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Abstract  
The story of the Lunch Bunch includes a group of 4 students with autism, 1 student with 
a specific learning disability and their art educator/researcher as they ate lunch together 
and discussed creativity and at times made art.  A chronological story of the Lunch Bunch 
was crafted utilizing narrative inquiry as the overarching methodology and methods 
borrowed from arts-based educational research, portraiture, and arts-based selfstudy 
research.   An eclectic blend of methods was decided as the best fit to promote the students 
visual strengths and support their needs mainly in the areas of communication.  This study 
was viewed and conceptualized through the lenses of social constructivist and disability 
theories from a strengths perspective.   The researcher sought to craft a unique study that 
would bring the students voices forward, specifically for individuals who struggle with 
verbal communication, opening and co-constructing a space to learn from each other’s 
perspectives; while at the same time supporting their strengths in visual and kinesthetic 
learning allowing their voices to be heard through their preferred means of 
communication that could be through words, their artwork, or a combination of both.  
Through data analysis the major themes that emerged were space, creative expression, 
socialization, caring/time and trust.  These themes speak to what the students themselves 
desire from creative experiences and non-traditional learning spaces.  This narrative 
provides a more holistic understanding of the benefits of arts based instruction from the 
perspectives of the students.  The students themselves, when given the opportunity, can 
provide powerful insights of imagining creative educational opportunities that build upon 
their strengths in innovative ways.  This information when shared with all interested 
stakeholders can impact the improvement of programs and services for students in special 
education taking into account the perspective of those individuals most impacted by what 
takes place within schools.  
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 Overview of Study  
  

  

Figure 1 -  The Lunch Bunch’s Art  
  

Let me begin by introducing the Lunch Bunch, a group of high school students (3 boys, 
and 2 girls) who proposed the idea of having creative lunch meetings in the art room, and 
myself, their visual art teacher, who was delighted to provide this experience.  The student 
participants each chose a pseudonym to describe their personalities, and they are Insight, 
Public Relations (PR), Poetic, Maddie, and Eddie as well as myself, the art 
educator/researcher, Ms. K.  This group known as the Lunch Bunch consists of 4 students 
with autism, 1 student with a specific learning disability, and their art teacher who is also 
the researcher as they ate lunch together, discussed the everyday goings on and their ideas 
about creativity as well as sometimes made art.   

  
The narrative chronicles the story of the Lunch Bunch and took place at the Oasis 

School (pseudonym) within the art educator/researcher’s visual art classroom 3 times a 
week during the 30-minute creative lunchtime program for over a period of 7 months.  
The Oasis School is a non-public therapeutic school in Southern California that serves 
students solely with special needs, which include autism, Asperger syndrome, anxiety 
disorders, and non-verbal learning disabilities.    

  
At the time I conducted this study, I had been a visual art teacher for over nine years 

and I could share countless stories as to why I believed creative experiences provide 
meaningful benefits to students with special needs.  However, I wanted to delve deeper, 
discovering from the students themselves how and why artistic experiences support their 
needs and strengths.  Therefore, I sought to craft a unique study that would bring the 
students voices forward, specifically for individuals who struggle with verbal 
communication, opening and co-constructing a space to learn from each other’s 
perspectives; while at the same time supporting their strengths in visual and kinesthetic 
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learning allowing their voices to be heard through their preferred means of 
communication that could be through words, images, or a combination of both.    

  
Currently, the CDC has estimated that “1 in 68 children has been identified with autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD)” (CDC, 2015).  This knowledge is especially important when 
considering that stakeholders throughout all levels of education are striving to improve 
programs and services for students with autism due to the rise in the number of these 
students being served in our schools nationally and beyond.  Information available on this 
topic is growing but the uniqueness of this study is the focus on the students’ perspective.   
The students themselves can provide powerful insights of imagining creative educational 
opportunities that build upon their strengths in innovative ways.    

  
Within an emerging body of literature there is a call for further studies to investigate 

the benefits of visual experiences that are unique for this population of students (Furniss, 
2008; Gerber & Kellman, 2010).  Therefore, it makes sense to study schools that provide 
arts programs and art instruction for students with autism.  Such an opportunity existed at 
my school site.  And, who better to provide such insights than the students themselves 
when they are most affected by what takes place from within the classroom?  With the 
intention of providing a narrative that allowed for the student’s voices to emerge, the 
following research questions guided the study:  

  
What is the story of the Creative Lunch Bunch a group of 4 high school students on the 

autism spectrum and 1 with a specific learning disability participating in Creative 
Lunchtime Sessions?  

  
a. What were the participants’ (student and art educator) experiences and perceptions 

of  the Creative Lunchtime Sessions?  
  

b. How did the Creative Lunchtime Sessions promote the students’ creative voice?  
  
Theoretical Perspectives  
  

  
Figure 2 -  Theoretical Perspectives  
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This study is situated within the intersection where special education, disability studies, 
and art education come together to create a unique interdisciplinary lens for considering 
visual art experiences within our educational system for students with autism and 
disabilities in general.    

  
Methodology  

  
  

Figure 3 -  Methodology  
  
Using a blend of qualitative methodologies was necessary to capture the voices of the 
participants that allowed for sensitivity of their strengths and needs (Gardner 1983; 
Creswell, 2007).  The overall methodology of this study was narrative inquiry based on 
Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) narrative of experience and story.  Under the umbrella 
of narrative inquiry, a combination of methodologies was employed in order to fully 
capture the story utilizing the participant’s preferred means of communication and 
expression (Gardner 1983; Creswell, 2007).    
  
Findings  
Data analysis uncovered the key elements that spoke to what the student participant’s 
sought from a non-instructional creative lunch program.    Students’ perceptions of the 
lunch bunch included the themes of space, creative expression, and socialization.  
Teachers’ perception of the lunch bunch included the themes of caring, time, and trust.   
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Table 1. Central Themes.  

Themes  Supporting Quotes/Reflections  
Space  “I like to come to the art room because it is quiet and there is open 

mindedness here and creativity”. -PR  
Creative Expression  “I like to talk about art and the creativity.”  -Insight  

PR said that she enjoys organizing the room by putting up paper on 
the door and painting.” –PR  
  

Socialization  “We could express our feelings and talk about things.  Being 
together and eating lunch together”.  -PR  
“We would talk about art in lunch and what we like to do and how 
we can improve”. –Insight  
  

Caring  “I have to take care of and keep fostering a safe nurturing 
environment where she feels like she can take those risks and share 
of herself and bring that into the learning environment.”–Ms. K  
  

Time  “I can now see how this time is helping the students socialize, be 
happy, share ideas, build rapport with the teacher and each other 
and how that is making their time in their regular art classes more 
meaningful.” The difference in their artwork is dramatic.  –Ms. K  

Trust  As an art educator, I think that the most important step in the 
artistic process is fostering relationships (art from life), the end 
product is all well and good but it is how you got there that tells 
the tale of that journey. –Ms. K  

  
  

  
Figure 4  -   Major Themes   
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Figure 5 -  Major Themes:  Trust and Time a Student Sharing Thoughts in Words  

  
Table 2 summarizes the story line of the Lunch Bunch that uses Mishler’s (1992)  

method of narrative analysis that guided the writing of the story.  
  

Table 2 - The Story of the Lunch Bunch.  
Narrative  
Espisode  

Narrative Summary  Supporting Quotes/Reflections  

Space: How 
the Lunch 
Bunch  
Formed  
  

The art educator/researcher’s (Ms. K) 
regular visual art class had 3 of the Lunch 
Bunch participants (PR, Insight, and 
Maddie) enrolled.  The class was small, 
peaceful, and productive.  This had 
dramatically changed after winter break 
due to an increase in class size.  This 
change shifted the class dynamics and 
resulted in a revision of the curriculum. 
This shift was mainly due to the large 
number of students and also because some 
of the new students had behavioral 
challenges requiring teacher attention.  As a 
result, the art teacher’s ability to spend the 
same amount of individual attention with 
each student was no longer possible.  The 
Lunch Bunch participants were accustomed 
to the small class size because it was 
peaceful and conducive for exploring more 
complicated art projects.  

Art Assistant, Ms.  
Nancy’s Reflections: We 
tailored the curriculum 
based on the day and 
how that could be 
successful for them.   
There were so many of 
them that they were 
fighting for attention.   
There were just so many 
behaviors in one class, so 
having them create in a 
happy environment was 
key and that became the 
curriculum.  
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Narrative  
Espisode  

Narrative Summary  Supporting Quotes/Reflections  

  
Detour PR’s 
Idea:  A 
Knock on the 
Door During 
Ms. K’s  
Lunchtime  

  
Within the same week the class roster 
changed in the visual art class, Ms. K was 
eating her lunch and she heard a knock on 
the door and PR’s head popped in and said 
“can we eat lunch with you?”  Ms. K said 
“of course” so in came PR and Insight first 
and then Maddie who followed behind with 
a soft hello.  PR and Insight said that they 
wanted to spend time in the art room outside 
of the HS visual arts class.  Maddie said she 
didn’t care where she ate lunch as long as 
she was with Insight and PR.  Insight and 
PR wanted to spend time in the art room 
like they had before the alterations 
happened to the roster and the curriculum.  
They no longer felt comfortable in the High 
School Visual Arts Class because the same 
amount of time and attention was not being 
paid to them.     
  

  
Student reflections on why and 
how the Lunch Bunch began:  
  
We were excited about the 
art you were talking about 
during the visual art 
class…so we came to talk to 
you during your lunch.    
  
Maddie just started coming to this 
school and we brought her and 
we did not want her to feel left 
out or depressed.    
  

Caring:   
Making the  
Creative  
Lunchtime  
Program  
Meaningful  

  
Now Ms. K has a non-instructional creative 
lunch class with 5 students, one art teacher, 
and one art assistant known as the “Lunch 
Bunch” eating together for a thirty minute 
lunch period three times a week. Ms. K 
began to wonder what this group was going  
to be doing and creating during the 
lunchtime meetings.  The students had 
expressed that they wanted to be creative.  
How could she make this happen in a 30 
minute period and make the time 
meaningful?  She decided that only through 
time and active reflection the students would 
bring answers to her questions.  

Art educator/researcher, Ms. K’s, 
journal reflection:  
  
I have to shift my thinking 
to let this space and time 
unfold and reveal itself.  
So, as we (the Lunch 
Bunch) chat, I write the 
words unfold and time on a 
big sheet of paper.    
  
  

Detour  
  
The Lunch  
Bunch Gets  
Company  
  

Within a couple of weeks, it seemed as if 
the word had spread about the Lunch Bunch 
and this news brought more students to the 
art room.  The intention of this time is not 
for loudness, goofing around or 
complaining because any or all of these 
made for a negative atmosphere and quite 
frankly are better suited for the lunchroom.  
It was definitely time to make some 
decisions.  

Art educator/researcher, Ms. K’s, 
journal reflection:  
  
They started to come to the art 
room during lunch because they 
heard it was open.  PR and 
Insight were saying that look Ms. 
K you actually have a class there 
are 9 students in here for your 
lunch...that is a class!  It did start 
feeling like a class.  
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Narrative  
Espisode  

Narrative Summary  Supporting Quotes/Reflections  

  
Turning point  
  
Decision  
Time/Official  
Time  
  
  
  
  
  
  
The Creative  
Lunch Bunch  
Has an   
Identity  

  
It seemed vital to make this an enjoyable 
collective experience; therefore, some 
decisions had to be made.  Reflection and 
conversations facilitated by Ms. K with the 
students (PR, Insight, Poetic, Maddie and 
Eddie) and the teacher assistant (Ms. 
Nancy) occurred to help decide what 
everyone wanted to do during the lunches.  
The Lunch Bunch said that they wanted the 
time to be exclusive to those who are 
serious about the experience.  So, in order to 
be a part of the Lunch Bunch students 
needed to make a commitment to be a part 
of the group.    
  
As previously described it was now an 
official Creative Lunchtime and the sign 
went on the door each time we were in 
session.  And, the door was locked so that 
students not in the Lunch Bunch could not 
just come in on a whim.  And, if someone 
knocked, Ms. K or Ms. Nancy answered the 
door and explained that an important 
meeting was in session.  The students liked 
that.  The student participants made a 
commitment; Ms. K made a decision to 
make this time into what the students 
wanted and now it was turning into 
something good.   
  

  
Art educator/researcher, Ms. K’s, 
journal reflection:  
  
For the sake of the students, I am 
going to create a more official 
stance.  These students, PR, 
Insight, Poetic, Maddie and 
Eddie have made a commitment 
and I want to honor this 
commitment.  
  
  
  
  
Art educator/researcher, Ms. K’s, 
journal reflection:  
  
Ms. K wrote in her journal that 
she is …learning and growing in 
ways that I had not anticipated.  
Just the importance of creating a 
space, a safe environment where 
the students feel nurtured and 
cared for is so important in really 
getting to know them and in turn 
getting to help their creativity 
flourish.    
  
  

Creative  
Expression:   
Get Creative!  

The more creative Ms. K gets the more the 
students are engaged in the conversation and 
it serves as a catalyst for both creativity and 
conversation.  For example, the day the 
Lunch Bunch read Insight’s script a 
memorable event occurred.  PR and Insight 
began singing a song for everyone.  The 
song is original and written by Insight with 
a teacher in an after school program.  The 
students definitely responded to art and the 
artistic process during lunch.    
  

Art educator/researcher, Ms. K’s, 
journal reflection:  
  
Paint!  Paint!  Paint!  At some 
point during the conversation 
today, the students noticed that I 
was painting while having our 
conversation and they got excited 
and started to chant:  “Paint, 
Paint, Paint!”  And then PR came 
over to the table and started to 
paint with me.    
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Narrative   Narrative Summary Espisode  Supporting Quotes/Reflections  

 
Socialization:   
Food Was a  
Key  
Ingredient  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
Time and  
Trust:   
Reciprocal  
Relationship  

 
It became clear that the relaxed setting and 
the creative element were a combination that 
the students liked and desired.  The other 
element that made this time special was that 
we were eating together.  The art assistant, 
Ms. Nancy, says that food brings people 
together.  Food was definitely a key factor 
in the conversations and experience that 
brought our Lunch Bunch together as a 
group who shared meals together.  
  
  
  
One day, as I was cleaning the art room, 
Maddie walked in and said that she wanted 
to show me something she had written.  
From the beginning when she first came to 
art and the lunchtime sessions she would 
not share anything about herself.  She told 
me that:  Ms. K I was sitting there not 
talking (in the lunchtime sessions) because 
I did not know if I could trust you.  I had to 
wait and see if I could before I started to 
talk.  Did you know that?  And then she 
opened up her little Eiffel Tower notebook 
to show me what she written inside:  “I love 
going (to) art, paintings, crafts, and needle 
work.  I love sharing it.”  sting of the 
environment and of the teachers.    

 
Art educator/researcher, Ms. K’s, 
journal reflection:  
  
We are always crunching on 
seaweed and I am not sure how it 
started but it is always there 
because now I bring it in for 
everyone.  I even tried collaging 
seaweed into my altered book.  
The students thought that that 
was amusing.    
  
  
  
Art educator/researcher, Ms. K’s, 
journal reflection:  
  
The more creative and relaxed 
the time is the better it is for the 
students.  I can now see how this 
time is helping the students 
socialize, be happy, share ideas, 
build rapport with the teacher 
and how that is making their time 
in their regular art classes more 
meaningful.  There is a reciprocal 
relationship – a space ungraded 
that builds rapport that aides in 
the classroom-graded projects – 
brings them (the students) into 
their work – it is a cycle.  
  

  
Conclusion   
What was surprising and enlightening was the notion of the space.  The Lunch Bunch did 
not set out to physically change the space, but it was transformed during that time and felt 
safe and secure due to our united and collective ownership of our shared vision (Frisch, 
2003).  The classroom became a hybrid space where the Lunch Bunch narrative unfolded; 
this was seen as paramount in providing the conditions needed for allowing the student’s 
to have ownership in the process allowing their voices to come forward (Gutierrez, 
Baquedaño-Lopez, & Tejeda 1999).  This idea has its roots in Homi Bhabha’s (1997) 
theory of hybridity and the “third space”.  This is where people of certain cultures create 
art while existing in “intervening spaces” that bridges and “renews the past, refiguring it 
as a contingent "in-between" space, that innovates and interrupts the performance of the 
present” (Bhabha, 1997, p. 3).  In this study, the work of Gutierrez, Baquedaño-Lopez, 
and Tejeda (1999) speaks to the use of hybrid third spaces created in classrooms that 
embrace differences and conflicts into rich learning experiences.  The authors speak about 
“the third space” where “…alterative and competing discourses and positionings [in 
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formal and non-formal settings] transform conflict and difference into rich zones of 
collaboration and learning” (pp. 286-287).    
    

The art room during lunch was a safe space for the students to begin (and continue) to 
communicate in multiple forms without little if any risk.  Even if the student(s) were silent 
during the lunchtime sessions their voice could be manifested by other means such as 
through the art.  In this sense part of their voice became the art pieces, which is especially 
important to consider when the artists are students with autism and SLD who typically 
struggle with verbal communication (Dewey, 1934; Gerber & Kellman, 2010; IDEA, 
2004; Kellman, 1999).    
    

The space was co-constructed by both the teacher and the students each having 
important roles that were of equal importance.  The space held the qualities of a classroom 
yet had the familiarity of a “dinner table” were conversations were encouraged. As the art 
educator and researcher facilitating and participating in the Creative Lunchtime Sessions 
held within my room, certain privilege and authority was inherent in my role; however, 
that authority was shared to allow for the collective creation of the space (Frisch, 2003).  
In addition, even though I ,the art teacher/researcher, storied the narrative that documents 
the Creative Lunchtime Sessions, conscious use of student work, stories, and comments 
is consistent with a shared, collective narrative where no one voice is privileged over 
another (Frisch, 2003).  

  
Interested stakeholders working with students with special needs should consider the 

wealth of experience and knowledge these learners can provide and consider the 
conditions needed to open a dialogue using the child’s preferred mode of communication.  
Researchers desiring to conduct a similar study should take into consideration the 
limitations of this study that include a small purposive convenience sample and the short 
duration of the study.  A strength of this study is the fruitful context where the arts played 
a significant role in the participants’ education.  Arts based and nontraditional programs 
such as the Creative Lunchtime Sessions that allow students to access the curriculum by 
utilizing alternative means can be envisioned for greater numbers of students receiving 
special education services and I take this a step forward to ask why such opportunities 
should not exist for all students?  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
  
  



Proceedings of the International Conference on Special Education 
Vol.1 (2015) / e-ISSN 2948-4731 (307-317) 

SEAMEO Regional Centre for Special Educational Needs 
 

317 

References  
Barone, T. & Eisner, E. (1997). Arts-based educational research. In R. M. Jaeger  
Bhabha, H. (1997). Life at the border: Hybrid identities of the present. NPQ: New Perspectives Quarterly,  

14(1), 30.  
Blandy D., (1994).  Assuming responsibility: Disability rights and the preparation of art educators.  Studies  

in Art Education, 35(3), 179-187.   
Center for Disease Control (2015).  http://www.cdc.gov/.    
Clandinin, D. J. & Connelly, M. F. (2000).  Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story in Qualitative  

Research.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  
Clandinin, D. J. (2013). Engaging in Narrative Inquiry. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.  
Cochran-Smith, M. & Lytle, S. L. (2004). Practitioner inquiry, knowledge, and university culture. In  J. J. 
Loughran, M. L. Hamilton, V. K. LaBosky, & T. L. Russell (Eds.). International Handbook of  

Self-Study of Teaching and Teacher Education Practices  (pp. 601-649). Springer Netherlands.  
Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five approaches, 2nd  

edition. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.   
Dewey, J.  (1934).  Art as experience.  New York:  Minton, Balch & Company.  
Dewey, J. (1913).  Interest in Education.  New York: Houghton Mifflin.   
Eisner, E. W. (2002).  The arts and the creation of mind. New Haven: Yale University Press.  
Eisner, E. W. (2002) What education can learn from the arts.  Journal of Curriculum and Supervision, 18(1),  

4-16.   
Eisner, E. W. (2009).  What education can learn from the arts.  Art Education, 62(2), 6-9.  
Frith, U. (1989). Autism: Explaining the Enigma. Oxford, England: Blackwell.  
Frisch, M. (2003). Sharing authority: Oral history and the collaborative process. The Oral History  

Review, 30(1), 111-113.  
Furniss, G. J.  (2008).  Celebrating the art making of children with autism.  Art Education, 61(5), 8-12.  
Gardner, H.  (1983).  Frames of mind: The theory of multiple intelligences.  New York:  Basic Books.  
Gerber, B. & Kellman, J.  (2010). Understanding students with autism through art. Washington, DC:   

National Art Education Association.   
Greene, M.  (1994). Carpe Diem: The arts and school restructuring. Teachers College Record, 95(4),  

494507.   
Greene, M. (1995). Releasing the Imagination: Essays on Education, the Arts, and Social Change. San  

Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  
Gutierrez, K.D., Baquedaño-Lopez, P.,  & Tejeda, C.  (1999).  Rethinking diversity:  Hybridity and hybrid  

language practices in the third space.  Mind, Culture and Activity, 6(4).  
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 2004, 20 U.S.C. 1400 et seq.  

Kellman, J.  (1999).  Drawing with Peter: Autobiography, Narrative, and the Art of a Child with Autism.   
Studies in Art Education, 40(3), 258-274.  

Lawrence-Lightfoot, S. & Davis, J. H.  (1997).  The Art and Science of Portraiture.  San Francisco:  Jossey- 
Bass.  

Lawrence-Lightfoot, S.  (2005).  Reflections on portraiture:  A dialogue between art and science.   
Qualitative Inquiry, 11(1), 3-15.  

LaBoskey, V. K. (2004). The methodology of self-study and its theoretical underpinnings.  In J. J. Loughran,  
M. L. Hamilton, V. K. LaBosky, & T. L. Russell (Eds.). International Handbook of Self-Study of 
Teaching and Teacher Education Practices (pp. 817-869). Springer Netherlands.  

Lofland, J. & Lofland, L. H. (1994).  Analyzing Social Settings: A Guide to Qualitative Observation and  
Analysis, 3rd Edition.  New York: Wadsworth.   

Marshall, C. & Gerstl-Pepin, C. (2005). Re-framing Educational Politics for Social Justice. New York:  
Pearson Education, Inc.  ISBN: 0-205-37142-6  

Mishler, E. C. (1992). Work, identity, and narrative: An artist-craftsman’s story. In G. C. Rosenwald & G.  
Ochberg (Eds). Storied Lives: The Cultural Politics of SelfUnderstanding (21-42). New Haven,  
CT: Yale University Press.  

Samaras, A.P.   (2010).  Explorations in using arts-based self study methods.  International Journal of  
Qualitative Studies in Education, 23(6), 719-736.  

  
  


	Abstract
	Theoretical Perspectives
	Methodology
	Findings
	Conclusion
	References


