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The Power of the Arts to Transform Our Lives and Our Teaching 

In the call for this edition of Ubiquiy themed The Power of Art, the editors raised some 

provocative questions about the power of art and literature in schools and society.  Are we 

moved or unmoved, is art visible or invisible, seen or unseen?  What is art, and what does The 

Power of Art connote? Stephen Davies of the University of Auckland notes his dissatisfaction 

with some of the varied historical definitions of art such as: “imitation or representation,” 

“medium for the transmission of feelings,” and “intuitive expression,” which he believes do not 

characterize “an essence that all and only artworks display” (Davies, 2013).  

In the months leading up to this publication, I sought to develop my insights into the arts.  

I have never formally studied the arts or artistic expressions. I cannot claim any expert wisdom 

or profound insights into the arts, so I turned to a local artist whom I met by happenstance at a 

local exhibition. I met K. Joy Ballard Peters in the exhibition room at the African American 

Research Library in Atlanta in August 2017. She happened to have been there while I was 

admiring her work. She spoke to me and asked if I liked what I saw. My enthusiastic “Yes” 

encouraged further conversation and the revelation that she was the artist. I interviewed Ms. 

Peters, a second-generation visual artist, for this piece a month later at her home in her living 

room and later toured her studio. Ms. Peters was educated at Howard and Boston Universities. 

She is a former schoolteacher and college professor. Her favorite artistic medium is with fabrics 

from which she creates collages to express her vision. I use excerpts from our two-hour 

interview. In Excerpt 1, Ms. Peters expounds on Davies’ (2013) comment on what is art.  She 

goes further to enrich my understanding of the term, “high and low” art as well.  
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Excerpt 1: What Is Art? 

 

Peters: What is art? Art is the visual expression of an idea…It could be the visual 

expression recording history, or it could be the visual expression of an emotion. 

So, some visual form, which means that it could be a variety of mediums: it could 

be painting, it could be collage, it could be fabric, it could be sculpture, it could be 

something made out of wood, stone, clay; it could be print-making. Really, I 

guess, murals fall in that same vein, so there are a variety of surfaces that you 

think about with visual art. This is something you talk about with high art and low 

art.  

GTS: Yes, that’s one of my questions… 

Peters: I saw that (referring to my interview notes)! 

GTS: Yes, because I wanted to hear what you would say… 

Peters: And that's really interesting because I think museums came up with that 

concept. Like if something is in a museum, “It's a high art,” and I'm not sure I 

understand that concept. There is a difference between crafts and the more visual 

art in that sense and maybe there is another category.  But, when people, when I 

think about crafts, I think of art that also has a utilitarian purpose other than 

pleasing to the eye like those wonderful shoes (referring to the shoes she had 

mounted on display).   

GTS: Like my shoes…? 

Peters: Yes, they’re craft, the beaded work that's done by the people of Kenya.  

GTS: Is that not art? 
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Peters: It is art but because it also has a utilitarian purpose. The main purpose is 

the shoe.  

GTS: Yes. 

Peters: But the art is the embellishment, and so often … 

GTS: You would call this a craft? 

Peters: Yes! We call that a craft. 

GTS: Versus, versus art? 

Peters: Yes, versus a fine art.  

GTS: Fine art? 

Peters: Fine art is the word as opposed to high art. Fine art. The bowl that you see 

there because I have it hanging on the wall, but it is a bowl. So it becomes a craft 

because… 

GTS: It has a utilitarian purpose. 

Peters: And that is where I make that distinction.  

GTS: So it is but it is an expression of art. 

Peters: Absolutely! 

GTS: Right. So, you talk about fine art and crafts.  

Peters: Not high and low now.  

GTS: OK, tonight I'm going to the symphony. Is that high music or low music?  

And this is very interesting because who gets to call a piece of work artistic 

versus non-artistic. So, how do we make distinctions between something that is 

more interesting, less interesting? Worthy of being in a museum or not worthy of 

being in a museum? That kind of thing? 
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Peters: You know and that's very interesting because the first appliqués in a lot of 

the fabric art things that have done fabric or woven, when they are not framed are 

considered crafts.  

GTS: Yes, when they're not framed? 

Peters: When they're not framed often people consider them crafts because the 

quilts…  

GTS: Because they become utilitarian again?  

Peters: Yes, but there are fine lines. I like things with textures. Like this piece 

that is the center of the pillow (showing me the decorative design on a pillow next 

to her). It's a work of art in itself. If it had been matted and framed you would 

think of it more as fine art, but because it's on the pillow it becomes a craft in that 

sense. 

Ms. Peters prefers to talk about fine art and crafts rather than use the terms, “high and low” art. 

Davies (2013) closes his essay on “Definitions of Art” by affirming the ubiquitous nature of the 

art world’s preoccupation with “definition” and suggests that “progress in analyzing art’s nature 

is likely to demand of philosophers closer attention to the wider social setting in which art is 

produced and received, and a greater sensitivity to the variety of settings, many of which fall 

outside the ambit of the Artworld of ‘high’ Western art” (Davies, 2013).   

I appreciate O’Sullivan’s (2001) observation on thinking about art beyond representation, 

which leads me to the Power of Art and its capacity to Transform, as I use in the title of this 

editorial.  In his opening lines, O’Sullivan (2001) takes us right to this possibility: 

How could it happen that in thinking about art, in reading the art object, we 

missed that which defines art: the aesthetic—because art is not an object amongst 
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others at least not an object of knowledge (or not only an object of knowledge). 

Rather, art does something else. Indeed, art is precisely antithetical to knowledge; 

it works against what Lyotard once called the “fantasies of realism” (1984). 

Which is to say that art might well be a part of the world (after all it is a made 

thing), but at the same time it is apart from the world. And this apartness, however 

it is theorised, is what constitutes art’s importance (p.25). 

O’Sullivan (2001) wants us to appreciate the “power of art in an immanent sense—through 

recourse to the notion of affect” (p.25).  He believes that art produces “affects” which can be 

described as “moments of intensity, a reaction in/on the body at the level of matter” (p.26).  He 

states, “There is no denying, or deferring, affects.  They are what make up life, and art” (p. 26). 

O’Sullivan draws on Deleuze and Guattari (1994) to describe art as a “bundle of affects,” and “a 

bloc of sensations, waiting to be reactivated by a spectator or participant” (p. 26). In my 

interview with Ms. Peters, she elaborates on what inspires her creations as the artist (Excerpt 2). 

My own responses to her impressive body of work were not explicitly expressed but quietly 

admired and contemplated. 

Excerpt 2: What Inspires You? 

GTS: So what inspires you?  As you talk I think of myself. I have never, I mean 

other than using crayons as a child. I haven't had any art classes in high school or 

primary school or anything and certainly not as an adult. And I'm wondering 

where does...If you hadn't had your mother, would you have still been an artist, 

you think?  

Peters: I don't know. That's a good question. I never gave that any thought. I 

mean I would like to think that I have the gift of creativity and that I would have 
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done something if my mother hadn't been an artist. Would I be doing things the 

way I'm doing, I don't know. I do the fabric pieces because I lived in Boston, 

Massachusetts, and when I lived there I worked at a children's art center. And 

when I went there, teachers before had created a paper maché form—over a dress 

form. And the students there had covered the whole form with scraps or small 

pieces of fabric. And it was the most beautiful thing I'd seen and how all these 

fabrics work together. And that is what inspired me to do the appliqué.  

GTS: Is it that anything could inspire you at any time you think? You know as I 

drove along Lynhurst, and I saw the street lights and I saw the way the pavement 

had been done…you know everything is looking better on Lynhurst. 

Peters: And it's looking more like art. Yes.  

GTS: Yes, but I guess it's looking more like art that is inspiring art, but I guess 

the disheveled look can also inspire art can’t it…rather than the manicured look or 

the look that says it looks like a picture book or something…but, but it could be 

anything that inspires you… 

Peters: I think that is correct. For me a lot of time when I'm working with the 

fabric, maybe patterns inspire me; maybe music because there are a few pieces 

that I have that have music in them. So a lot of times I may listen to music while 

I'm working, and that may inspire me. I love to do landscapes and seascapes…  

GTS: So where did you go for inspiration? Do you go to the sea? 

Peters: I go to the sea, my favorite place to go is Aruba. I like the water that is 

clear there when you step in, you see your feet.  

GTS: You need to go to the Bahamas 
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Peters: I've been to the Bahamas as well. I like that. I find that …where I like to 

go in Aruba the beaches are very wide…. even though there is often traffic at the 

shore line, it's wide enough so that if you don't want to be in the traffic, you can 

still enjoy the view. So, that's not the only place. I was a girl scout for twelve 

years. I started…I don't know if they let us do kindergarten, but it seemed like at 

least first grade…in scouting and I would go on nature trails. I went on bird 

watches early in the mornings. I worked at camps. I worked at day camps as well 

as established camps, and so I've always been around nature, inspired by nature so 

that makes a difference. And there are some schools of thought that say, “You get 

your energy as opposed to stealing energy from people, you surround yourself 

with nature, and you take the energy from nature.”  

A key interest for me in the interview, stemming from my own “lack of education,” was to 

ascertain how others could learn from Ms. Peters and appreciate the power of her work and other 

artistic works. In the final excerpt, Excerpt 3, I ask how others can come to learn and appreciate 

the many artistic expressions from Ms. Peters, and artists like her. 

Excerpt 3: Inspiring Others 

GTS: You know one of my questions has to do with how do you pass on an 

interest in art, in schools and in the community? So as you talk, how would you 

respond to that question?  

Peters: How do I  pass it on?... Part of it is sharing what I do, which is why when 

I do have an exhibit I like to have artists talks. Since I've retired, I try to have 

more of a presence and try to have activities where I can involve people. At 

Auburn Avenue Research Library, I did four collage  workshops.  All of them 
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were free and open to the public, so that I then also had a chance to share the 

creative process and how I work with other people at different ages, and they had 

a chance to experience success at creating; because that is… when you can take 

some material and transform its original state into something else that has a 

message for you, I think you have a sense of accomplishment, and you feel like if 

you can do that than you can do something else. So I think that makes a 

difference; so, I pass it on through workshops and pass it through talks. One of the 

other things when we had talks… if there are people in the audience that I know 

that are creative in a different way, I will ask them to share what they do.  

GTS: In a way like what?  

Peters: As an example, there was Joe Perry Carroll was there. He is a retired 

basketball player who is also is a writer and a painter. He had a book so I had him 

to talk about that. Terry Verismo Morus was there and she works with the Bronze 

Lens Film Festival. So she talked about that. There was a woman who was there, 

Melina Cunningham, and I maybe leaving out one of her names who did a 

documentary. She used to be a newscaster; so, you get you get the people to share 

that and then it's like you realize, wow, there's a community of people it’s not just 

the visual artist, a that's really what for me the artists market did for the National 

Black Arts Festival.  When we first started we did alternative years with the Black 

Theater Festival in North Carolina. And so theater people came and then the 

visual artists went there and so you had  larger components. We used to have 

more visual arts, more things in the theater, more song and dance. And when you 

combine all of those artists the energy is just amazing. And so, people came, and 
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even though they were looking at art -- you had all of this different energy 

bubbling up…inspiring people. And the best thing would be when Avery Brooks 

was our artistic director and he would walk through mall and he was like a pied 

piper. People would just be following him and looking through…and those are the 

things that make art have a special meaning and give a memory. And so that's 

another way of sharing that experience. If you meet the artist and you know 

something else about artist, people are more apt to buy the art.   They want a 

human experience. Well it's fine if you go somewhere you see something and it 

touches you, but people certainly enjoy saying I met the artists or taking a picture 

with the artist  

GTS: Yes I was I was pretty impressed that you spoke to me.  I mean who is this 

person speaking to me. In a display area. I didn't think I would meet the artist her 

or himself. I was just admiring the work because I've never really spoken to an 

artist, but you approached me and that's the difference. You approached me and 

then I said, “Oh you’re the artist?” Wow! 

Peters: And I love getting that from people. And they would say, you did all of 

this?  And I would say yes, yes I did!  

GTS: It's because it's not in our everyday experience. And so I think my question 

is how do we bring this kind of feeling that you're giving me to children? 

Peters: Well one of the things that I'm trying to do is teaching in another way, 

since I'm not at the college I'm trying to set a tone. I did this two years ago when I 

had the exhibit at Southwest Arts Center.  There I went every day and I worked 

on site.  And I ended up creating 16 pieces during the time of the exhibit. It was 
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my answer to a limited edition, and I don't know if you're familiar with some of 

the artwork you see. Like a lot of artwork is reproduced that people buy. And so 

what I decided was instead of taking a picture of something and reproducing it, 

that I would make a pattern-a circle, a rectangle, a square and I would use that 

same pattern and different fabrics and create pieces to show how they could be 

different. I still have one that is…that is here. I decided to keep the one that was 

black and white. So I'm trying to tell artists that if indeed you are present with 

your work when it's on exhibit, then you can make a difference. Clearly, for me it 

makes a difference in sales, but also in talking with people. When Auburn Avenue 

had receptions or different events in the evening, I would also come back in the 

evening. And so I tried to do that because I reach people who didn't come to see 

art.   

GTS: Yeah, just like how you reached me and here we are talking and then as 

you talk, I am figuring in my head all the different possible ways to recreate what 

you're saying to bring that…that message to teachers.  

I had a wonderful experience talking with Ms. Peters and learning more intimate details 

about her life and her art.  I can only give an idea of my aesthetic response to her work as 

O’Sullivan (2001) helps me to reframe my fumblings with what is art to deeper ponderings of the 

aesthetics of art and its affect. As O’Sullivan (2001) states: “[A]nd we, as spectators, as 

representational creatures, are involved in a dance with art, a dance in which—through careful 

manoeuvres—the molecular is opened up, the aesthetic is activated, and art does what is its chief 

modus operandi: it transforms, if only for a moment, our sense of our ‘selves’ and our notion of 
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our world” (p.128). I have been in awe of Ms. Peters’ artworks and the experience of “feeling” 

her work. 

The pieces in this edition of Ubiquity Praxis celebrate The Power of Art. Sams and 

Whyte’s contribution to this edition exemplifies O’Sullivan’s (2001) commitment to the 

aesthetics. In their collaborative piece, “Sustaining Literary Reading and Critical Colleagueship 

in Audit Cultures: Co-Laboring as Inquiry,” they dwell in “acts of resistance” to face an 

entrenched culture of audit, testing and accountability. The two English education professors 

reflected on their collaborative inquiry with reading and talking together to make connections for 

developing their programs and ways of strengthening future teachers of English.  

Like Sam and Whyte, our next article by Worthman continues with the Power of Art 

through attention to listening through “aesthetic contemplation.”  Their piece, about middle 

school English language learners (ELLs), “Fostering Empathetic Listening: Integrative 

Storytelling in the Writing Classroom,” illustrates how we can encourage language use and 

language development through the texts we use to promote empathy and intentional empathetic 

listening in the lives of our students.   

Kroeger and Shoffner’s “Critical Literacy in London: Developing Preservice Teachers’ 

Critical Literacy During Study Abroad,” challenges us to think about how to be intentional and 

purposeful in promoting the arts through the development of study abroad programs. Their 

program was designed to promote critical literacy through reflection on the experience of being 

in London and reading British texts for preservice English education and other students. This 

kind of capstone course can be transformative in how future teachers think, teach, and 

understand and appreciate the artistic literary texts with which they work. 
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Turchi’s “The Shakespeare Classroom: Toward a Social Activity Network Supporting 

Student Engagement and Success” is a great follow-up to Kroger and Shoffner’s paper. Instead of a 

study abroad capstone course, we have a detailed description of dramatic theater-based and multimodal 

approaches that can be done in the classroom.  Turchi exhorts “the purposeful teaching of Shakespeare” 

in secondary school classrooms and in our teacher education ELA courses.  In this piece, the arts come 

alive through the reading and interpretation of literary texts. 

Jackson May’s “Reflections of a Retired Educator: Where Have All the Teachers 

Gone?” is an interesting final addition to this edition. Jackson May is not necessarily reporting 

on a singular activity, project or approach or way of thinking about teaching as our 

aforementioned pieces. Instead, Jackson May is reflecting on her career as an educator. She does 

this through the incorporation of artistic expressions drawing on poetry and music to express her 

sentiments aesthetically on her life then and now as a “retiree.”  

Collectively, these pieces “draw us in” to embrace The Power of the Arts in our lives as 

educators. We are encouraged to pursue the arts aesthetically through slowing down and taking 

time to savor literary texts through “aesthetic contemplation and empathetic listening” 

(Worthman) and through intentionally devoting time to reading and talking together about the 

texts we are enacting in our teacher education classrooms (Sams and Whyte).  We also 

experience firsthand The Power of the Arts by travelling to a foreign land to “live” and “revisit” 

our understandings of literary texts (Kroger and Shoffner) and by engaging in dramatic theater 

and multimodal approaches (Turchi). Finally, in this edition, we reflect on our lives as educators 

by drawing on the arts to portray our transitions of entering, growing in and finally retiring from 

the profession of education (Jackson May).    

I trust you enjoy these contemplations and ruminations of “touching lives” aesthetically 

through The Power of Art.   
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