation also brought with it 

economic and/or social capital in that society recognizes as units of worth and merit, the 

studies and degrees of an institution of higher learning such as a college. Lorra shared the 

following reflections:  

I knew I could just take noncredit arts classes, but I didn’t think that would do 

anything for me.  I didn’t think I would learn much there.  The classes wouldn’t 

advance, and I wouldn’t have anything to show for my advancement.  I started by 

taking one course at [the community college].  Then I knew it was what I needed to 

do.  It was so therapeutic for me to paint and learn how to paint better.  And I knew 

the instructor was a professional and could really guide me.  

 

These mid-life students came to matriculation as a vehicle for reshaping their self-

confidence and perhaps even restructuring their professional lives. These adults had been 

influenced by education and this was not only reflected in their lifestyles but, also, in 

their daring to re-define themselves by returning to the college setting. The accredited 

system of a college along with the unquestionable level of expertise of the faculty 

rendered the choice of setting obvious for the participants of the study. Therefore, the 

decisive enactment of the mid-life return to college and the determined crafting of an 

artistic self can be seen as an attempt to improve oneself or even to redefine oneself. It 

represents thoughtful attention to one’s self. Within studio arts courses, competence in 

art-making along with knowledge of content is sought so as to best articulate one’s 

individual voice through the artistic medium.  

As Lorra stated: “I knew that I had talent but I was very unsure of myself.  I used 

to say that I was artistic.  Now I know that I am an artist.” 
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The return of adult students to campus, in search of a serious approach to art-

making, took this phenomenon into the arts studio and the search for the artistic self.  

Thus it came about that, without ceremony, these mid-life adult students took their place 

in the art classroom alongside 18, 19 and 20 something-year-old students, with no 

particular vantage point other than perhaps knowing a bit more history. 

The findings revealed that for most of the participants in adulthood, the arts had 

become one life thread among many.  None of the participants had gone into arts related 

degree programs or careers immediately after high school. The transition out of high 

school navigated the participants toward other job/school/career paths.  Some participants 

remarked that they always intended to return to the arts, while others had dismissed that 

option as a “dream” that would probably never be realized. Two women stated that they 

married soon after high school.  Sienna stayed with her family after high school to help 

take care of her disabled brother, and did not have an immediate opportunity to continue 

her education or work outside the home.  Edward said he got involved in a social lifestyle 

and simply moved from job to job to sustain himself.  The remaining participants got 

degrees or certifications in other areas in order to start their “adult lives,” but not in the 

studio arts.  

The storied accounts also indicated that within the adult, the power of the arts was 

still felt, and that the artistic self, which had been seeded in youth, continued to influence 

the adult. The studio arts were seen as a means of being true to oneself. The return to 

studio arts coursework and to art-making became a quest for area competence, for 

guidance by qualified teachers, and for art dialogue in the community of others. Each of 

the study’s artist-participants had assumed the role of the student, and over the course of 



124 

 

the interview series, sought to inform both themselves and the research by bringing 

reflection to their life experiences. They recounted their ‘in school’ experiences as they 

mentally reviewed their storehouse of memories. Coming into maturity and even, 

returning to education is a forward moving quest, which involves the self gaining 

consciousness.  Under this aspect, the evolution of the self became a sequence of life 

phases and thus an ongoing process of self-discovery. 

As Debra explained:  

The decision [to return to school] wasn't at all for the reason of doing something 

that could offer me a better financial future, it was honestly a decision made to do 

something worthwhile and fulfilling with my life. 

 

Maturity as a Lens to Reconsider Self and Needs 

As stated, I am the one that brings the research question up for scrutiny, however 

it is implied that the issue is circulating within the participant group though it perhaps 

remained unspoken. The issue that I had considered somewhat untouched here was that 

of the returning adults’ perceptions about the relationship between their maturity and 

creativity. Therefore, I made direct inquiry as to the relationship between maturity and 

creativity, asking each participant how maturity impacted creativity and, how creativity 

impacted maturity. All participants responded without hesitation, which suggested that 

the issue of age and maturity was present in their thoughts.  

As Rose stated, “I think my maturity has made me more clear and more directed.  

It gives me the luxury of not worrying so much about the drama and bullshit.  I can just 

focus on painting.” Maturity did mean just that for the participating adults. Maturity had 

brought with it the ‘luxury’ of being concerned with the ‘flow’ of one’s own life.  This 

taking charge of one’s existence, and of being attentive to the self as a way of being 
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‘responsible’ to the large view of life, seemed to come with maturity. Knowing one’s self 

appeared to be what these people were seeking to communicate that which they deemed 

important.  

  Debra spoke about how being older helped her to survive criticism which is a 

component of any arts program.  

I think I don’t care as much.  I don’t feel like I have anything to lose.  I’m here 

because I want to be there. I don’t care if people like or don’t like my art.  These 

young people’s egos are more fragile than mine is… Age is wisdom. 

 

Another participant, Shannon, shared an idea that seemed to be a theme among 

several of her peers.  

I think maturity allows me to see and think more. I’m not as distracted or scared.  

I can just take my time and be with my art.  It’s like I dialogue with my art; I 

don’t just make it.  I think when I was younger I used to think art was about 

product.  When I started back to school this time I started seeing my art and 

myself as more of a work in progress.  

 

 

Figure 5.4, Mandala, Acrylic on Illustration Board, Artist-Participant Shannon 
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Edward reflected on his maturity in reference to the way he approaches different media. 

When I was in high school all I ever used was pencil, pen, and marker.  Even after 

high school, that was it, and I really refused to use anything else.  When I started 

college I had to take drawing classes that made me use other mediums…like 

charcoal.  And I had to take painting classes.  I didn’t have the patience for 

mediums that were hard to control before.  I learned now that I really like working 

with charcoal. I guess maturity has made me more relaxed and, willing to try new 

things.  It’s made me a more diverse artist. 

 

 

 

Figure 5.5, Self-Portrait, Charcoal on Paper, Artist-Participant Edward 

 

The words of the participating students were united in stating that maturity brought 

depth of content and a continuum of meaning to one’s art-making: “I wouldn’t have done 

it ten years ago”. The respondents suggested a satisfying seriousness of purpose: “I think 

about art all the time.  Everywhere I go, everything I see. I’m always thinking about the 

world in an artistic way.  It has become my life.” 
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Need to Develop the Whole Self through the Artistic Self 

 One of the connecting themes that emerged was a sense that the artist-participants 

sought to develop the self through re-connecting with or developing their artistic selves.  

Art-making itself, however, was not enough.  These artist-participants found value in the 

structure and accomplishment associated with an institution of higher education.  Some 

participants expressed the attainment of the degree as symbolic of achieving a personal 

goal. Most expressed the attainment of the degree as less significant, and the actual 

course of educational experiences as being paramount to allowing them to develop their 

artistic and whole selves.  They referred to the studio art environment as a “melting pot” 

of ideas and opportunities for learning.  These students found the interactions and peers 

within the studio as energizing and full of opportunities for learning. 

 Dominant in their storied narratives was the idea that as the artist-participants 

sought to develop their artistic selves; they in turn were looking to more fully develop 

their whole selves.  They studio processes were often used as metaphors for reflection 

upon and development of the self.   
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Table 5.1 Summary of General Structures  

Experiential themes Existential themes 

 

1. Commitment to artistic development and 

art-making 

 

2. Preparedness for enrollment in the studio 

arts program 

 

3. Past Arts Experiences 

 

4. Reconnecting with Artistic Roots 

 

5. Sense of Belonging 

 

6. Happiness and Joy 

 

7. Exploration and Discovery 

 

8. Control and Direction 
 

 

1. Significance of art-making is assumed in 

the artist-participants’ life. 

 

2. Art-making as central significance in the 

artist-participant’s life 

 

3. Art-making as a means of deepening 

engagement with self and world. 

 

4. Value in higher education as a means to 

deeper learning. 

 

5. Maturity as a lens to reconsider self and 

needs 

 

6. Need to develop the whole self through the 

artistic self 

 

Summary 

This chapter outlined the findings used in a phenomenological study of returning 

adult studio arts majors lived experiences. The General Structures (see Table 5.1) were 

presented according to the experiential and existential dimension of the artist-participants 

lived experiences as they pertain to matriculation in the studio arts. The following chapter 

discusses these findings. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

 

 

Figure 6.1. Rocks and Rope II. Oil on Canvas. Elizabeth Flaherty 

 

In 1965 Canadian psychoanalyst Elliot Jacques coined the term “midlife crisis.” 

When he defined the term, he did not explain it as it is commonly interpreted today. He 

was not researching men who during middle age become terrified of their own mortality, 

and respond by dyeing their hair, buying a red sports car, and picking up a 20 year old 
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girlfriend. His research was studying creative genius and productivity during midlife, and 

had noted that many artists productivity began to decline in mid-age as they began to 

wrestle with their own mortality.  

In the case of this research study, the participants (all in some variation of 

midlife) each faced a crisis of their own. Instead of having their creative productivity 

plateau or decline, they have embarked upon a path to reinvent their creative identities 

and increase their artistic processes and productivity.   

The purpose of this study was to investigate and describe the nature of the lived 

experiences of returning adult community college students in the studio arts. The study 

looked at the phenomenon of mid-life matriculation (Weinstock, 1978; Cohen, 1998) as it 

occurred within the framework of the community college arts studio and sought to 

understand what the return to school and the return to art-making meant for these 

individuals. Through the collection and analysis of the participants’ responses, each 

participant contributed the description of his or her life experiences as they relate to 

matriculation in studio arts.  The painting Rocks and Rope II (Figure 6.1) was guided by 

my attempt to think about the data and consider the life meanings of the participants’ 

experiences.  

Guiding the study was the research question: How do these returning adult 

students understand and create life meanings out of the community college studio art 

experience?  With the following sub-questions: Why have they enrolled in college? Why 

have they focused in studio arts? 

The study utilized a semi-structured interview protocol with open-ended questions 

which afforded thick descriptive life accounts of the participants’ narrated journey from 
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childhood through adulthood as related to the area of the arts and art-making.  In 

addition, my observations, art-making, and reflections were all utilized as sources of data. 

The data were then analyzed through the phenomenological processes described in the 

Methods Chapter. 

Listening to, watching, and documenting the artist-participants experiences and 

reflections allowed for a unified framework to emerge.  In the cases of these participants, 

matriculation is indeed an enactment of a ‘personal navigation’ indicative of a decision to 

progress forward. The participants made the decision to engage in the studio arts program 

in attempt to reconnect with and reenergize with their inner artistic selves.  Moving 

forward for them had to do with articulating the inner artistic self in maturity. They 

attested to having developed an artistic self in youth and then sought to further cultivate 

this artistic sensitivity in mid-life. The storied accounts indicated that within the adult, the 

power of the arts was still keenly felt and that the artistic self, seeded in youth, continued 

to influence each individual.  This resulted in the decision to focus and commit to making 

art more central in their lives.  This commitment, meaning formally enacted matriculation 

in the studio arts, was seen as a means of initiating an interest in better knowing one’s 

self. 

What follows is a synthesis of the findings with the relevant literature and 

discussions.  What emerges is a framework explaining the how their experiences and the 

meanings they made of those experiences impacted their decisions to enroll and 

matriculation in the community college’s studio arts program.  Their personal life 

navigations, as described by Sternberg and Spear-Swirling (1998), had brought them 

back to the arts studio in an effort to reclaim the artistic identities.  Once enrolled in the 
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program they have continued on a path to develop and invest in their artistic and 

intellectual selves.   

These individuals’ voices should be included in the conversations of arts 

education, identity development, and returning adult college students.  The findings 

suggest there had been a hunger for creative and intellectual development that was 

ignited within their youth.  It was drive toward developing themselves connecting to 

society, and making creative thoughtful contributions to the world in which they lived.  

At a more mature station in their life they invested in themselves in ways that they had 

previously felt was out if their grasp.  Their maturity and life path had brought them to 

the place where they have been empowered to actively participate and take more direct 

role in the development of their artistic and intellectual identities.  And what also is 

significant, is that their interest in studying arts at the college extended beyond that of 

monetary, workforce, or career-related gains.  All of these components will be 

investigated in more depth as the chapter progresses. 

All of these findings are important on different levels. First, in order to develop 

effective learning experiences in youth, we need to understand what types of experiences, 

activities, and institutions are influential in supporting the long term development of 

creativity and artistic sensitivities.  

As Related Youth Arts Education and Experiences 

One of the significant findings in this study was the impact of experiences in 

youth and the lasting connections that were made in childhood with these experiences.  

This finding has important ramifications for the domain of arts education as it relates to 

both formal and informal educational experiences.   It should be noted that the research 
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on positive development favoring acquisition of knowledge across the domains has 

previously been well established, but the findings in this study could extend upon the 

credibility and the scope of the literatures.  The arts-based focus is particularly important 

in our current economic and educational climate, as funding for arts programs for youth 

is dwindling at a seemingly unprecedented rate.  As is currently being discussed in the 

literature this could prove to have lasting impacts on our children well into adulthood. 

It is within the foundations of our childhood that our inner artistic self and the 

development of our personal aesthetic preferences are generally established.  In our 

childhood we are regularly exposed to a set of aesthetics (colors, scents, music, and etc.) 

that become part of our cultural repertoire.  We pull from this repertoire as we develop 

and make sense of the world around us.    

In the case of this study, artist-participants reported on sensory experiences 

related to place they visited, textures they experienced, and imagery they gazed upon in 

their youth.  Those experiences have stayed with them for many years, and they pulled 

upon those memories quickly as they were asked about their childhood experiences. It is 

these types of experiences that contribute to who we become as adults.  We combine 

these aesthetic notions along with our social inclinations, and they become part of our 

social DNA (Bettie, 2003; Winnicott, 1960).  Those aesthetic experiences merged with 

their social inclinations, and in adulthood have brought them back to investing 

themselves in the arts. 

While the continuous exposure to the outside world is informed by these early 

frames of reference, new experiences and encounters often help reshape or reconstruct 

old ideas as well.    It is here where we see the theories of Bruner (1983, 1997, 2003) and 
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Dissanayake (1988, 1992) merge, as the inner self marries the outer self.  In the context 

of this study, we see the inner “artistic” self marry the outer “artistic” self, as these adults 

progress on their artistic education.  The participants’ arts-based experiences in youth, 

and the meaning they associated with those experiences, were repurposed as the 

participants progressed upon their paths back to the arts. 

Dissanayake’s ‘homo aestheticus’, or to make something special, is an important 

component in the development of the early artistic self.   The progression of a child 

shaping or embellishing material with the intention of making it special so that it will be 

responded to by others for its aesthetic quality (Dissanayake, 1992), is important to the 

artistic self of the participants in this study.  As children these participants embraced the 

power of art making. The act of embracing the urge to creatively represent one’s ideas 

and feelings is an extension on a basic form of communication.  The ability of the child’s 

environment to provide opportunity for exploration of the arts is necessary foundation for 

future growth and development of the artistic self.   

This ‘human proclivity’ for the arts and art-making is common (Dissanayake, 

1988, 1992) and was not a surprising finding in this study, but it is important to keep in 

mind that the essence of that proclivity needs to be nurtured to continue into further life 

stages.  In this research study, the participants reflected back on their youth and identified 

particular events and moments that influenced their artistic identities.  All participants 

connected something in their youth with their current artistic selves, but how was that 

proclivity maintained?  While the path was not particularly linear, the artistic spark 

remained from their childhood and was maintained through informal and indirect 

endeavors.  Participants visited galleries and museums, engaged in creative technical 
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careers, exercised their capacity to appreciate the intricacies of the world around them, 

and kept that internal spark glowing until they eventually decided to kindle it later on in 

adulthood.   This then suggests that those early artistic experiences, particularly seen in 

these participants’ teen years, may have long term implications on the student.  For these 

participants, the basic foundation of their artistic selves was formed in their youth through, 

and it proves to be an important component of their artistic journeys into adulthood. 

As Related to Identity Development 

Another layer of this study’s findings is rooted in the meaning participants 

attributed to art-making.  Early in their youth, these participants each made connections 

with the value of arts and their art making.  In some cases the participants were met with 

praise for their art-making efforts.  In other cases, participants made connections by social 

and familial interactions which emphasized art and creativity as being highly regarded. 

These factors played an important role in the favor of long-term exploration, engagement 

and enjoyment of the arts.   

Alternatively however, these same participants also reported one instances where 

the arts were not valued as a professional or long-term educational endeavor.  Family and 

social interactions implied while the ability to create something beautiful was highly 

regarded, a person’s life path or educational path should not be hinged upon the arts.  

Several participants reflected on their childhood experiences and identified 

moments where their art making ability was praised or acknowledged.  With respect to 

Dissanayake’s ‘homo aestheticus’, it follows that the positive acknowledgement of this 

‘special something’, is important for opening the door for future creative outputs of the 

self.  If, on the other hand, one were to be castigated based on their efforts to create that 
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‘special something,’ it could easily disrupt that process of expressing the artistic self to the 

world.  In the sense of these participants, there would seem to be conflicting messages that 

were being received about their artistic inclinations.  On one hand they were praised for 

their abilities and interests, and on the other they felt unsupported in exploring that path 

into the future. 

This might be further illuminated through the lens of symbolic interactionism.  

Symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969) would suggest that people act toward things 

based on the meaning those things have for them.  Those meanings then are derived from 

social interaction, and then modified through interpretation.  In this case, the participants 

created meaning about art and art making based on the experiences they had in their 

childhood.  A positive comment, a disapproving glance, lack of educational exposure, 

hints of value (or lack thereof) could all play a significant role in the meaning these 

developing individuals attributed to art and art making.  This meaning then could impact 

their future actions toward art and art making.  This is important to consider when 

discussing childhood experiences, but it is also important when we approach adulthood.  

Thus, we will return to these ideas again as we navigate through these participants 

decision making processes through adulthood as well. What is important to this section 

however, is how this interaction with the world in childhood helped inform the arts-related 

childhood identity. 

For the participants in this study, their arts-related childhood identities had been 

molded through their environments, experiences, and actions.  Each artistic self was 

developed through a “functional interaction between behavior and environment” 

(Rachlin, 1997, p. 85.).   Their artistic identities were each informed by social 
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interactions, to which they would reflect and respond accordingly. In many cases, the 

participants recounted varying ways and varying intensities in which their childhood 

artistic expressions had been praised, acknowledged and validated, hence they continued 

to explore and develop their artistic core.   Their artistic selves had been stimulated 

(“family was always doing artsy things together”; “lots of different mediums to 

explore”), praised (“I knew I was the best”; “Kids in school always loved my artwork.”), 

and publicly acknowledged (“asked me to join the art club”’; “it was on display”; “first 

prize”).   As a result, the arts were planted as identity indicator within the youth, 

representing a defining feature, which would remain into adulthood. 

The concept of an identity indicator is not a new one.  There are different 

adaptations of this among several theorists.  In this case, it is the identity indicator of art 

that had developed in each of these participants.  Winnicott (1975) would identify this 

identity indicator as part of the true self while by Bruner (1997) would name it the inner 

self and Dissanayake (1988, 1992) as the primal aesthetic core.  In each of these cases, 

the general concept remains the same. The artistic self was planted in the inner core of 

each of the participants early in their youth, and later in life this artistic self not only 

remained present but served as a foundation which would called on for further 

development. 

This identity indicator however was stifled by alternative messages and external 

forces, which discouraged these participants from engaging in the arts earlier in their 

adulthoods.  Other identity indicators, or interest in responding to social norms and 

expectations, navigated these individuals initially away from the arts in their early 

adulthood.  A case could be made here about both the power of the artistic identity 
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indicator, as it maintained itself through years of being deprioritized, only to emerge with 

conviction and determination of being nurtured through a structured and goal oriented art 

educational program. 

 While there are numerous noncredit, lifelong learning, community art education, 

and continuing education programs in the communities around this college, these students 

are elected to enroll in the college program because they have found relevance and 

importance in the structured and accredited studio art program.  They opted for a program 

where they felt their educational experience would be rigorous, thorough, and well-

rounded in art learning opportunities. Ideas of quality instruction, abundance of learning 

opportunities, and enriching educational environment are evidenced there narratives. 

This is relevant to the instructors within these programs (and potentially other 

programs in the arts and humanities) as it might impact how they interact with returning 

adult students.  There is current literature speaking about returning adults students and the 

needs they have re-entering higher education and misconceptions about them (Bourland, 

2009). In this case, the participants find great value in the arts and in the higher 

educational systems.  They are embarking upon this endeavor as an act of self-efficacy 

and personal creative development, and it is valuable that they report experiencing a 

sense of belonging within the community college’s arts program and studios. 

As Related to the Inner Artistic Self in Adulthood 

The resilience and fortitude of the inner artistic self is a major finding in this 

study.  The inner artistic self, despite multiple obstacles and hurdles, continued to 

persevere and was carried into adulthood.  The early grounding for appreciation of art 

and art-making established a platform in which to plant the artistic seeds for the artist-
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adult of the future. The artistic self that was established in childhood had become central 

to the individual’s inner (Bruner, 1997), authentic (Dissanayake, 1988), and true 

(Winnicott, 1975) self and was later acted on in adulthood.  The wedding of the inner 

artistic self and with the adult self was lived as an opportunity for significant self-

awareness (“My life makes sense with me making art.”; “I don’t want to make any more 

mistakes. I am sad that it took me this long to get back to art. But at least I’m doing it in 

my lifetime.”).  

In many of the participants’ reflections a sensitivity to artistic stimuli was recalled 

(“I’ve always liked art…as long as I can remember”; “I love going to museums”; “I like 

music, and drama, and all visual arts”).   The participants all carried this youthful inner 

artistic self within, and would keep their passions alive through continued artistic 

exposures such as museum and gallery exhibitions, creative activities (home renovation, 

car restoration, and etc.), and other opportunities for appreciation (watching movies, 

listening to music, and etc.). And although in early adult life, the participants all took life 

and career paths that had taken them away from the arts, all of them had recently returned 

to the community college to matriculate as mid-life college students with interest in 

pursuing self expression through the arts (“reconnecting myself with the arts”; “living to 

my artistic potential”; “make my artistic mark on the world”).  Personal life navigation as 

described by Sternberg and Spear-Swirling (1998) had brought them back to the arts 

studio in an effort to reclaim the artistic identities that all participants described as 

important to their life paths. 

Weintraub (2003) suggests that inspiration is rooted in the originating breath of 

interest.  The interest can come from the external world, or can come from the internal 
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mental processes of the individual.  According to Weintraub (2003) inspiration can come 

from ”the gradual infusion of a subtle vitality that is experienced as a metaphysical 

stirring” (p. 123).  Inspiration is a central component of the artistic process, and this 

special sensitivity and response to the arts was a strong commonality among the 

participants.   Each participant recalled and reflected upon moments of intense 

inspiration.  The study’s participants sought out the arts through acts of arts appreciation 

and when inspired, responded with that “originating breath” (Weintraub, 2003, p. 123) of 

interest that is the hallmark of any creative endeavor. The participants shared how they 

maintained their creative inner selves through various activities, and each spoke about 

how these were important to their (“it feeds me”, “I would spend hours in museums.  I 

just love looking at artwork”; “It just speaks to me.”; “My mind is boggled watching 

those animations”; “Nothing else would do.”).  The participants were mindful and 

thoughtful about how the arts continued to be important to them throughout their 

adulthoods, even if they had not acted upon it directly through education or vocation until 

recently.  Some participants made comments about their life paths and how they felt their 

creative energies were employed through their vocations/lives, although they were not 

directly associated with the arts.  Lorra made comment about how her work required 

constant creativity, troubleshooting and working with her hands.  All of the same 

components that she ties to her work as an art student and artist.  Debra likewise made 

connections with being a single mother and working with animals, and how she 

emotionally and physically found connections between her life and the arts.   All of the 

participants felt like they had maintained their passion for the arts through the more 

formal venues of arts appreciation (museums, galleries, media, and ect).  They reflected 
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on those moments, and in some cases, reported on them as being inspirational and 

transformative.  Lucia, for example, spoke about attending the Philadelphia Museum of 

Art for the first time with her husband, and how that experience “stirred” something 

inside of her.  To watch her reflect on that moment, one was pulled with her back to the 

galleries, and could see the wonder in her eyes as she gazed on the work of the 

Impressionist Masters.  These types of excursions into the fine arts were reflected upon as 

primary to the pathway back to the arts.  Participants retold these experiences and 

explained them as how they continued their participation in the arts, and how that 

participation in part gave way to inspiration to return to art making and learning.  

Attending museums and absorbing the visual arts through a variety of means was 

for these individuals, fortifying their connection with their artistic selves.  The processes 

of seeing, reflecting, and responding to the arts was part of how they connect with being 

an artist.  It was a means by which they exercised their artistic sensibilities and passions. 

As they reflected on their exposures to experiences the arts in their earlier adult years, 

they expressed it not as a passive process, but rather an active process in which they 

engaged their interests, feelings, thoughts, and passions.  In other words, these 

participants had begun an active dialogue between the arts, themselves, and the world. 

They were engaging an artistically sensitive perspective in order to reflect upon and 

formulate their ideas (Greene, 1988, Weintraub, 2003).  

The groundwork of viewing, reflecting, and responding to art is being considered 

here as the pre-stages of matriculation.  The process of mindful seeing, and the 

inspiration that followed, were important to the participants’ preparations back to the 

studio environment.  The development of ‘art-thinking’ and the intensity of inspiration 
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from these artistic life experiences had not been an anticipated finding the narratives.  

Initially this study viewed the art endeavor only in a direct and productive sense:  art-

making.  When the participants reflected upon the experiences in galleries and through 

media, the depth and strength of the response to the artistic stimuli made it apparent that 

these experiences were important to the processes of these individuals.  It stirred the inner 

artistic energies of the participants, or that which I am referring to as art-thinking.  The 

significance of the intellectual process of art-thinking, and its important relationship to 

art-making, is also supported in the research (Barrett, 2000; Feldman, Csikszentmihalyi, 

& Gardner, 1994; Weintraub, 2003).   

As Related to Maturity 

Maturity proved to be a powerful contributor among both the processes and 

products of the participants. A majority of the participants stated that maturity impacted 

their own creativity by adding a new perspective and depth of meaning to their art (“able 

to slow down”; “take time to soak it in; “my art is a reflection of life experiences”). 

Several other participants also suggested a new seriousness of purpose (“more than just 

an art assignment”; “take it more seriously and less seriously at the same time”; “I’m 

more focused…more directed in my goals”).    The participants’ maturity had enabled 

them to integrate the arts into the ‘flow’ of their lives and not just as a response to “a 

chaotic response to external events” (Csikszentmihaly, 1991).   

For the participants in this study taking charge of one’s existence, and seeking 

enrichment of the artistic self came with maturity. Knowing, acknowledging, and 

responding to their inner selves appeared to be what these artist-participants were striving 

for. Donna mentioned the challenges associated with knowing oneself and acting upon it, 
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“It is like I can reflect and focus on myself and my art now.  When I was young it seemed 

so distant.  I couldn’t reconcile my life with art as part of it. I was too busy to pay 

attention to the things I actually wanted to do. ”  As contemporary artist, David 

Hammonds (Ferguson et al., 1990, p. 334) summarized: “Art is an old man’s game. If 

you know who you are, then it’s easy to make art”. Lorra echoed Hammonds’ sentiment 

when she suggested: “I think maturity makes you more creative and more self aware.  It’s 

like I know who I am now, and I have all this life experience to pull from. I just go with it 

now.”  

Within the conversations that arose about their journeys back to the arts, several 

participants also made connections about how creativity enhanced their maturity (“It 

makes my life richer”; “I feel more complete”; “I am happier now with my life than ever 

before… because I am making art.”).  The artistic self emerged from within and allowed 

for a redirection of life path.  The participants embraced art-making as an important part 

of their lives and identity.  Art, art-making, expression and creativity were words that 

were used over and over throughout the interviews and conversation.  Those words were 

not just “words,” they were symbols of these participants’ identities.  Likewise these 

symbols are central to this study. They are terms and ideas that go beyond mere action, 

and engage reflection and response.  The core meanings and ideas behind each of those 

words allowed for the participants to connect with themselves as well as connect with the 

world.  Each artist-participant held the arts in the highest regard and all participants felt 

that artistic creativity was a necessity for their lives (“I need to paint”; “I don’t know 

what I would be doing without it.  Probably drugs.”; “It helps me keep life in 

perspective”). Art for all of them represented a way to more fully engage in one’s own 
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life, and a sense of being engaged and happy. Some of the study’s participants linked 

adult creativity to emotional healing (“I was in a bad place for a long time…before I 

came back to art”; “I helps me tackle my fucking demons. I guess all artists have 

demons.”; “healing”; “refreshing”) a concept which connects with theories on the 

“powerful nature of art” and the therapeutic value of the art-making process (Congdon, 

2005, p. 37).  

The artist-participants in this study have perhaps unknowingly embraced, and 

even redefined John Dewey’s assertion “Education is not preparation for life, but is life” 

(Dewey as cited by Weinstock, 1978, p. 27).  They have embarked on an educational path 

in such a way not as to follow a rigid course of the education, but to enmesh their 

personal development into their art educational processes. Their position in life, as well 

as their maturity, has allowed for them to reconsider the role of art, learning, and 

education in their lives. This has fostered an approach to learning that is continuous and 

dialogical.  This connects with the concepts Weinstock observed, living of life as a 

lifelong educational process, which was already a reality by the late ‘70s (Weinstock, 

1978). The study confirms this phenomenon remains an ongoing phenomenon and 

positions it in the community college arts studio.  

As Related to Matriculation in College 

The path back to college was not a particularly linear one for many of the 

participants.  Unemployment, underemployment, empty nests, divorce, relocation, 

depression, and other factors all contributed to the decision to refocus there futures with a 

degree in arts from the community college.  Still, the decision to enroll at the community 

college was an organized and deliberate act.  In that act they were intentionally returning 
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to school and assuming the identity of student. Breese and O’Toole (1995) pointed out in 

their lengthy study on women’s role change, that “the role of the student is a bridge to the 

next phase of these people’s personal trajectories (p. 33).  Breese and O’Toole’s research 

is valuable here that it echoes some similar voices as found in the current study.  It is also 

important to note that of the eight participants in this study, all but one were female.  The 

perspectives of the women in this study were not unlike those that Breese and O’Toole 

researched.  Although it could easily be the voice of any of the participants in the current 

study, the words to follow are from one woman from the study by Breese and O’Toole 

(1995): “I’m beginning again but in a direction that I have chosen to go in and not one 

that I have to go in. […] and now it is time for me to think about what I want to do. There 

is more to me than what I have been. (p. 33). This statement seemed akin many of the 

sentiments of the participants in this study.  The all pushed their artistic selves aside for 

various reasons (family, work, life situations).  Yet they all have returned in an effort to 

tap into themselves and rejuvenate their artistic educational interests. 

The present study is focused on the process of matriculation in the studio arts as a 

determined striving to re-engage, explore, and express their inner artistic selves.  This is a 

variation on how Breese and O’Toole (1995) considered matriculation. Breese and 

O’Toole viewed matriculation as a bridge leading to another life phase.  Certainly in the 

case of the artist-participants of this study, the matriculated students will also enter a life 

phase after completion of the program.  However, that is not the full extent of the role 

matriculation plays in this study.  In the investigation of these artist-participants pathway 

toward and through the art program, matriculation is also being considered as a process 

of returning to art making and knowledge gathering.  The process of the matriculation is 
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just as significant as the product of the matriculation, if not even more so.  This is not 

unlike the conversation with the context of art education and art therapy, which discuss 

the importance of the process over the product (See Lowenfeld).  The core ideas here are 

the same, that the act of matriculation through the studio arts is the process.  In that 

process the artist-participants must strive, struggle, reflect, reorganize, and progress.  

Through that process they learn and grow as students and artists.  At the completion of 

the process, they are met with the symbolic reward (degree or transfer) of their labors, but 

the process of matriculation is not to be undervalued. 

The connection between higher education and the education of returning adults 

has been an ongoing feature of the American system since its early beginnings, and most 

universities and colleges are currently responding with continuing higher education 

programs. As a researcher, the choice of these artist-participants in returning to the 

community college campus and enrolling in a degree program was especially interesting 

when one considers that other opportunities for artistic instruction exist in continuing 

education or community education. Matriculation in a degree program at a community 

college is quite different than enrolling in some other type of community arts class. That 

decision requires commitment, dedication, and preparations for an ongoing obligation for 

at least 2 years, if not more.  As Lorra noted: 

I knew I could just take noncredit arts classes, but I didn’t think that would do 

anything for me.  I didn’t think I would learn much there.  The classes wouldn’t 

advance, and I wouldn’t have anything to show for my advancement.  I started by 

taking one course at [the community college].  Then I knew it was what I needed 

to do.  It was so therapeutic for me to paint and learn how to paint better.  And I 

knew the instructor [at the community college] was a professional and could 

really guide me.   
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Noteworthy were the thoughts and feelings the artist-participants had about the 

benefits the community college setting provided (“she [the professor] got her MFA from 

UPenn”; “They have a great new facility and faculty”; “I looked at my options, and I 

liked the fact [the community college] could help me find an internship”; “The faculty are 

awesome!”) The study’s participants had chosen the structure of their quest and had 

sought out serious commitment within a formal arts program at the community college.  

Why have they returned to campus?  

The conversations with the artist-participants revealed several insights about why 

they have returned to the college campus to continue their education.  These insights are 

primarily rooted in the tenets of higher education.  As a general theme, returning to the 

college campus represented an access point to quality education and learning.  What is 

particularly interesting here is that the participants’ interest in college enrollment was not 

connected with workforce training or improved employability.  Just as Pusser et al (2007) 

discovered through the 1,500 surveys they conducted with adult learners at two-year and 

four-year colleges, acquiring knowledge was more important to the students than 

enhancing employability.   

Participants volunteered their acknowledgment of the high quality of their 

instructors, as well as the value they found in the exchange of information and ideas with 

their peers. Several participants also noted the “beautiful” new art studio rooms and the 

community art school partnership which allowed them the opportunity to take courses in 

a diverse range of media including: painting, sculpture, printmaking, ceramics, digital 

media and photography. For the artist-participants, the instruction and studio 

opportunities were flanked with a larger artistic community, which consisted of faculty 
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members, art gallery access, other students, and opportunities for community 

involvement in the arts.  This suggests that these returning adult students are savvy about 

determining what they value in a higher educational experience, and their needs in such 

programs warrant attention. 

Why have they returned to the studio arts?  

Recall the quote that launched this thesis: “The arts are not a way of making a 

living. They are a very human way of making life more bearable. Practicing an art, no 

matter how well or badly is a way to make your soul grow, for heaven’s sake. … Do it as 

well as you possibly can. You will get an enormous reward. You will have created 

something…” (Vonnegut, 2005, p. 24).   Eisner (2002) likewise reminds us, the arts 

refine our beings.   The arts allow for reflection of and dialogue with life.  The arts 

connect us, and offer an alternative means of communication. In the case of the 

participating returning adult students, these individuals knew the power of the arts from 

their early experiences in childhood.  They maintained a passion for the artistic form, the 

possible authenticity of art-making, and the ability to connect their inner selves with the 

world.   In the midst of their life course, various internal and external influences 

rekindled their inner artistic cores.  The meaning they had assigned to their early artistic 

experiences had carried with them, and recent events in their lives has allowed them to 

reflect upon and reframe those experiences.  That reframing and those reflections have 

brought them to realizing the importance of arts in their adult lives.  As Lorra very simply 

stated, “I just want to be happy. Making art makes me happy.”  In varying degrees, these 

participants returned to studying the arts to fulfill an internal hunger for the arts that had 
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not been realized in earlier years.   Arts were reprioritized due to life events that allowed 

for reflection and reorganization of their current life scenarios.  

This is important to the continued conversations about returning adult students 

and their needs.  While the concept perhaps is romantic, these students were not primarily 

interested in investing in their arts education to make money.  These students viewed the 

investment as deeper, broader, and more significant.  The investment is attached to 

developing themselves and connecting with the world in a more meaningful way.  

What is relevant here is the motivation behind the students' enrollment in 

college.  These students aren't enrolling simply to get a degree or certification, and then 

to move onto a new job.  They haven’t enrolled simply to go through the motions, 

complete the classes, and do the bare minimum.  This is not alone about degree 

completion. They are there, with a wealth of life experience, to learn to develop their own 

ideas, create imagery, explore and express their thoughts, and tear down the barriers that 

kept them from pursing the arts in the first place.  This is about the processes of 

matriculation and the processes of art-making both as an act of personal development. 

Educators should be mindful of these types of students, because they offer the 

college classroom a potentially wonderful resource.  They bring with them experiences 

and insights that traditional aged students might lack.  In the art studio they bring a 

seriousness of inquiry that instructors also should acknowledge.  A savvy and thoughtful 

educator should be mindful of these possibilities, and investigate ways to navigate and 

utilize the differences between learners.  It is possible that the maturity or simply the age   

might also create a divide between them and the younger students, as the younger 

students might feel intimidated or uncomfortable in the presence of the goal directed 
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nature of these adult learners.  Likewise the older students as well could be left to feel 

like an outsider, or isolated from the rest of the class.  Instructors perhaps should be 

thoughtful about how to bridge the gap in these scenarios, and investigate ways to create 

a rich atmosphere of learning using the tensions that these differences bring to the art 

studio. 

My lens as an art therapist provides me the privilege of seeing many intersections 

between art therapy and art education.  In this particular study, I see the potential 

opportunities for college educators to nurture the sparks of artistic interest in students that 

are investing themselves in an artistic quest in their mid-life.  Returning to the college art 

studio track has not just been taken on as an interest in degree completion or attainment 

in a new skill.  These students were looking to fulfill a deeper, more purposeful 

investment in themselves through the study of the studio arts.  The specific needs and 

goals of these students have been largely lacking in prior research, and hence the findings 

of this study may be valuable for future research about similar populations of students 

and their artistic identities. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Figure 7.1, Peppers, Graphite on Paper, Artist-Participant Kim 

 

 The basic premise of this study was to investigate the motivations and perceptions 

of returning adult student to the college level study of studio arts.  One of the interests for 

me as a researcher about investigating returning adult students lay in the idea that these 

individuals had significantly more life experience than many of their more traditionally 

aged (18-22y.o.) peers.  I wondered if that life experience had impacted their interest in 

the arts or their interest in developing themselves as artists.  In listening to the artist-

participants’ stories and found myself absorbed in their passion for the arts and artistic 

process.  I could have spent full days in the arts studios alongside them painting or 

sculpting as I found a common realm with each of them in their investment in the arts.   
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The passion for art-making was as important to them as it is to me, and that is something 

I almost overlooked in looking at the data due to my very proximity to the topic. 

 When investigating the essence of what was occurring with these individuals, the 

central significance of artistic activity in the artist-participants’ life should not be 

overlooked.  Although the simple enrollment in the college program may be enough to 

suggest that yes, artistic activity is important to these individuals, it goes beyond that. 

The central significance of artistic activity in the individual’s life influences many areas 

of the person’s life (Nelson, 2005).  It is so impactful in fact, that it may even force the 

individual to structure components of her/his life around the artistic activity.  Coleman 

(1998) makes a rather strong assertion about the investment artists make in their art-

making, “Great art … require(s) a complete commitment, a total personal commitment, a 

total personal response of the whole individual, an unstinting investment of one’s heart, 

mind, and will” (p.40).  An artist is dedicated to the creative process partly because it is 

regarded as a positive disruption from the mundane life, and the activity is felt as a 

positive contribution to the world. This removal from the ordinary, and sensing the 

experience in arts as “special” is not a new concept.  The unique and powerful capability 

of arts’ experiences to both connect with a person’s experiences while simultaneously 

removing them from the routine of everyday life was also noted by Otto (1969): “Musical 

feeling is rather something ‘wholly other,’ which while it affords analogies, and here and 

there will run parallel to the ordinary emotions of life, cannot be made to coincide with 

them by a detailed point-to-point correspondence” (p.49). While Otto’s (1969) statement 

directly relates to the experience of musical feeling on an individual, the same connection 

can be said of the creative process of the visual arts.  It is transformative and serves as 
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means by which a person can detach from the world, and simultaneous engage with that 

world on a different level. 

 This ability to remove oneself from the mundane and to re-invest in life on 

another level can be a powerful force for some individuals.  This would certainly hold 

true for the artist-participants in this study who repeatedly reflected on how they would 

lose themselves in the art-making and often found the creative process to be a means by 

which they could be reflective about their own lives.  However, this experience, while 

powerful, can be both positive and negative.   

 The creative artistic process is very complex.  The implications of the creative 

artistic process on the creator, is also quite complex and variable.  The artist-participants 

have embarked upon a massive personal investment by venturing into a new educational 

path that situates them in art studios on a very regular basis (30-36 credit hours of studio 

courses are required for the 61-62 credit major). 

 Something about the experience of creating art brought the artist-participants back 

to the art studio.  They had, earlier in their lives, made a decision that engaged them in 

careers or lifestyles that were fairly removed from the regular practice of art-making.   

Years later, the participants have taken the steps to invest themselves in the process of 

creating art. What was it that brought them back to the studio? 

 One suggestion about the motivations to return to college for the study of art 

might be supported with the creativity-mood literature.  The personal investment in art-

making, particularly in such a project/deadline driven environment as college studio 

major, is heavily concentrated on process and production.  This constant activity of 

creativity could potentially have a positive impact on mood, since artists create and feel 
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satisfied as their work progresses.   Likewise, if one holds to the belief that art-making 

can be cathartic (see Picasso’s theories of the cathartic nature of art-making), it too could 

have a positive impact of the artists overall mood and outlook on life. 

 However, with the positive potential implications of art-making, come the 

negative, as well.  While creativity may prove to be fluid and bring satisfaction, the flow 

of artistic creativity may also be disrupted or stagnant.  A scenario similar to what is 

commonly understood as “writer’s block,” may just as easily, interrupt the flow of the 

visual artistic production.  This disruption of flow, or blockage, can cause a great deal of 

emotional turmoil.  Dealing with those emotions and the related blockage may not always 

be easy in a college studio environment where the deadlines and expectations for 

production are high stakes. 

I, as an art therapist, believe the creation of art can be healing and life enhancing.  

Likewise, I tend to agree with Picasso in his assertion that art-making can be used as a 

means of catharsis.  However, one must also be mindful of catharsis.  Affording some of 

our subconscious demons expression may not always be useful in all environments.  In 

some cases the artist or the viewers may, not easily digest the imagery or emotions that 

may emerge from emotional trauma or stress.  Artists are often subject to critique and 

even censorship.  Negative and nonproductive feedback can be painful and damaging to a 

developing artist and may negatively impact them on an emotional level.   Artists may 

resort to self-censorship or avoidance for fear of how certain aspects of their work might 

be viewed.  Through continued art-making experiences however, artists learn to navigate 

the delicacies of expression and experiment with new mediums, techniques, and subject 

matter.  Certainly this was the case with Edward, who found a new favorite medium in 
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charcoal.  He felt he could finally express certain emotions (rage and sadness) through 

the use of this new media, in a productive way.   

Beyond that, the artist may also not be prepared for the emotions that may surface 

during the art-making process.  The process of artistic creativity is deeply personal and 

emotionally rooted, and therefore, the creation of art may prove emotionally exhausting 

and stressful.  The fatigue that can be associated with artistic production requires the 

individual to find ways in which to recharge and replenish.  It is cyclical and certainly 

requires someone that is invested in the process.   

Where does that investment come from for the artist-participants in this study?  

The artist-participants reflections and offerings suggest that the investment comes from a 

deeper “need to create” (see Gallan, 2001).  Just as in Gallan’s (2001) study, the 

participants in this research study had a need that lay dormant for periods of time, but it 

always re-emerged, demanding to be expressed in some new form.  During this period of 

these artist-participants lives, the need re-emerge and once again demanded their 

attention.  The revived presence of the “need to create” motivated the artist-participants 

to research, enroll, and participate in the studio art major at the community college.   

Certainly the enrollment in college may be a way to structure life around the 

artistic activity, but if participating in the arts were so significant to these individuals 

throughout their lives, why wouldn’t they have done so many years earlier?  What was it 

that really bought them here, to this place, to this space, where they can re-engage with 

art in this structured environment? 

Dialogue after dialogue with the artist-participants brought us back to same basic 

idea:  These individuals have returned to study art at college as a means of self-
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fulfillment and personal development. The notion of art-making as a means of deepening 

engagement with the self and the world could also be viewed as developing a deeper 

form of self-knowledge (Nelson, 2005; Rothenberg, 1990).  Rothenberg views artistic 

creativity as a gradual unearthing of unconscious material, which may lead to a deepened 

state of self-awareness. Likewise, Csikszentmihalyi (1996) suggests that when we are 

engaged in the creative process “we feel that we are living more fully than during the rest 

of life” (p.2).  

The artist-participants regularly reflected upon and spoke of the act of art-making 

as if it had a transformative and almost magical properties.  They often used words like 

“restorative”, “connected”, “reflection”, “inner-self”, and “identity.” Participants gazed 

on their own artworks with pride and accomplishment, and very enthusiastically shared 

their artworks with me. I wrote in my memo book after one observation, “She shows me 

her work, not looking for feedback or encouragement.  It’s like she’s showing me part of 

herself she can’t put into words.  I feel like she wants me to know her, really know her… 

and I think I know her better because of it.”   

Understanding artwork as a means of deepening engagement with the self and the 

world, and having an associated transformative effect for both the artist and the audience, 

illustrates the meaning or power that the artist find in art-making.  Coleman (1998) 

suggests that experiences in the arts can significantly impact an individual and allow 

him/her to reconstitute his/her inner self.  Thus, these artistic experiences could provide 

means to allow the artist-participants to develop themselves and connect with the world 

in ways not previously imagined.   
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I find it useful to reflect on Nelson and Rawling’s (2007) research on the 

phenomenology of artistic inquiry.  These artist-participants have embarked upon a quest 

to study art at the college level.  In Nelson and Rawling’s research they discuss how an 

artist takes on a perspective towards certain aspects of his ‘life-world’, which in turn 

leaves the artist feeling a sense of lack.  In the context of this research study, one might 

suggest that the artist-participants, for one reason or another, began to take a new 

perspective on their life-worlds, which in turn opened a new energy or desire for the 

artistic process.  Based on their social, cultural, familial, and educational backgrounds, 

they opted to return to community college to embark upon this quest.   

 In the participants earlier adulthood, they had attempted and reattempted to 

engage their artistic interests by intermixing their creative spirits in their jobs and 

enjoying arts-based outings to events and museums. These explorations were attempts in 

connecting with their inner artistic selves. These repeated trials and variations were an 

attempt to satiate or fulfill the lack that resided within. 

 In the sense of Nelson and Rawlings (2007) these participants were using their 

own life courses as artistic material whereas, “The artist actively manipulates his artistic 

material as a means of exploring its expressive possibilities with regards to his global 

intuition of the artistic object he wishes to create.”  In this case, the object could be 

viewed as the fruition of the artistic self.  With each passing of these trials and variations, 

the participants would come closer to tapping into that inner artistic self.  This eventually 

would bring them to the community college, where they are able to more fully utilize and 

explore their inner artistic identities.   
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 In the context of the community college studio art setting these artist-participants 

have found kindred spirits that help feed and shape their journey.  Even the stress and 

conflict of roles adds to the development of the artistic self.  This is not to say this is the 

end of the quest for these artist-participants.  Although the attainment of the college 

degree may be viewed as an artistic product, it is only one of many.  The goal of 

considering oneself an artist was achieved through the art making in the studio, not 

through admission into the program or through graduation from the college.  The inner-

artistic self is stirred and nurture through each artistic engagement with materials and the 

art-thinking that is involved in the process. 
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CHAPTER 8 

REFLECTIONS 

 

Figure 8.1 Belly of the Beast, Oil on Canvas, Elizabeth Flaherty 

 

No qualitative study is ever complete since thoughts and perceptions of the 

present and the past are fluid. They change from moment to moment, and they vary from 

person to person.  The phenomenological approach used in this study was aimed at 
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finding the essence of these artist-participants experiences in that particular time with 

those particular individuals.   

Based on what was learned through this study, there are several areas of data 

revealed that did not seem to have a home within the findings or in the discussion.  Still, 

the information is valuable enough to consider as possible areas for future research. 

Future Research 

The first area of interest revolves around issues of social class and education. In 

each of the storied narratives, the participants spoke of young histories where they were 

exposed directly and indirectly to the creative arts.  These came primarily as experiences 

in their schooling, as well as through informal experiences (family, community, and etc.).  

None of the participants reported a deprivation of artistic experiences in childhood, which 

is a significant contributor to the development of these participants’ creative selves.  Not 

all of the participants were educated as children in the United States, and their reported 

backgrounds were varied (I.E. “poor,” “middle class,” “raised by my mom,” “military 

kid,” “upper middle class”).    Despite these seemingly varied backgrounds, each of the 

participants reported specific artistic experiences they had as children through their 

schooling and environments.  This is component of their background that should not be 

overlooked, as it speaks loudly about the importance of artistic experiences in youth.  As 

the United States government and school systems respond to the state of our economy 

and position themselves for the future, it seems relevant to remind ourselves of the 

importance the arts play in shaping the creative minds of our communities.  These 

experiences, based on the self-disclosure of these participants, assisted them in initially 

entering fields not directly art related such as engineering, optometry, and business.  The 
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artist participants made use of those creative components of the self to navigate their 

early adult careers.  This is information that could potentially be fruitful for further 

research in arts education or creative development. 

 Tied to the conversation on class, one must not overlook the significance of 

ethnicity as it also relates to this inquiry.  Five of the artist-participants identified their 

ethnicity as being white European, one artist-participant as Puerto Rican, one artist-

participant as Vietnamese, and one artist-participant as Ecuadorian.  Ethnicity was 

significant in that the participants broached it without initial prompting or specific 

inquiry.  Lucia volunteered thoughts about how their culture “is filled with art” but did 

not encourage “art as a profession.”  Kim also discussed the transition from Vietnam to 

the United States, and the difference between the values placed on the arts in both places.  

She also noted how the arts in her culture and family, would be more acceptable for a 

woman to pursue than a man.  She also noted that men would be pushed into fields such 

as science and medicine when they decided to pursue higher education. 

 The conversation of gender too is important here.  Noted in my previous studio 

observations was the disproportionate number of women in the art studio courses to men.  

In the context of this research study, there was only one male artist-participant of eight 

total participants.  While the theory around gender roles is dense with suggestions, one 

must still wonder what it is that has propelled these women and this one man into this life 

path. 

 In both instances of ethnicity and gender, there lie conversations about the role of 

arts as potential educational opportunities or careers.  There are a number of avenues that 

could be investigated, but this researcher has a particular interest in the trends of 
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enrollment in the college arts programs as they relate to both ethnicity and gender.  With 

the globalization of our world, and the ever shifting face of our communities, it would be 

interesting to investigate if these types of trends in arts enrollment endure over time or if 

there appear to be some shifts in the demographics.   

 Another avenue for future research is to examine the phenomenological essence 

of adult students that enroll in community arts courses.  While the context of this study 

was partially defined by the students that had opted to enroll in a degree-awarding college 

program, there are adults students that also opt to develop their artistic creative selves 

through other means.  One of those means is enrollment in community arts courses and 

community arts centers.  While community arts centers vary in approach from one to the 

next, they share the same interest in encouraging the artistic growth of its students.   

Personal Reflections 

Nearing the conclusion of writing this dissertation I began a painting of a local 

bridge which I titled “Belly of the Beast.”  This painting, while originally intended for an 

exhibition for the 100th anniversary of the Eighth Street Bridge in Allentown, PA, became 

a symbol of my own search for phenomenology and the essences of these artist-

participants experiences as well as a larger embodiment of my entire educational journey 

through Temple University’s doctoral program. While the bridge itself is not one that 

previously held a great deal of sentimental value for me, it certainly has gained that value 

through the process of completing this research and dissertation.   

In my own processes of research, discovery, and comprehension, this bridge 

embodied the needed structure, depth, layering, reflection, illumination, and strength 

required to embark upon and write about this study.   It allowed me to work through my 
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understanding of phenomenology and to reorganize my understanding in order to better 

revisit and restructure my data.  This painting of the bridge, in my perspective, is an 

embodiment of my own path as well as those artist-participants that granted me the 

privilege of sharing their experiences through this study.  Those narratives, joined with 

the literature, methods, and artistic-processes, constitute the bridge.  The perspective of 

the painting allows the audience an advanced understanding of the structure and 

magnitude of the lived experiences.  This is, in my own interpretation, what the 

phenomenological research is intended to do.   

  When asked how much I would sell the painting for, I responded, “It’s not for 

sale.”  The bridge now symbolically connects several years of my life, and comprises all 

of the people and experiences that have gotten me to the place I am in today.  As some 

heart-broken people have come to that bridge in their deepest moments of despair, I too 

have experienced very dark and challenging moments during these past years.  This 

painting went through many variations, and only near at the end of the process could I 

add the diagonal light through the archways. That light is the illumination of the sun 

setting, and the approaching joyful end to this portion of my journey as well.    

Only by nearing the end of the dissertation process have I begun to fully 

understand what research entails, both physically and mentally.  The standard logistical 

considerations aside (family, work, health, etc.), the mental requirement of research is 

something that I only now fully appreciate.  Personally, this research has allowed me to 

reflect upon and revisit how I know myself.  I have always struggled (and yes, I use that 

word intentionally) with two very strong sides of my brain.  I am highly analytic and 

mathematic.  I like puzzles and solving them.  I adored calculus.  I like structure, order, 
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and cleanliness.  Likewise, I am highly creative and inventive.  My artistic side demands 

my attention and requires me to think abstractly.  Messes and chaos are converted in my 

brain into a playground of opportunities and possibilities.  As a college freshman I 

wanted to double major in Mathematics and Art, but course scheduling made that 

impossible at my small liberal arts college.  I lay this groundwork because these issues 

again became an obstacle and an opportunity for me while embarking on this research.   

As I wrote my initial proposal, I deferred to the standard writing style I have used 

for so many research papers before.  It was, for me, a systematic and relatively 

straightforward way of organizing my thoughts.  It was safe.  Then as I began to collect 

the data, I approached the process as if I was following a recipe for baking a cake.  I tried 

to remove my “self” from the equation and simply go through the steps of making 

research.  Very quickly into that process, I realized that would not work for me, or at least 

not for this research project.  It felt dry and unauthentic. My painting allowed me to make 

the connection between the research and myself.  It served, for me, as a bridge between 

the participants’ worlds and my worlds.  After the completion of the data collection, I 

started sifting through the interviews, notes, and imagery.  The mathematical side of my 

brain pushed me to simplify, organize and situate the data into categories and boxes.  

While useful, this process of weeding through the vast amount of information, also felt 

forced and removed from the context of the experience.  Again, I found myself needing 

to go back and to creating a marriage between my need to organize and the necessity of 

allowing the data to speak.   This process has allowed me to begin to develop the finesse 

to take on research. It has allowed me to know myself better both as a researcher and as a 

human being.   
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The most impressive lesson quite beyond learning the research terminology and 

research foundations had to do with the personal relationship in which one engages when 

doing a qualitative study involving close contact with people and their narratives. This 

interview contact has an intimate character to it since a person is revealing parts of their 

life and is taking an emotional risk in doing so. I could sense that the space between the 

interviewee and me, the listener, gradually became a container for memories and life 

emotions. It was at this point that I felt the need to use my own art-making as a way to 

deepen my understanding and honor the research participants and process.  My art 

became a sacred container, where I could hold and dialogue with these individuals’ inner 

artistic selves.  I used my art-making and reflection as a way to employ what Maxine 

Greene calls ‘respectful attending to,’ which leads to a respectful way of living amongst 

others.  

I come away from this study with a sense of awe.  I am in awe of the artists-

participants and their resilience and creativity.  I am humbled that I was allowed to 

witness their experiences, and I have found a new energy in my art-making and research 

that I had not anticipated. I have grown in ways that I fail to express in words, so for that 

I will continue to defer to my art.  I am grateful for, and forever changed by, the 

experience.  
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APPENDIX A 

QUESTIONNAIRE 
Description of Study: 

This questionnaire is part of a doctoral research study looking at student’s motivations and experiences as art 

majors at a community college.  This study was designed for students that are enrolled in studio arts majors at 

the Community College.  

Please take a few moments to complete this information: 

 

1. Your Name: _______________________________________________________ 

 

2. Gender:   Female       Male  

 

3. Are you at least 23 years of age?             Yes       No 

 

4. Major:   Fine/Studio Art    Fashion      Digital Media Arts 

 Other (please specify) __________________________________ 

5. How many SEMESTERS have you been enrolled at the community college? (circle one)  

a. 0 up to 2 semesters 

b. More than 2, up to 5 semesters 

c. More than 5 semesters 

 

6. Rank the following reasons you selected your arts-related major,  1-5.  “1” being the most important, “5” 

being least important in your decision making process. 

 

__ Income Potential After Graduation 

__ Interest in the Major 

__ Personal Enrichment 

__ Job or Career Advancement or Change 

__ Major Life Changes 

 

7. Invitation to Participate: 

Would you be interested in participating in a research study looking at student’s motivations and experiences 

as art majors at a community college that involves two interviews of roughly 1 hour each?  If so, please write 

below how best I can contact you.  Note that I cannot include in the study everyone who may want to 

participate, and I will contact you if you meet the inclusion criteria. 

 

8. If  you would like more information about the study, please contact me at flaherty@temple.edu.   

Contact Information:  

 

Mailing Address: _______________________________________________________ 

 

Email Address:   _______________________________________________________ 

 

Phone:    _____________________   Email: ___________________________ 

Thank you for your participation!   
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 1 

 

Dissertation Project:  Voices of Non-Traditional Community College Studio Arts 

Majors:  

Perceptions and Motivations 

 

Time of Interview: _______________________   Date: _______________________ 

Place:   _____________________________________________________ 

Interviewer:  _____________________________________________________ 

Interviewee:  _____________________________________________________ 

Job Title of Interviewee: _______________________________________________ 

 
Describe project, telling the interviewee about the: 

a) purpose of the study, 
b) individuals and sources of data being collected, 
c) what will be done with the data to protect the confidentiality of the interviewee, and  
d) how long the interview will take. 

 
Have the interviewee read and sign the consent form. Turn on the tape recorder and test it. 

 

1. What were your arts-related experiences in childhood?  Can you recall any 

specific memories of experiences or events that may have been significant to you in a 

positive or negative way? 

2. What were the specific arts-related influences in your childhood?  In your 

family? In the community? How did they shape your interest in art-making? 

3. What type of arts-related experiences did you have in school – elementary, 

middle, high school and beyond? 

4. What motivated you to matriculate in the studio arts? What do you see as being 

influential to getting you to where you are today? 

5. How has your maturity impacted your arts learning experiences?  In what 

specific instances has your age or maturity impacted you as an artist? 



184 

 

 

APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 2 

 

Dissertation Project:  Voices of Non-Traditional Community College Studio Arts 

Majors:  

Perceptions and Motivations 

 

Time of Interview: _______________________   Date: _______________________ 

Place:   _____________________________________________________ 

Interviewer:  _____________________________________________________ 

Interviewee:  _____________________________________________________ 

Job Title of Interviewee: _______________________________________________ 

 
Describe project, telling the interviewee about the: 
e) purpose of the study, 
f) individuals and sources of data being collected, 
g) what will be done with the data to protect the confidentiality of the interviewee, and  
h) how long the interview will take. 
 
Have the interviewee read and sign the consent form. Turn on the tape recorder and test it. 

 

 

1. What influenced your decision to matriculate in the studio arts? Were the influences 

internal, external, or both? How did you come to the decision? 

2. What have been your experiences in the arts studio at the community college? 

3. What role does art play in your life now? How does being a student in the arts 

impact your life? Examples? 

4. What is it like to be an artist? 

5. Recall any experiences where maturity influenced how you see yourself and the 

world. 

6. What does the re-connection with art-making mean to you in the larger picture of 

life?  How has it impacted you and your life? What does it mean to be a matriculated 

student in studio arts?  

 


