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A portable gallery allows 
students to meet criteria 

for the AP Studio Art exam, 
and to contextualize their 

work as they determine 
their audience, location, 

and curation.

s a high school art teacher, I frequently find myself asking: How can I help 
students try to be more creative with their art projects? Artist and photographer 
Harry Callahan offers a simple, yet insightful, answer to this question: “I don’t think 
you can teach anyone to be creative. All you can do is give them an environment” 
(Traub, 2006, p. 208).

J e t H R o  G I L L e S P I e 

Teaching in an art classroom, I have found that 
an environment can mean something as simple as a 
physical space, or a complex system of experiences and 
relationships—which, in a classroom, can be a space 
for the development of student voice and allow student 
ownership for their own projects. The portable art 
gallery started as a simple kind of environment, and 
then grew to become a catalyst for a more complex and 
meaningful kind of environment with my AP Studio 
Art students.

At the beginning of the school year, I built a portable 
art gallery for my students—essentially an 8-foot cube 
made from plywood and lightweight boards that can be 

assembled with bolts and taken apart in sections. 
The ceiling pieces of the gallery have track lights, 
the interior walls have been painted gray, and 
the exterior walls have been painted black with 
chalkboard paint. The whole gallery can fit in the 
back of a pickup truck and can be assembled or 
disassembled in less than 30 minutes.

This article focuses on how my AP Studio 
Art students used the portable art gallery to 

exhibit their artwork. Specifically, my students were 
able to dovetail having their own art show with the 
Concentration portion of their AP exam, which asks 
students to create a “body of related works that demon-
strate a student’s commitment to the thoughtful inves-
tigation of a specific visual idea” (AP Studio Art course 
description, p. 22).1 Students’ experiences with the 
gallery helped them each to conceptualize, develop, and 
display a body of their artwork, which then culminated 
in an artist reception event.

Theoretical framework: Structuralist  
and Post-Structuralist Interpretations  
of Power

The ideas behind using the portable art gallery with 
my students stems from a tension derived between 
structuralist and post-structuralist ways of perceiving 
power. Fennell (2002) describes structuralism as 
being able to construct truth and meaning within a 
fixed system of interrelated parts, and usually fosters 
a hierarchical, top-down model of power relations. 
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Education scholar Cherryholmes (1988) 
defines structuralism as “a systematic way 
of thinking about whole processes and 
institutions whereby each part of a system 
defines and is defined by other parts” (p. 13). 
Structuralist views of power are exempli-
fied by rigidity, close adherence to rules and 
procedures, dominance, and legalism. This 
view of structuralism sometimes employs 
the idiom the means justify the ends, which 
Fennel (2002) argues is “often used to justify 
manipulative, exploitive, abusive and coercive 
behaviors” (p. 96).

Post-structuralism, however, challenges 
and reacts to the traditions of structuralism 
by critically deconstructing assumptions that 
structuralists may hold as tenets of absolute 
truth and power (Barthes 1968; Derrida, 
1978; Foucault, 1977). In discussing ideas 
about power in a post-structuralist theoretical 
framework, Chris Weedon (1987) notes, 
“Power is a relation. It inheres in difference 
and is a dynamic of control, compliance, and 
lack of control between discourses and the 
subjects constituted by discourses who are 
their agents” (p. 110). This perspective of 
power as something dealing with different 
discourses and subjects frequently manifests 
itself in the classroom through the relational 
dynamic between teacher and student.

Relational Notions of Power  
in the classroom

In the classroom, much of what I do 
can seem to translate into a structuralist 
paradigm, whether it is the way I design and 
carry out my curriculum or the way I talk to 
my students. A top-down, hegemonic peda-
gogical approach is usually easier when taking 
on many of the practical realities involved in 
teaching. Like many teachers, I find myself 
trying to function within the seemingly 
discouraging conditions so common in class-
rooms—such as limited resources, insufficient 
time in class, lack of supplies, large class sizes, 
or restricted physical spaces. Unfortunately, 
I find this structuralist approach to teaching 
often also leads to the creation of an environ-
ment that seems to be disempowering for 
many students as they try to develop their 
voice and direction when working on their 
own art projects.

More relational, post-structuralist notions 
of power form in my classroom when the 
interactions between my students and I are 
flexible, improvised, and genuine. Instead 
of positioning myself above the students, 
directing formulaic outcomes for student 
art projects, I tried to create an environment 
in which the students felt empowered to 
authentically participate with the rest of the 
class, and to gain a sense of ownership with 
their own art projects.

Meaningful Artmaking
Art education scholar Olivia Gude (2009) 

discusses the inefficacy of developing art 
curricula that designs rote, predictable, or 
recipe-like student art projects. She suggests 
that instead, meaningful artmaking can 
happen in classrooms when teachers are able 
to “honestly and fearlessly analyze” (para. 11) 
their curriculum, and omit lessons founded 
in outdated, modernist, or less-meaningful 
ideas about teaching art. She insists that 
students can create meaningful artmaking by 
playing with methods, materials, and ideas.

Art education scholar Sydney Walker 
(2004) discusses strategies for creating more 
meaningful art curricula and art classrooms 
by starting with big ideas and embracing 
authentic artmaking practices. One impor-
tant notion Walker discusses is the idea of 
delaying closure, a term which signifies the 
allowance for nonlinear thinking in problem 
finding and problem solving not by focusing 
on immediate results, but rather by favoring 
exploration and experimentation of a theme 
or big idea. Adopting this concept into my 
teaching allowed more space for divergent 
thinking and student-centered solutions, and 
ultimately proved to be a better strategy in 
embracing a more post-structuralist class-
room environment.

Two students in front of the promotional 
poster they created for their show.

Kelly and Kerri’s promotional poster 
for their show, “Nature.”

Kelly and Kerri’s show involved a campfire 
(and s’mores).
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constraints That Enable
Other scholars (Barney, 2009; Castro, 

2007; Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2000; 
Graham, 2009) have discussed the idea of 
constraints that enable when designing 
curriculum. These constraints are not 
designed to compel students toward deter-
ministic art outcomes that create predict-
able or cookie-cutter student art projects, 
but rather act as places of possibility—in 
which students may explore, experiment, 
and play as they create divergent solutions to 
artmaking problems.

As the teacher, I tried to set up enabling 
constraints that would encourage students 
to experiment and play with materials, 
methods, and ideas. The portable art gallery 
was designed to function as one specific 
constraint, or a place of possibility for my 
AP Studio Art class. Each student in my AP 
Studio Art class was able to have an experi-
ence with it. Following are a few examples of 
what some of the students chose to do with 
the gallery.

Student Art Shows
In addition to preparing a cohesive body 

of artworks, each student was in charge of 
designing a promotional poster for their 
show, as well as organizing the details of their 
own reception. This pedagogical approach 
allowed students the opportunity to create 
divergent solutions and original ideas about 
what, how, why, and where to exhibit their 
work.

Kelly and Kerri’s Show
Kelly and Kerri2 decided to combine 

their efforts to have one collaborative show 
because they shared thematic similarities, 
as well as a friendship and an ability to 
work together amicably. They each created 
artworks that they intended to unify under 
the title “Nature.”

Kelly and Kerri wanted to capitalize on the 
portability of the gallery, so—in keeping with 
the predetermined theme about nature—they 
decided to set up their show and reception in 
a park by a local reservoir for a 1-night-only 
event. They promoted their show through 
hanging posters in the halls at school, as well 
as making many phone calls and creating 
an online Facebook event to invite as many 
friends and family as they could.

Kerri had to talk to the local city office 
to reserve the pavilion for the space and 
arrange for her dad to bring his truck to haul 
the portable art gallery pieces to and from 
the school. Kelly took charge of things such 
as bringing firewood and supplies to make 
s’mores. She also took charge of hanging the 
show once the gallery was set up. Both of 
these students participated in what I later 
referred to in my reflective journal as “one 
of the most memorable student shows of the 
year. So many people came to support these 
two girls, and it was a great time. I really 
feel like this show strengthened the already 
growing sense of community between the 
students in the class” (personal communica-
tion, May 2011).

Lauralee’s Show
Lauralee worked to have a solo show 

that used the portable art gallery to create 
a thematic installation called “Soul Search,” 
which was about her interpretation and 
representation of the soul of a person.

On the back wall of the gallery, she hung 
white Christmas lights above a large shelf 
unit with dozens of glass vessels that were 
filled with stones and water. On the other 
walls of the gallery she hung 11 framed, real-
istic pencil studies of these jars and bottles. 
Over the doorway of the gallery she hung 

Kelly and Kerri’s show outdoors.

Kelly with some flowers her 
grandmother brought her.

A view of Kelly and Kerri’s show, 
“Nature,” as the sun went down.

I tried to create an environment in which the students felt 
empowered to authentically participate with the rest of the class, 

and to gain a sense of ownership with their own art projects.
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a veiled sheet, which viewers had to pass 
through in order to experience her installa-
tion. Lauralee also displayed the following 
artist statement along with her work:

My artwork is a reflection of the indi-
vidual soul of a person. I have assem-
bled my own still lives [sic] consisting 
of glass containers representing the 
body, and the rocks as the spirit. Each 
of them is made of the exact same 
materials, but not one of them looks 
like another. The rocks I gathered came 
from the same stream, and each one 
was intentionally chosen for a specific 
attribute. By drawing them I was able 
to study them, see the fine details, and 
learn to appreciate the small details. 
(personal communication, April 2011)

Erin’s Show
Erin was involved at a local elementary 

school, working as an intern through the 
high school’s career placement program. 
For her internship, Erin was working 
directly with a 4th-grade class. Her AP 
Studio Concentration consisted of paint-
ings that depicted memorable moments 
from her childhood, especially featuring 
the relationships in her family. Using her 
position with the elementary school, she 
collaborated with her mentor teacher, Mr. 

Smith, as well as with the administration of 
the school to set up the portable art gallery 
in a central space in their school. Erin was 
able to have an art show that incorporated 
the 4th-grade students’ artwork with her own 
Concentration project.

Erin worked with Mr. Smith,s class by 
sharing the way she used the theme of 
“Family” to create her artwork. She invited 
each of the young students to bring in an 
object that represented an important part 
of his or her own family. She then collected 
these objects and hung them from the ceiling 
of the gallery, while she hung her paint-
ings inside the walls of the gallery. She also 
invited the young students to draw things 
about their family on the outside walls of the 
gallery with chalk.

Erin,s exhibit allowed a wide audience 
to be a part of the show. Many elementary 
students at the school were able to experi-
ence an art show firsthand, interact with 
a high school art student, and have the 
opportunity to draw on the outside of the 
gallery. Erin benefitted from being in charge 
of the project from start to finish. She talked 
to people at the school to get proper permis-
sion to execute the whole project. She also 
arranged for transportation of the gallery, 
arranging for other high school students to 
lift, move, assemble, and later disassemble 

and transport the pieces of the gallery to and 
from the two schools. Erin did all these tasks 
in addition to the creation and circulation of 
more traditional promotional materials.

conclusion
Not only were the high school students 

able to dovetail their art show in the portable 
art gallery with the required criteria for the 
Concentration section of the AP Studio 
Art exam; they also had opportunities to 
contextualize their work as they determined 
their audience, location, and how they would 
curate their own show.

Kelly and Kerri were able to create a 
memorable artist reception with the gallery 
in an outdoor venue as they made deci-
sions about how to exhibit their artwork. 
As their teacher, I tried to foster a post-
structuralist pedagogical approach to their 
art show, which I hoped would allow them 
to take charge of the project and develop an 
authentic sense of ownership not only for 
their work, but also for all the preparation 
leading up to the night of their show.

Lauralee’s show was a result of the 
enabling constraints inherent to the nature 
of the portable gallery. She played with many 
materials, ideas, and possibilities with the 
physical space of the gallery, and was able to 
turn her Concentration project into a large 

16

A view of Lauralee’s show from the 
doorway of the gallery.

Lauralee’s promotional poster for her 
show, “Soul Search.”

A view of Lauralee’s installation.

Many elementary students at the school were able to experience 
an art show firsthand, interact with a high school art student, and 
have the opportunity to draw on the outside of the gallery.
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installation that strengthened and informed 
her original ideas about the soul of a person, 
and helped her to create new understandings 
through the production and curation of her 
artwork.

Erin was able to thematically and physi-
cally set up her work along with the younger 
students, and literally used the portable 
gallery inside and out. Erin’s show placed her 
in a position to take charge and own deci-
sions leading up to the show. She was able 
to take on the roles of teacher, collaborator, 
artist, and curator.

Through the simple environment of the 
portable art gallery, I sought to create a more 
complex, student-centered art classroom 
environment that would allow students to 
gain an authentic sense of ownership with 
their artwork. Focusing on post-structuralist 
notions about power in the classroom, I tried 
to set up constraints that would enable the 
students to have divergent and meaningful 
artmaking experiences by authentically 
engaging with the portable art gallery.

Jethro Gillespie is a High School Visual Arts 
Teacher at Maple Mountain High School, 
Spanish Fork, Utah; and PhD Candidate 
in Art Education, Concordia University, 
Montréal, Quebec. E-mail: jethrogillespie@
gmail.com

A view of Erin’s show at the elementary school. The 4th-grade students 
were able to draw on the outside of the gallery.

Above: Erin in the gallery with the 4th-grade students’ 
work. Below: Erin’s show with 4th-grade students.
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