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Abstract 

This study explored the relationship between the Hillsborough County Public Schools 

Visual Art 1 curriculum, and the unlikeliness of students with visual impairments participating in 

art elective classes across the county. Research was done through the autoethnographic narrative 

storytelling, of a volunteer’s experience working with students with visual impairments on arts 

and crafts. Along with autoethnography, an in-depth textual analysis was done on the Visual Art 

1 curriculum. In this investigation the organization and language within the curriculum was 

studied. The results of this study connect the studied elements of the curriculum with themes of 

inclusivity, accessibility, assumed ability, and more. Theoretical, societal, and academic 

implications are discussed in the context of this research.  

Key Words: Textual Analysis, Autoethnography, Inclusivity, Assumed Ability, Accessibility 
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Introduction  

Background  

Although I have been volunteering for a few years with the Hillsborough County Public 

School summer school programs, I am a little nervous but very excited to once again be working 

with the program for students with visual impairments. This year, I am assisting in instructing 

the arts and crafts session for each day of the week; today is the first session and I get to meet 

our students for this summer. I open the plastic packet for today’s activity, looking for the 

instruction manual. The activity is to paint a small clay flowerpot. 

 The materials that we have out for our students to use are small brown clay pots (one for 

each student), a variety of brightly colored beginner’s paint brushes, and several plastic paint 

bottles with every color of the rainbow ready to be used. Other materials include white paper 

plates to use as paint palettes, and napkins for cleaning up messes. I find the instructions manual 

that comes in each packet and read through them carefully, so I know exactly what our students 

will be doing for the day.  

 “These should be pretty easy,” I thought to myself.  

 The chilly classroom was still empty, as I waited for the classroom aides to bring our 

students upstairs to meet me for our arts and crafts session. The five students, ranging from 

kindergarten to 7th grade, finally enter the classroom. Some come in with their own mobility aid, 

either sighted guide or a white and read cane. The students are enthusiastically awaiting their arts 

and craft time because they do not typically get to participate in these types of activities during 

the regular school year. I smile with excitement knowing I would be helping these sweet kids 

with painting and crafts. However, I realize it might be a little more difficult than I previously 
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anticipated. The instructions given with the craft may not be so easily understood by our students 

with visual impairments, I must modify these instructions to meet their needs. 

*** 

As a society, there have been many efforts within the last 100 years across businesses and 

social settings to be more inclusive for those with disabilities. It was not until the early 1800’s 

that an accessible reading and writing system was created for visually impaired (VI) persons 

(American Foundation for the Blind, 2020). And it would not be until 1975, a mere 46 years ago, 

that law was enacted which afforded a free education to students with visual impairments in the 

United States public education system (The Chicago Lighthouse [TCL], 2016) Even with this 

law in place, there are still many areas which need improving within the public education 

system. As someone with experience working closely with students with visual impairments, and 

as an artist, it did not take me very long to realize the advantage that abled students have within 

Hillsborough County Public Schools (HCPS), in creative electives like art.  

Over several years, I have worked as a teacher’s assistant and volunteer classroom aid for 

summer camps dedicated to students with a variety of disabilities. I specifically worked with the 

classes for VI students. During those summers, I had many realizations about how students with 

visual impairments are treated within HCPS. I have watched countless interactions where a 

student with a visual impairment struggles to understand vaguely given directions or have 

someone assume they can do a specific activity, with complete disregard for their disability. 

Only in my specific section of summer camp, where certified VI instructors were present, were 

our students able to learn with full comfortability. 
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As mentioned before, in the mid 70’s, blind and low vision students would be allowed to 

attend public schools in the United States and would no longer be subjected to the education 

discrimination to which they would have been previously held. This seems as though it would 

benefit them, and it has in many ways. Before this law, many times blind or children with visual 

impairments would have to attend specific schools dedicated to that demographic. Some of these 

were considered private schools, and families would have to pay for their child to attend. Of 

course, this was discriminatory for children whose families had financial problems and furthered 

the economic and societal gap for those with visually impairments. With this new law, The 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), all children with visually impairments 

would seemingly receive a substantial and free education, providing equality and improving 

society. This Act was even revised in 2004 (TCL, 2016) to include updates and new 

accommodations for these students.  

While this could be interpreted as a positive step in the path of progression for our 

society, there are still many discrepancies that these students face within the public education 

system, specifically in HCPS. An example being the Camp Rose ESY program at which I 

volunteered. The summer camp, Camp Rose, provides exemplary care and education for students 

with visual impairments. The instructors are highly qualified and help these students “catch up” 

on experiences and education they missed out on during the regular school year. Education they 

may need “catching up” on, being reading, writing, brailling, and life skills. Experiences being 

sports, music, socialization, and art. The discrepancy that I want to highlight, is that students 

with visual impairments should not be missing out on these things during the regular school year. 

The curriculums used for the general student population throughout HCPS should be made 

inclusive to students not just with visual impairments, but with any disability.  
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 As not only someone with experience working with students who have visual 

impairments, but as an artist, I decided it was time to consider the possible ways curriculums 

within HCPS exclude VI students, particularly art curriculums.  

 The specific communication challenge that is studied in this research project is students 

with visual impairments within HCPS wanting to explore creative elective classes like art during 

the regular school year, but not having the accessibility or accommodation to do so. Students 

with visual impairments often find that the curriculum for these classes is not accessible, for 

many reasons. Inside art classrooms there may be a lack of resources, equipment, or technology 

for instructing students with visual impairments.  

 The general purpose and objective of this project is to build on existing scholarship and 

bring awareness to a topic that may not have much research behind it. That topic is the 

accessibility and inclusivity of creative electives in the public education system for students with 

disabilities. Though, as briefly mentioned before, the more specific purpose is to identify ways 

the current HCPS art curriculum excludes students with visual impairments like assumed ability, 

vague instruction, and more. Other topics I include in my research are benefits of art on young 

minds, and potential suggestions for making the HCPS art curriculum more inclusive for the 

demographic of students on which I will be focusing.  

 The reason I chose to investigate the art curriculum specifically, is because as an artist I 

understand and appreciate the many benefits that art has on the development of young minds. It 

is not fair that students with visual impairments are left out of the experience and knowledge of 

art making, simply because the curriculum in public schools is not inclusive enough. Students 

with visual impairments deserve the chance to participate in the illumination that art can provide, 

and better their quality of life. Art can be used to improve motor skills, critical thinking, 
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creativity, and even memory. Understanding the ways that the HCPS art curriculums debar 

students with visual impairments form these experiences and benefits will further the progression 

to making art classrooms more inclusive. Finding the root of the problem is the first step to 

finding a solution.  

Literature Review 

Understanding Visual Impairments 

According to Industries for the Blind and Visually Impaired (IBVI), visual impairment is 

defined as, “a decrease in the ability to see to a certain degree that causes problems not fixable 

by usual means, such as glasses”, (Industries for the Blind and Visually Impaired [IBVI], 2021). 

While total blindness can fit into the category of a visual impairment, not all visual impairments 

necessarily mean total blindness, there is a different between the two. The definition of visual 

impairment mentions not being able to see to a certain degree, but the definition for total 

blindness is, “the state of being unable to see due to injury, disease, or genetic condition”, (IBVI, 

2021). There is only one form of total blindness, but there are a variety of visual impairments. In 

the context of my research, these levels significantly affect student’s self-determination, 

motivation, and social perception (Robinson & Lieberman, 2004). The World Health 

Organization (WHO) states that visual impairments may fit into three categories: Moderate, 

Severe, and Profound (WHO, 2021). Although these classifications help organize data, they do 

not serve as “functional definitions” that tell us what specifically a person can see (The 

American Foundation for the Blind [AFB], 2015). 

 Within the various levels of visual impairment, students have an array of devices and 

accommodation that can be used, most notably, braille. According to the AFB, braille is an 
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irreplaceable method of reading and writing in the modern world for people with visual 

impairments (AFB, 2015). We live in a world where the fights for equal rights to education and 

literacy are continuous, with braille and other literacy devices being at the center for those with 

visual impairments (AFB, 2015). In a 2006 study, it was found that the total of persons with 

visual impairments around the world totaled approximately 259 million (Dandona & Dandona, 

2006). This same study refers to visual impairment as a “burden” (Dandona & Dandona, 2006). 

The use of language to describe visual impairments as a burden is an excellent transition into the 

next part of this literature review, inclusivity.  

Inclusivity in the Classroom 

 In a 2020 article, the notion of replacing special needs education with inclusive education 

was proposed and studied (Nilholm, 2020). This study, distinguished what inclusive education 

would mean, including diverse and desegregated classrooms (Nilholm, 2020). This would mean 

students with disabilities would coexist in a classroom with students who did not have said 

disabilities. While this study does not narrow in on students with visual impairments, it does 

support my idea that there is not enough research done on inclusive classrooms. Wilson et al. 

(2016), claim that instructors are one of the main factors of an inclusive classroom (Wilson et al., 

2016). They suggest that inclusive behavior of instructors depend on their social and cognitive 

abilities, as well as personality (Wilson et al., 2016). The level of inclusiveness that a student 

experiences, regardless of academic modifications, has do to with the behavior of the instructor 

(Wilson et al., 2016).  

 Although there is has not been in depth research on the inclusivity of art classrooms, 

other creative electives like music have been studied. Written in the perspective of a music 

instructor, Saslaw (2009), explores the adaptations that music teachers have made to their 
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classrooms for students with visual impairments. Instead of looking at having a visually impaired 

student as a burden, the instructors mentioned took the opportunity to expand their knowledge 

and creativity to create an accommodating classroom (Saslaw, 2009). As a result, all students 

would benefit from the instructor approaching a situation like this with a constructive attitude. 

Schools with inclusive and integrative environments for students with disabilities, including 

visual impairments, found that there were stronger relationships formed with general education 

students (Alvernia University, 2019). Alvernia University reported that disabled students had 

higher education success and had a stronger sense of belonging, in integrative classrooms 

(Alvernia University, 2019). Non-disabled student also benefitted from this inclusion, gaining 

better social skills, building acceptance, and building understanding (Alvernia University, 2019). 

Seeing the benefits that inclusivity can have on a classroom, I would like to introduce the 

benefits that art has on young minds.  

Benefits of Art on Students 

Art is such a broad and ambiguous term used to describe any type of expressed and 

applied human creativity. In the context of my research, I will be narrowing down the term to 

mostly visual and tactile art like painting, drawing, and sculpting. In the art classroom, tools are 

provided for students to express their creativity, while an instructor guides them. I chose to 

research art because firstly, I am an artist and secondly, art has many benefits to the developing 

minds of children. A 2007 study suggests that introducing students to visual arts at a young age 

strengthens observation skills (Eckhoff, 2007). However, it is still important to have an instructor 

guide the students to improve their critical thinking skills by providing questions and focusing 

their attention in appropriate directions (Eckhoff, 2007). Another study, done in 2021, proposes 

that exposing students to art has a significant impact and benefit on said students’ socioemotional 
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development (Holochwost et al., 2021). My research centers around the idea that students with 

visual impairments should be allowed the opportunity to access the many benefits of art but are 

not provided with proper accessibility in art classrooms.  

Accessibility  

 Regarding the topic of disabilities, both cognitive and physical, accessibility is easily 

defined as a person with a disability being able to obtain the same knowledge, engage in the 

same interactions, and enjoy the same services/experiences as someone who does not have a 

disability (NC State University, 2021). This also means people with disabilities should be easily 

able to obtain information independently, the same as a person without a disability (NC State 

University, 2021). The concept of accessibility is closely related to inclusivity (Henry et al., 

2016). Inclusivity is strongly dependent on accessibility and benefits from its related ideologies, 

but accessibility is generally limited to the focus on disability whereas inclusivity can focus on a 

variety of societal issues (Henry et al., 2016). Accessibility, especially for students with visual 

impairments, within public school classrooms has increased with the rise in digital technologies 

being provided across the country (Taylor, 2016). However, these technologies are mostly 

provided and used in classrooms that are dependent on reading, writing, and lecturing based 

learning (Taylor, 2016). This study explores the concept of accessibility in creative electives, 

specifically art.  

In my research and analysis, I pursue an answer to the question: 

How does the current HCPS Visual Art 1 curriculum contribute to the unlikeliness of 

students with visual impairments enrolling in various art classes the county offers? 
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Methodology  

 The primary methods used to conduct my research are through autoethnography and 

textual analysis. These qualitative methods allow me to not only include my own narrative of 

personal experience but rely on analyzed text for data as well. Using qualitative data gives me a 

deeper understanding of the concepts and ideas that I discuss throughout my analysis. Qualitative 

research is, “getting at the everyday realities of some social phenomenon and studying important 

questions as they are really practiced,” (Cleland, 2017).   

Autoethnography 

 This portion of my research provides a personal perspective to my analysis and a 

narrative theme to my overall paper. An autoethnography is defined as, “Autoethnography is a 

qualitative method where the researcher, write (or do research) about the self in order to 

understand the context and culture of that which is being studied” (Adams et al., 2015; O’Neil, 

2018). Autoethnography is a valid form of research because it builds off personal experience to 

reflect societal practices and expectations. In the context of my research, there are many 

autoethnographic publications surrounding the topic of persons with visual impairments or 

blindness, but none that incorporate the examination of art curriculum in relation to that 

demographic which makes my research unique. Like Cleland (2017) describes, my use of an 

autoethnography provides me with the ability to answer important questions through everyday 

practice and personal experience. By including autoethnographic research in my study, although 

not the main method of research, I combine my personal experience in art and in working with 

students that have visual impairments.  
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Textual Analysis  

 The additional research in my study is analysis of data collected through textual analysis. 

This form of research is a method in cultural studies that critically examines and interprets 

cultural meanings through texts (Campbell et.al., 2017). The text I analyze in this research is the 

HCPS art curriculum for 6th grade elective classes. I chose to analyze the curriculum for 6th grade 

classes because this course, Visual Art 1, is an important part of a student’s transition from 

primary school (Kindergarten – 5th Grade) art classes to junior high (6th – 12th Grade) levels of 

art.  

The curriculum is broken up into 5 different learning objectives:  

1. Critical Thinking and Reflection 

2. Skills, Techniques, and Processes 

3. Organizational Structure 

4. Historical and Global Connections  

5. Innovation, Technology, and the Future 

To guide the use and execution of these learning objectives, there are five subcategories listed as:  

1. Enduring Understanding 

2. Key Learning 

3. NGSSS 

4. Florida Standards & Other Contents  

5. Vocabulary 

The structure of the curriculum will be further explained in the Findings and Results/Analysis 

section of this paper.  
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 To answer my research question, I conduct a detailed investigation and analysis on the 

curriculum, which is all written and has no visual aids/images. In the investigation I analyze 

different components of the curriculum, including organization, education needs, and especially 

language. Throughout the analysis, I connect these components to a variety of themes related to 

the content of this study. A textual analysis is appropriate for researching this topic because it 

allows me, the researcher, to look at the foundation of atmospheres in art classrooms. This 

method of research is both credible and valid because I analyze a curriculum written by 

professionals within HCPS. 

Result and Findings/Analysis 

Structure of Curriculum 

Previously, I detailed the 

organization of the Visual Art 1 

HCPS curriculum. I will briefly 

review the structure to give 

context to my research. The first 

section of the curriculum lists the 

course number, which is “101100” 

(HCPS Visual Art 1, 2015). It also 

lists the date of revision as 

11/13/2015, the title of the course, 

and whether the course is one or 

two semesters long, in this case it 

is one semester (HCPS Visual Art 1, 2015). The next part of the curriculum is the course 

Figure 1: Visual Art 1 Curriculum, Page 1. 
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description and advisory. The course description serves as an outline for expectations and 

objectives of the course. This outline is meant for both instructors and students. It also describes 

the skills, and abilities that will potentially be developed throughout the course. The advisory, 

written below the course description, is aimed at instructors. It advises on the type of instruction 

needed for this course, and which key concepts that must be included.   

As stated before, 

there are five main 

learning objectives on 

which instructors must 

focus throughout the 

course. To contribute to 

the organization of the 

curriculum, there are also 

five subcategories present 

that guide teachers through 

the execution of the main 

learning objectives. The 

five learning objectives are 

Critical Thinking & 

Reflection, Skills, 

Techniques, & Processes, 

Organizational Structure, Historical & Global Connections, and Innovations, Technology, & the 

Future (HCPS Visual Art 1, 2015). The five subcategories are Enduring Understanding, Key 

Figure 2: Visual Art 1 Curriculum, Page 2 
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Learning, NGSSS (these are codes listed throughout the curriculum for course standards set by 

the county), Florida Standards & Other Contents, and Vocabulary (HCPS Visual Art 1, 2015). 

The amount of detail used in description and instruction throughout this curriculum makes it 

stand out from curricula used by Hillsborough County. For example, it’s use of high-level 

vocabulary used as descriptive components. Words like “purposeful”, “sequentially”, and 

“enrichment” (HCPS Visual Art 1, 2015) are strategically scattered in the curriculum. It is 

written for a course that is meant to introduce students to higher levels of art, creativity, and 

imagination which makes it unique compared to others.  

The curriculum can also be seen in Figure 1. and Figure 2.  

Organization of Curriculum 

 As stated before, the curriculum was last updated and revised in late 2015, almost six 

years ago. Any changes in Florida law or Hillsborough County policy regarding students with 

disabilities that occurred within the last six years are not included in the curriculum that are 

teachers currently use within HCPS. Of the first of five learning objectives, Critical Thinking 

and Reflection, the key learning expectation is for students to understand and theorize their own 

meanings of visual images. Students are expected to do this through reading and visual thinking 

strategies, and these strategies are expected to influence their own artistic creations. Having 

Critical Thinking and Reflection as the first listed learning objective within the curriculum sets 

the tone of standards for both instructors and students alike. It does this by introducing students 

to the idea that art is as important as core classes (i.e., reading, math, science, and language arts) 

because critical thinking and reflection are key parts of those content areas as well. Including 

Critical Thinking and Reflection as part of the art curriculum allows students to make a 

connection of art to other academic subjects and creates a holistic educational experience. 
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*** 

 As I walk around the room, handing out the instructions, the chatter among the students 

dies down. The students are preparing to begin the lesson. I watch them read the instructions in 

their own ways. Some students use magnification devices, while others use a brailed handout. 

Braille is a system of reading and writing available for students and persons with low or total 

loss of vision. The brailed instructions are identical to the printed copies. The only difference are 

the raised dots that guide the students’ reading and understanding. In previous years of 

volunteering with Camp Rose, I learned that by giving students brailed copies of instructions or 

reading without any other modifications teaches them to get used to instructions/readings that 

general education students use. The students with low vision, not declining or total vision loss, 

bring a different energy to the classroom. They do not depend on brailed instructions but have 

their own devices to read the printed instructions. As I watch them pull out their reading tools 

from backpacks and pockets, I feel by heartbeat slightly begin to race. I frantically attempt to 

remember the name for each device, but reality and sense of relief hits me. I am just a volunteer. 

I am not a VI instructor. A student pulls out their Ruby Reader, a digital magnifying glass that 

has a red cover over it. The device includes different screen color options according to the 

student’s visual impairment. I look across the classroom and see another student place a Dome, a 

small palm-sized glass magnifier that’s shape is respective to its name, on their desk. It appears 

solid and sturdy, like a paperweight. These are just a few devices of many that I have seen before 

being used by our students with low vision. 

 Two students begin to run their fingers over the thick sheets of braille paper, feeling the 

words beneath their delicate fingertips. The students working with magnifying devices set them 

up properly and began to read the instructions. Heads bowed, their faces closely follow the 
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instruction, I see the gears turning in my students’ head while they read along with me. They are 

working to understand the language of the directions, in a way that is familiar to them.  

 “What do they mean by this?”, a student asks. 

 “Can you describe this to me?”, another student questions.  

 I realize that the modification I must make are not typical ones. The students need me to 

further explain the instructions in familiar terms. After clarifying the instructions, I allow the 

students to familiarize themselves with the materials that we will be using by describing what 

they are as they feel each object with their hands.  

*** 

Continuing to look at the organization of the curriculum, the next learning objective is 

Skills, Techniques, and Processes. This learning objective emphasizes the importance of 

recognizing structural elements of art and using appropriate academic vocabulary when 

partaking in art. It also explores the concept of students being able to explain artistic goals and 

understanding the limitations of using both 2-D and 3-D art materials. The concept of limitation 

is assumed to be different for all students, especially those with visual impairments. While these 

limitations are hard for a general population to understand, there are recent studies that aim to 

increase that understanding. In 2014 a study was done stating, “In order to have a better view of 

accessibility needs, developers can use such simulation tools, to experience a software 

application using simulated disabilities… These tools can thus enable, encourage and assist 

developers in the creation of accessible applications”, (Giakoumis et al., 2014). This learning 

objective is appropriately placed in the curriculum. Having it as one of the first points gives 
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instructors the opportunity to being thinking about limitations various students, including those 

with visual impairments, may have in an art class. 

Extending the analysis on the organization of the curriculum are the next learning 

objectives, Organizational Structure and Historical and Global Connections. These two sections 

combined explore using creative and technical knowledge to create artistic pieces, along with 

acknowledging appropriate audience behavior necessary for viewing students’ artwork. The 

placement of these learning objectives, listed almost last in the curriculum, reflects how the 

county views students that are not confined to the average learning capability. A 2007 study 

discusses the phenomena of “summer reading loss” (Mraz & Rasinski, 2007), how it happens 

and why it is detrimental. Mraz and Rasinski (2007) state, “Summer reading loss refers to the 

decline in children’s reading development that can occur during summer vacation times when 

children are away from the classroom and not participating in formal literacy programs”, (Mraz 

& Rasinski, 2007). This study mentions that this reading loss occurs during summer breaks for 

students, but from personal experience I would argue that it truly begins right before any break. 

In the month before school lets out, students are already thinking about and planning for their 

summer/winter activities and are less likely to retain valuable learning objectives. So, it can be 

inferred that having this learning objective last, closer to a school break, means that students are 

probably not going to treat it as a priority in their learning. Understanding the necessary behavior 

for viewing artwork is an important part of understanding accessibility and inclusivity, because 

in the context of my research students with visual impairments will most likely require different 

behavior for viewing than a general audience. For example, a 2020 study in Taiwan examined 

ways museums have improved accessibility for blind and visually impaired (B&VI) persons 

stating, “In response to the physical-mental abilities of the B&VI and their needs when visiting 
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museums, modern museums have created many ways to improve their experience. Modern 

museums have advocated multisensory presentations” (Han-Xing & Wen Huei, 2020). So, as 

you can see this does not necessarily mean “more” or “extra” modification to expectations of 

behavior, but instead of different perspective and understanding of what behavior is in terms of 

viewing art. The meaning of behavior for viewing art is different for persons or students with 

visual impairments than the average viewer. I can imagine in the Visual Art 1 curriculum, 

understanding necessary behavior would mean discovering different technologies needed to view 

various mediums of art. For example, digital art that is displayed in a museum or gallery would 

require some type of screen of digital device. For a student with visual impairments, it is not so 

explicitly understood. 

***  

 The desks, paintbrushes, and little hands are all covered in paint in each color of the 

rainbow. Red, yellow, blue, pink, orange, black… any color you could think of, reaching any 

part of the classroom that is near where our students are sitting. The clay pots are beautifully 

decorated with our student’s imaginations and creativity. As the end of the school day comes 

near, I examine each clay pot with precision. Although our students have low vision or total 

blindness, I recognize patterns and designs within their pieces of art. I leave them in the 

classroom to dry on a large piece of cardboard, that rests on a giant science table. I take a second 

to look back on the tiny clay pots before shutting off the lights and walking out the classroom 

door with our exhausted but totally fulfilled students. 

 The next day, when the time for arts and crafts nears, the students eagerly enter the 

classroom. Big smiles spread across faces as they settle in, some folding up their guiding canes 

and others racing to their seats. They are excited to start a new craft, but even more excited to see 
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their dried clay pots. Conventional wisdom suggests appropriate behavior for viewing art, is to 

keep your hands to yourself and stand back a certain distance. For my students, this is not the 

case. The minute I place the clay pots in front of them for spectating and examining, they grab 

the objects and begin to the feel the paint. They slowly and excitedly move their fingers over the 

dried ridges, textures, and patterns they painted the previous day. The room fills with giggles and 

commentary, about each piece of art. I sit close by in a desk soaking in their enthusiasm and 

excitement for their creations. It satisfies me to know they can enjoy art as much as the average 

student.  

*** 

 To stay on topic of the organization of the curriculum, the final learning objective is 

Innovation, Technology, and the Future, in which the key ideas focus on self-reflections and 

meeting deadlines. This objective properly wraps up the curriculum at the end of the standard 

school year, in the context of my research. Self-reflection and meeting deadlines are concepts 

taught with importance to both traditional students and those with visual impairments, so this 

learning objective does not have an impact on the level of inclusivity and accessibility within the 

course.  

Language Within the Curriculum  

 Along with organization, another component of the curriculum I investigated through 

textual analysis is language. In the context of my research, the language I am looking at are the 

syntax and semantics, focusing on the phrasing and vocabulary of the Visual Art 1 curriculum. 

 Dealing with syntax, phrasing of instructions and expectations was a key part of the 

language throughout the curriculum. For example, under the Skills, Techniques, and Processes 
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learning objective it states, “Create artwork requiring sequentially ordered steps and required 

media to achieve intended results,” (HCPS Visual Art 1, 2015). With this specific example, the 

phrasing of the directions displays the lack of inclusivity within the curriculum. These 

instructions give general guidance for instructing this learning objective, but it also requires the 

instructor to rely on average standards regarding evaluating and grading. For an average art 

student, sequentially ordered steps may look like rough drafts, sketching, and planning in a 

traditional sense. For a student with visual impairments, those sequentially ordered steps may 

look completely different in accordance with their disability/impairment. Because the phrasing of 

this instruction leaves the instructor to rely on traditional expectations, it causes a drawback for 

students with a visual impairment. Instructors that are used to traditional student’s artwork might 

grade a VI student’s artwork with different standards, because there is no grading system 

provided by the district to include all students and possibilities of artwork. The phrasing of this 

instruction makes that clear.  

 Another example of language in terms of phrasing, is under the Organizational Structure 

learning objective which says, “Combine creative and technical knowledge to produce visually 

strong works of art,” (HCPS Visual Art 1, 2015). The semantics of this phrase are opaque, 

especially for students with visual impairments. The vagueness of instruction stem from the lack 

of definition for different terms in the phrase. There is no formal definition given in the 

curriculum for “technical knowledge”, and like the previous example of phrasing it leaves 

instructors to rely on standards set for traditional students. Technical knowledge for a traditional 

student may mean something entirely different than what it means to a student with visual 

impairments. This technical knowledge could be knowledge regarding artistic materials, prior 

knowledge, and physical ability. A student with a visual impairment’s understanding of technical 
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knowledge may relate only to the schema that they are afforded in their other classes and 

personal experiences that are specific to low vision and blindness. In addition, this learning 

objective also mentions producing “visually strong works of art”, which is also unclear due to 

lack of definition. There is no inclusive or formal definition for what “visually strong” means in 

the context of the curriculum. From personal observation, these standards usually leave the 

instructor to evaluate artworks according to realistic accuracy, classical standards, and highly 

acclaimed artists. Students with visual impairments may not have access to this background 

knowledge or have a traditional interpretation of the elements on which the evaluation standards 

are based.  

 Using the same specific phrase, the word “visual” is a good example of specific 

vocabulary used throughout the curriculum. It is used several times for specifying and describing 

images, problem solving, and art. This use of the word is understandable, and could be 

considered necessary for the course, but also contribute to the exclusion of students with visual 

impairments. Explicitly stating the art projects, materials, and skills needed to complete this 

course successfully are all dependent on visual capability highlights the concept of assumed 

ability being present in the curriculum. Assumed ability in the context of my research is the 

concept that students who participate in this curriculum will be able to learn and experience art 

without any difficulty. This term is also used under the Critical Thinking and Reflection learning 

objective twice, “Infer meaning of exemplary visual images through close reading and visual 

thinking strategies in order to influence the art-making and self-reflection process,” (HCPS 

Visual Art 1, 2015). Making it necessary for fundamental academic skills to be visually based is 

discriminatory for those with visual impairments. From personal observation, artmaking and 
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self-reflection are not dependent on visual capability, therefore using the term “visual” to 

describe thinking strategies and exemplary images is not necessary. 

Discussion 

 Clearly, there are many layers of the organization and language used in the HCPS Visual 

Art 1 curriculum that is typically used for 6th grade students. It is important to acknowledge and 

take a step in improving the use of language, to remove exclusive phrasing and vocabulary. This 

course in the HCPS art electives is supposed to expose young minds to higher levels of artistic 

practices and history. Students with visual impairments are often left out of this experience and 

lose hope for participating in higher level art classes as they progress in grade levels. It is 

paramount for this demographic of students to be included in the participation of these classes, so 

they can gain the many benefits that art has to offer.  

This study investigated the HCPS Visual Art 1 curriculum through a textual analysis. 

Along with the analysis, personal narrative was used through autoethnographic sections. This 

was not a traditional research study, as I did not use participants and some data relied on personal 

experience. Results of the investigation showed that concepts like assumed ability, lack of 

inclusivity, and discriminatory language are present in the curriculum. I used specific examples 

of organization and language in the curriculum and connected them to the mentioned concepts. 

These elements and concepts found within the curriculum point at reasons students with visual 

impairments often do not participate in art electives, furthermore, missing out on the 

opportunities to experience the many benefits that art has on young minds.  
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Underlying Meaning of Results 

In the first part of the investigation, I focused on the organization of the curriculum, 

breaking the content and academic expectations by sections. By doing this, I really wanted to 

demonstrate and identify how something as simple as the ordering of sections within the 

curriculum reflect the priorities of the county regarding students with visual impairments. 

Overall, the ordering was not necessarily a negative part of the curriculum, in fact there were 

quite a few sections that were appropriately placed. However, the sections that were not 

appropriately placed were, Organizational Structure and Historical and Global Connections. I 

mentioned that having these two sections listed almost last in the curriculum leads both the 

instructors and students to believe this is a less important part to focus on. These two sections 

being near the end of the curriculum means that they will be covered at the end of the semester. 

Therefore, these learning objectives will be taught right before winter or summer break, 

depending on which semester student decide to take it (they usually take it in second semester 

which would be before summer break). As I mentioned before, these sections both address the 

necessary behavior needed for viewing artwork. The placement of these learning objectives 

reflects the ignorance the county has for students with disabilities, especially those with visual 

impairments. If the curriculum were inclusive, studying this topic at the beginning of the school 

year would make sense. It would introduce students to art in a new perspective, one that would 

ready them to prepare their art in a way for all audiences to view. Although not explicitly stated, 

it is implied that these learning objectives are less important than others because it is placed 

towards the end of the school year; from personal observation students are less likely to retain 

valuable information when they are preparing for their summer break.  
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 The next element of the curriculum I investigated was language. From my textual 

analysis, I identified several ways the language used in the curriculum was discriminatory to 

students with visual impairments. The way in which it is written, it is meant for instructing 

traditional students or those without any type of disability. From personal observation, all 

instructors within HCPS are required 20-30 hours of general training on teaching students with 

special needs, the amount of time they have for working specifically with students that have 

visual impairments is minimal. So, language used throughout the curriculum implicates those 

instructors are left to prepare, with little training, for special circumstances like students with 

visual impairments. The first element of language I examined was phrasing used throughout the 

curriculum for this course. In this section of analysis, I pointed out that phrases used indicate the 

expectations of instructors regarding teaching students with visual impairments, and a lack of 

inclusivity.  

The first example I pulled from the curriculum discussed the necessity of creating 

artwork according to sequential steps and required supplies/materials. The main discrepancy with 

the phrasing is the vagueness, which leaves instructors to modify their lesson plan within the 

traditional academic standards. This points to a larger issue of art instructors not being provided 

an inclusive grading system, that includes both traditional students and those with visual 

impairments. This discrepancy is not seen in art curriculums exclusively, but in other creative 

electives in HCPS as well. The second example of phrasing I pulled from the text/curriculum 

also reflects how vagueness in instruction can lead to certain demographics of students, in this 

case students with visual impairments, being left out of art electives. There are no formal 

definitions for how certain words are used within the selected phrase, and therefore leave 

interpretation up to the instructor which can lead to biased definition and implementation of the 
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learning objective. Transitioning into examining vocabulary within phrases, the word ‘visual’ is 

used frequently throughout the curriculum. This is not surprising, as modern art is typically 

visually based. However, when using that word to describe academic expectations it sets the 

standard for art classes to be exclusively available to students without visual impairments. The 

placement of that term is not necessary in most cases, like the second example I gave when 

discussing this topic. The learning objectives it is written in could easily be explained and 

implemented without mentioning it specifically, like describing critical thinking and exemplary 

artworks. Relying solely on visual art, and visual capabilities of viewing art for the curriculum is 

a clear way to discriminate against those with visual impairments. Only including a specific type 

of art (visual, and sculpting in most cases) is neglecting the opportunity to expose young minds 

to a wider variety of art. A variety that could contribute to having inclusive art classrooms. There 

are many forms of art that would not only make the classroom inclusive for students with visual 

impairments, but also expand the boundaries of creative expectations for art students. From 

personal experience, some forms of art I have seen in art classrooms to include students with 

disabilities are olfactory sense-based projects, tactile art, and traditional craft art (weaving, 

knitting, and crocheting). These may be introduced in much higher-level art classes, but Visual 

Art 1 could still be used to introduce students to these types of art that are beyond the standard 

visual and ceramics.  

Limitations 

This study was an investigation of the Visual Art 1 curriculum alone, and there are two 

main limitations worth mentioning. The first being, that I did not get to attend a live Visual Art 1 

class in a Hillsborough County Public School. Attending a live class would have given me the 

opportunity to see firsthand the level of difficulty that was involved in modifying lesson plans 
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for specific demographics of students. It also would have allowed me to see how many, if any at 

all, students with visual impairments were enrolled in that course. While I did not get to attend a 

live class, I was able to observe the end results of final projects from Visual Art 1 students within 

HCPS. This gave me an idea of what the expectations were for art pieces and projects in this 

elective course. The second limitation worth mentioning, is that I am not a certified art or VI 

instructor. This means I am not an expert in curriculum/lesson plan writing, or in VI 

terminology. However, these limitations did not discredit my ability to hold a textual analysis on 

the Visual Art 1 curriculum, because I do have extensive experience as an artist, and as a 

volunteer at Camp Rose (the HCPS academic summer camp for students with visual 

impairments).  

Societal and Academic Importance 

 Through a textual analysis and autoethnography, my research will contribute to the world 

by bridging a certain gap in research. I hope that the research done in this project/paper will 

benefit future academics and teachers in understanding inclusion, disability, and how those relate 

to the public education system, specifically HCPS. Focusing on a creative elective like art 

expands research on this demographic of students, where research is done mostly on core classes 

like math, science, and reading. Art in public schools specifically has not been researched in 

depth, and my own research will provide a bridge for that gap. Having research on this topic and 

demographic combined will benefit the world by adding to the variety of research done on 

disability and inclusion. Maintaining a diverse selection of research on this topic will be in the 

best interest of our society because it allows the general population an understanding of not only 

students with visual impairments, but students with any disability. This will further the potential 

of a more inclusive world. 
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Conclusion 

 This study examined the Hillsborough County Public School art curriculum, specifically 

Visual Art 1 for 6th grade classes. Through a textual analysis and autoethnography, I identified 

potential ways in which this curriculum contributes to the low number of students with visual 

impairments enrolled in HCPS art classes. Two key elements of the curriculum were the 

organization, and language (including both vocabulary and phrasing). After analyzing these key 

elements, I connected them to themes like lack of inclusivity, discriminatory language, assumed 

ability, and academic priorities. By linking my analysis to these themes, my research points to 

the larger picture of HCPS needing more inclusive curriculum and standards for all classes, both 

academic and elective. Providing my own narrative in connection with this research is important 

because it allows a look into what a classroom atmosphere is like for students with visual 

impairments, through a volunteer’s perspective. Additionally, this study will serve as academic 

support for studies on topics regarding students with disability, and inclusivity within public 

school classrooms.  
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