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As a college-level art history instructor, I often feel frustrated by the limitations im-
posed by the conventional slide lecture in a darkened room. This format can render ma-
terial remote and dull, a sentiment that student feedback repeatedly confirms. One stu-
dent evaluation requesting “more hands-on projects [related] to the … class” captures 
a broader desire for active participation. At the same time, I have become increasing-
ly compelled to more deliberately use resources on campus, especially the university li-
brary and its archival collections. These goals were only fully realized when I encountered 
a pedagogical model that treated the archive as a dynamic site for teaching art history.  
	 This happened in summer 2022, when I attended Engaging Latinx Art: Methodological 
and Pedagogical Approaches, a National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) Institute for 
Higher Education Faculty. Held at the University of Houston and the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston (MFAH), this two-week institute brought together 25 educators and graduate students 
in fields such as art history and Latin American studies who shared a commitment to teaching 
Latinx art.1 Participants worked with leading scholars, curators, and archivists of Latinx and 
Latin American art, visited major art collections and archives, and learned various approaches to 
teaching Latinx art from specialists in these fields. The institute offered invaluable insight into 
the complexity of Latinx art and its pedagogical possibilities. It fostered a nuanced understand-
ing of how Latinx art can be taught, particularly by modeling dialogic, hands-on approaches in 
museum and archival settings. It also promoted more inclusive conceptions of Latinx art that 
position it as integral, rather than peripheral, to both Latin American and U.S. art histories.2 
	 This essay has two primary aims: first, to review some sessions I attended at the NEH 
Institute, and second, to discuss an assignment I developed in response to what I learned there. 
Two of the institute’s workshops proved especially influential: one workshop about Teaching 
Latinx Printmaking, and a presentation about the Documents of Latin American and Latino 
Art Project. Both highlighted the pedagogical potential of using graphic arts and archives for 
teaching Latinx art histories, prompting me to design a new assignment in Spring 2023 for 
my undergraduate course Contemporary Art of Latin America, which includes modules on 
Latinx, Chicanx, and Borderlands art.3 My inclusion of Latinx art in a course on contemporary 
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Latin American art reflects current scholarly debates that call for integrating U.S.-based Latinx 
art into Latin American art histories, rather than treating it as a separate, peripheral category. 
The assignment that I developed centered on a Chicano poster collection housed in the Special 
Collections of my home institution, San Diego State University (SDSU), a Hispanic-serving 
university near the U.S.–Mexico border where many of my students identify as Latinx.
	 In what follows, I outline the development of my course assignment, from my initial 
experiences in the NEH Institute to the implementation of the new assignment in my own 
classroom. I also explore the pedagogical strategies behind my assignment, its execution, and 
the impact it had on my students. Finally, I demonstrate how integrating different kinds of 
experiential learning and archival materials into the classroom not only enhances student un-
derstanding of Latinx art but also help to reframe art historical pedagogy as a space for enabling 
students to develop information literacy, strengthen their archival research skills, and make 
meaningful, real-world contributions to the field.4 This work is especially urgent in the current 
political climate, as recent federal actions—including NEH grant cancellations, staff cuts, and 
proposals to eliminate the agency altogether—threaten to dismantle the infrastructure sup-
porting innovative humanities teaching and require our sustained collective resistance. More-
over, experiential learning remains underutilized in art history, a field still largely structured 
around slide-based lectures. For this reason, my experience at the institute and the resulting 
assignment I developed help to expand the discipline’s pedagogical scope.

The NEH Institute
Engaging Latinx Art was designed to provide higher education faculty with the tools to better 
integrate Latinx art into their teaching. The institute’s focus extended beyond content knowl-
edge to the pedagogical methods we bring to the classroom, with the aim of developing strat-
egies for teaching Latinx art in ways that are engaging, critical, and attentive to the lived 
experiences of Latinx communities. Although the institute offered substantial art historical 
and theoretical insight, it also underscored the value of hands-on interaction with artworks, 
through close-looking exercises in museums and direct work with primary sources.
	 One of the most impactful moments at the institute came from a workshop on Teach-
ing Latinx Printmaking, led by Dr. Tatiana Reinoza, Associate Professor of Art History at the 
University of Notre Dame. At her institution, Dr. Reinoza teaches a seminar called Latinx Art 
and Activism, which focuses on the power of graphic art in Latinx political movements. Dr. 
Reinoza’s workshop about her teaching was a revelation for me because it centered on a medi-
um that is often underexplored in art history: graphic art.5 Dr. Reinozo’s approach revalorizes 
material culture long central to Latinx and Latin American cultures, yet historically marginal-
ized within Eurocentric definitions of fine art.6

	 Graphic art has been foundational to numerous Latinx movements, most notably the 
Chicano Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, where posters and prints emerged as tools of 
political communication.7 By their very nature, posters functioned as public, accessible mes-
sages designed to reach wide audiences, and their affordability, portability, and visual immedi-
acy made them especially effective for mobilizing support. Artists of the Chicano Movement 
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also turned to printmaking to articulate demands for cultural affirmation, labor rights, and 
improved education, developing distinctive aesthetic strategies synthesizing a wide range of 
influences, from Pop art and comics to political print traditions from Mexico and Cuba. This 
resulted in a visual language that was deeply rooted in both cultural heritage and liberation 
politics.8

	 Dr. Reinoza explained that her seminar Latinx Art and Activism is structured around 
the premise that graphic arts, including posters, zines, and broadsides, function as potent tools 
of visual communication in activist contexts. She emphasized that such materials shape public 
identities and circulate widely in marginalized communities, making them especially resonant 
for many Latinx students. Her pedagogy trains students to analyze graphic art through direct 
engagement with primary sources. Working with objects in her university’s Latinx graphic art 
collection, students examine typographic and layout decisions, narrative strategies, messaging, 
and the physical condition of each piece. From these observations, they develop interpretations 
grounded in the works’ material properties and historical contexts, including their original cir-
culation, intended sites of display, and publics. The process requires sustained looking, careful 
object handling, and targeted archival or library research. Treating graphic arts as objects that 
warrant close looking and sustained care expands the art historical canon and affirms visual 
traditions that may carry particular significance for Latinx students.
	 In her institute workshop, Dr. Reinoza guided us through a close-looking exercise using 
materials from the MFAH collection. Working in the museum’s Tucker Photography Study 
Center, which was equipped with display shelves and study tables, we handled and examined a 
range of Latinx graphic art objects, including political posters, zines, calendars, limited-edition 
prints, and other forms of paper ephemera. The experience was especially generative because 
it required us to approach these materials simultaneously as aesthetic objects and as historical 
documents, artifacts registering the struggles, aspirations, and identities of Latinx commu-
nities, including posters about the Chicano farmworkers’ movement of the 1970s and zines 
about queer Chicanx subcultures in 1980s Los Angeles (see figs. 1–2).
	 In addition to Dr. Reinoza’s workshop, another key moment of the institute was Dr. 
Donato’s presentation on the MFAH’s Documents of Latin American and Latino Art Project, 
which she helps oversee as the Research and Publications Senior Specialist at the International 
Center for the Arts of the Americas (ICAA) of the MFAH. She introduced the digital reposi-
tory developed at the ICAA, which offers online access to an extensive range of primary source 
materials related to Latin American and Latino art.9 This digital access initiative includes ex-
hibition catalogues, artist statements, critical essays, and other digitized primary source docu-
ments that illuminate the histories and development of Latinx and Latin American art. Each 
entry features a digital reproduction of the original document accompanied by detailed synop-
ses and annotations prepared by researchers.
	 What struck me most in Dr. Donato’s presentation on the Documents Project was what 
she termed its “post-custodial model.” Rather than consolidating materials in a single physical 
repository, the project digitizes documents that remain in the institutions or private collections 
where they originate. The Documents Project makes these items more widely accessible and 
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Figure 1. Royal Chicano Air Force, “Benefit for Farmworkers Union, Solidarity survival fair : Sat. Oct. 22, noon 
- 7 pm, St. Josephs Church, 1640 Addison Berkeley,” Photograph courtesy of the Hirsch Library, Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston.

Figure 2. A.S.C.O., “Chicano Chic,” in Egozine, no. 2 (1977). Photograph courtesy of the Hirsch Library, Mu-
seum of Fine Arts, Houston.
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enhances their usability through detailed synopses and annotations available on its website. 
This approach preserves historically significant materials while broadening access to them, 
effectively democratizing primary-source research.

The Assignment
Building on insights from Dr. Reinoza’s workshop and Dr. Donato’s presentation, I began de-
veloping a new assignment for my Contemporary Art of Latin America course. A key strength 
of Dr. Reinoza’s approach was her use of the print study room, which enabled students to 
handle and analyze physical prints firsthand. This encouraged me to consider how similar 
object-based methods might shape my own teaching. Similarly, Dr. Donato’s presentation 
prompted me to consider how I might adapt the Documents Project’s emphasis on description 
and annotation into a course assignment that would have students produce similar types of 
texts for SDSU’s Special Collections website.
	 An initial search of SDSU’s library catalogue led me to the Carmen Sandoval Fernandez 
Poster Collection, a group of 62 posters, broadsides, and advertisements from 1974 to 1983 
documenting the Chicano Movement in San Diego.10 Assembled by SDSU alumna Carmen 
Sandoval Fernandez during her involvement in local activism in the 1970s–80s, the collection 
records both national struggles and the work of San Diego–based organizations such as the 
Chicano Federation of San Diego County, the Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán, 
and the Committee on Chicano Rights.11 With this resource in mind, I began exploring ways 
to adapt the Engaging Latinx Art institute’s emphasis on hands-on, archival engagement to 
offer students both concrete archival research skills and a meaningful experiential learning 
component that combined aspects of both object-based and community-engaged learning. 
Object-based learning centers on active, student-driven engagement with material objects, 
such as artworks or archival documents, in museum or archive settings, while community-en-
gaged learning extends beyond the classroom, enabling students to apply course knowledge 
and skills in real-world contexts.12

	 Early in the semester, I had invited Dr. Donato to speak to the class about the Docu-
ments Project, introducing students to its digital repository and to the annotation and synopsis 
methods used to catalogue its materials. According to the ICAA’s conventions, a synopsis offers 
a concise summary of the poster’s content, themes, and main arguments, while the annotation 
provides a more interpretive account that situates the work in its historical context, identifies 
its significance, and discusses relevant figures, events, or movements.13 Drawing on this model, 
I designed an assignment that required each student to produce a detailed description, synop-
sis, and annotation of a single poster from SDSU’s Chicano poster collection.14

	 To start, I had students explore SDSU’s Special Collections website, which offers dig-
itized images and brief descriptions of the posters. I then asked them to pick a few favorites 
and to submit a ranked list of three preferred works. Using these lists and taking into account 
poster availability and the need to avoid assigning two students the same poster, I selected one 
poster for each student and arranged for them to be retrieved for on-site study in the Special 
Collections reading room. The chosen posters spanned a broad range of Chicano Movement 
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activity in San Diego, from campus organizations and cultural events to community activism, 
protests, boycotts, and strikes.
	 An on-campus “field trip” to the Special Collections formed the core of the assign-
ment. With guidance from SDSU’s Assistant Head of Special Collections, archivist Amanda 
Lanthorne, students were introduced to archival stewardship and proper handling protocols. 
Seated at viewing tables with their assigned posters laid out before them, they conducted 
firsthand examinations: measuring dimensions with provided rulers, inspecting recto and ver-
so with magnifying glasses, and documenting evidence of wear, tear, fading, and damage on 
worksheets I provided to them (see Appendix A). 
	 The worksheets posed several guided observation questions. First, students were in-
structed to identify the document type (manifesto, broadside, political or protest poster, infor-
mational or educational material, advertisement, or another format), and to record the creator 
and date, when known. Next, they were directed to produce a visual description (noting sub-
ject matter, style, color, composition, medium, visible text, typeface, and translations of any 
Spanish wording). They were subsequently invited to analyze the mood or emotional tone and 
explain how it was conveyed, as well as to assess the object’s condition, noting stains, tears, 
fading, or other damage. After this, they were prompted to document technical details (such 
as size, paper type or weight, finish, signatures, and other distinguishing features). Finally, 
they were tasked with composing a synopsis outlining the poster’s central purpose, arguments, 
themes, and point of view, and preparing annotation notes identifying elements requiring con-
textualization. Students were also encouraged to take photographs to further document their 
poster.
	 This exercise exemplifies object-based learning, a pedagogical approach employed in 
some museums, including at the MFAH, where the NEH institute was held.15 This approach 
emphasizes close looking and sensory inquiry, through which, as its proponents argue, “deep-
er cognitive engagement can be brought about.”16 The assignment also directly advanced my 
course’s goals of developing visual analysis and primary source research skills by requiring stu-
dents to closely examine, document, and interpret an archival object. In doing so, it supported 
key course learning outcomes, particularly the development of visual literacy, the ability to 
evaluate archival resources, and the capacity to situate works within their broader sociopolitical 
and historical contexts.
	 After the on-site visit, students developed their texts—one to two paragraphs each for 
the description, synopsis, and annotation—modeled on the format used by the Documents 
of Latin American and Latino Art Project. Once their drafts were completed, they submitted 
their texts to Lanthorne and me for review. We provided feedback to ensure clarity and accura-
cy, and students revised their texts before they were uploaded to the SDSU Special Collections 
website. This process made their research publicly accessible and significantly enhanced the 
metadata available on the site. Whereas the collections website had previously offered only 
brief descriptions, the students’ contributions provided more detailed and comprehensive in-
formation that enriched the descriptive record.
	 One example of student work is Yaritza Cristina Cuevas Larin’s entry on the poster La 
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gran historia de mi raza: América (The Great History of my Race: America).17 Her contribution 
offers a description, a synopsis of its content, and an annotation that interprets its iconography 
while situating it within broader Mexican historical narratives and the Chicano Movement 
(figs. 3–4). This example typifies the level of engagement students achieved through direct, 
object-based research in the archive.18

	 Unlike my prior discussions of Chicano posters, which were limited to slide lectures, 
this exercise allowed students to choose and work directly with a single physical object. Physi-
cally handling the posters themselves encouraged sustained close looking and yielded observa-
tions far more detailed than those typically generated in lecture-based settings. The format also 
fostered dialogue among students and facilitated questions directed to both to me and the spe-
cial collections archivist, creating a more collaborative interpretive environment. Student en-
gagement was markedly higher: they remained attentive, animated, and in active conversation 
throughout. As objects intended for circulation and use, the posters were encountered here in 
a manner closer to their original conditions of reception, reinforcing both their materiality and 
their social function.
	 Student course evaluations also testified to the effectiveness of this approach. The feed-
back was overwhelmingly positive and consistently highlighted the hands-on components 

of the course, such as field trips and 
hands-on activities.19 One student re-
marked, “As a graphic designer, I like 
to understand my community … the 
class became a sort of collaborat[ive] 
effort, which is much more captivat-
ing than simply looking at hundreds 
of slides … We actually looked at the 
art in person and this helped me get a 
better understanding of the different 
art movements we covered.” Another 
noted that “personal interactions with 
[the] art studied in class … made [the] 
class fun and exciting.” Several stu-
dents also verbally expressed enthusi-
asm about having their texts published 
on the library’s website. The only con-
structive criticism was an evaluation 

Figure 3. Yaritza Cuevas Larín, Descrip-
tion of La gran historia de mi raza: Améri-
ca, from the Carmen Sandoval Fernandez 
Poster Collection (MS-0428), Finding Aid 
Database, Special Collections & Univer-
sity Archives, San Diego State University 
Library.
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comment suggesting that I make the 
archival assignment the central project 
of the semester. Because students had 
only a few sessions to work on it, fu-
ture iterations could expand it across 
more weeks to build in additional 
scaffolding and dedicated class time.20 
	 Recent scholarship on teaching and 
learning helps contextualize these out-
comes. Beyond the benefits associated 
with object-based learning, discussed 
above, this assignment may also be 
understood as a form of communi-
ty-engaged learning, or education 
outside the classroom that enables 
students to apply course content and 
skills in real-world contexts.21 Pedago-
gy researchers Rachel Guanlao et al. 
argue that community-engaged learn-
ing contributes to positive student 
outcomes, especially for more diverse 
student populations.22 Similarly, li-

brarians Carly Dearborn and Michael Flierl describe the archive as a humanities “laboratory,” 
where students can develop autonomy and competence through structured, hands-on inqui-
ry.23

	 This scholarship offers a useful framework for understanding why the archival assign-
ment resonated with students: by closely observing the posters and producing texts for the 
library’s website, students engaged in experiential, object-based and community-based learning 
that directly supported archival needs. Their investigative work with the posters exemplified 
laboratory-style learning central to archival pedagogy. Taken together, the quality of the stu-
dents’ written contributions and their evaluations point toward demonstrable gains in learn-
ing. High final course grades for students enrolled in the course may further suggest that the 
inclusion of this and other experiential activities in the course contributed to improved learn-
ing outcomes.24

Yaritza Cuevas Larín, Synopsis and Anno-
tation of La gran historia de mi raza: Améri-
ca, from the Carmen Sandoval Fernandez 
Poster Collection (MS-0428), Finding Aid 
Database, Special Collections & University 
Archives, San Diego State University Li-
brary.
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	 In the end, the assignment underscored the value of reshaping art historical pedagogy 
through direct engagement with primary sources and forms of visual culture that speak closely 
to students’ lived experiences. Working with physical posters demanded material and inves-
tigative attention and care that strengthened students’ archival literacy and deepened their 
understanding of art forms historically excluded from Eurocentric fine art canons. At a His-
panic-serving institution like SDSU, centering Chicano graphic art expanded the canon in 
ways that affirmed Latinx cultural histories and made the study of contemporary art more 
relevant and resonant for students. By uniting hands-on object study, on-site archival work, 
and public-facing research, the project demonstrated how experiential learning can transform 
the classroom into a space where students not only analyze artworks but also participate in 
preserving and interpreting the histories that matter most to them.
	



26    |    ART HISTORY PEDAGOGY & PRACTICE     VOL 9, NO. 1 (SUMMER 2026)

Appendix A: Contemporary Art of Latin America Special Collections Activity Worksheet

Name:__________________________________________________________________

Archival Document Title: __________________________________________________

Manuscript Number: ______________________________________________________

What kind of document is this? (Is it a manifesto, a broadside - announcing an event or a 
proclamation, a political/protest poster, an informational/education poster, an ad, etc.?)

Who created the document and when (if known)?

Visual Description (What does it depict? What is the style? Colors? Black and White? Com-
position? Is it hand drawn? Painted? Photography? Collage? What words appear on it? What 
kind of typeface do they use? If they are in Spanish, what do they translate to?)

What is the mood/s or emotion/s conveyed by your document? (Why? How?)

Condition Description (Is it in good condition? Damaged? Is it stained or torn? Have the 
colors faded? Provide details)

Other Information (Size/Dimensions? Type of Paper or Paper Weight? Glossy/Matt? Signed? 
Other noticeable details?)

Synopsis Information (What is the overall point of the document? What are the primary ar-
guments or themes expressed in the document? What is its point of view?)

Annotation Information (What are some elements of the image or document that need to 
be historicized, explained, or contextualized? Are there key symbols that need to be decoded? 
Are there any figures depicted? Who? What political movement or group does it identify? 
What names, places/sites, events, groups, or cultural references are mentioned that could be 
explained? Who is the artist/designer or creator of the poster, if known?

What sources can you use for further research about your document?
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