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Abstract

Inked Narratives:
Braiding the Testimonios of Tattooed Latina Educators in A Bronx Middle School

Christine Feliciano-Barrett

"Inked Narratives: Braiding the Testimonios of Latina Educators in A Bronx Middle
School" studies the identities of four Latina educators and the perceptions their students hold of
them, particularly about the educators' tattoo art. Rooted in narrative inquiry and framed by
Black and Latina feminisms as well as embodiment theory and pedagogy, this study
emphasizes how tattoo art serves as a medium through which these educators express their
identities and lived experiences. By bringing to the surface the testimonios of three Latina
educators alongside my narratives as a participant-researcher, this study reveals the
connections between self-representation, student perceptions, and the broader cultural
narratives surrounding body art within a Bronx middle school of nearly 100% Black and Brown
children. The braiding of our testimonios conveys the literacies of the body, sharing stories of
self-love, acceptance, belonging, resistance, and healing while also highlighting the ways
students interpret and respond to their teachers' body art and the stories behind the tattoos.
This narrative approach highlights the significance of personal storying in fostering
understanding and connection within the classroom, as tattoos reveal parts of our identities that
are often concealed, transforming our lives into an open book for all to read.

Keywords: Latina educators, body art, tattoo art, festimonios, narrative inquiry, embodiment
theory, Black and Latina Feminisms, identity, student perceptions, self-love, acceptance,
belonging, resistance, literacy of the body art, braiding of stories.
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Preface: Our Bodies Tell Our Stories

We Are the Stories We Tell (Walker,1990). This anthology of short stories by female
writers assigned in my first-year composition course in 1995 is ingrained in my memory because
of one story that still speaks to me: Alice Walker’s “Beauty: When the Other Dancer Is the Self,”
the autobiographical narrative about how growing up with a physical scar above her eye
impacted Walker's sense of self from the age of 7 through her adult years. The “blob” that
formed in the weeks following being shot by a BB gun at the hands of two of her brothers drew
unwanted attention from those around her; in addition to losing her sight in her right eye,
Walker, the once precocious girl who relished the reactions she received for being the “pretty
one,” withdrew into an isolated state so severe that she completely stopped looking up at
people.

| was drawn to this story from the moment | read it. As Walker fixated on “the blob”—a
mass of scar tissue she found so repulsive that she cursed at it nightly while praying not for
sight but for beauty, I, too, obsessed over the one thing that caused immense insecurity and
shame: my weight. My once slim and delicate frame as a Latina girl from Brooklyn who was
always too tall for her age began to change during the middle school years as | started to put on
weight. The changes in my body shape became the constant subject of unwanted attention and
even more unnecessary comments from people. Although it is the topic | never wanted to talk
about, it seemed that everyone—family, close friends, teachers, and church leaders—felt the
need to point out the obvious “for my own good”: | was fat, and fat was not pretty.

After a brief year of successfully losing weight during my senior year of high school, |
finished my first year of college having gained over 40 pounds instead of the standard
“freshman 15.” Every year that followed, | continued to struggle with weight gain that, like

Walker, began to impact my sense of self and worth. Constantly forced to listen to unsolicited
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comments like “You have a really pretty face, but men won'’t consider dating you if you don’t do

something about your weight,” “Look at how thin all your cousins are!” and “You’re so pretty,
but...” created a self-hatred that transformed into a toxic obsession. Despite many
accomplishments like being the first in my family to earn a college degree from a prestigious
private university, my weight became the only thing people fixated on. Just as Walker feared the
stares, the gossip, and the inevitable unwanted questions about her scar, | too feared that every
person on this planet felt the urge to point out the obvious: Christine, you’re fat. While Alice
cursed at “the blob” above her eye and prayed for beauty, | found myself drifting off to sleep
after crying fits and unanswered prayers to wake up in some other woman’s thinner body.

I was 23 and had just finished my first year of teaching English at an urban NYC high
school whose behemoth building literally crossed the border between Brooklyn and Queens
when | reached a breaking point. On a stifling July afternoon, | made an impulsive decision that
forever altered how others perceived me. Always the “good girl” who still abided by my parents’
rules which included attending church on Sundays and a strict 10 p.m. curfew, | got my first
tattoo while visiting my brother in Pennsylvania, knowing full well that doing so would infuriate
my family. That tattoo, | hoped, would give people something else to focus on other than my
weight. | share more about my first tattoo experience in Chapter 2.

From that moment on, | have controlled the narrative of my own life by shifting attention
away from my body, which has experienced moments of extreme weight gain and weight loss,
by forcing my tattoos to be the first thing people noticed about my physical appearance. Feeling
completely unseen and unheard, | turned to the tattoo machine as a source of therapy and
healing. In doing so, the stories of my journey from who | was to who | aspired to be are now
visible for all to see—they are shared through the literacies of the tattoos that adorn my skin.

At the end of her autobiographical story, Walker is dancing with all the versions of
herself, tears of joy rolling down her face, having, if only in that moment, made peace with the

bluish scar her toddler daughter referred to lovingly as “the world” just before drifting to sleep.
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Although there are days when | wake up feeling incredibly self-conscious about my body, | also
have made peace with my weight, only now to witness my daughters suffer from the taunting
and constant judgment that plagued my childhood.

Generational curses are passed down like stories in my family. As | recently comforted
my 11-year-old daughter as she sobbed in my arms after a trip to Target ended with her not
being able to fit in a pair of pants she really liked, | looked down and saw that first tattoo | got
etched into my skin 21 years ago—a blonde-haired fairy holding a sunflower. | was instantly
brought back to the nights | lay in bed crying when | was my daughter’s age. What was the one
thing | had wanted from my mom when | was 11?

It was that moment when | knew what to do. | cupped my hands around my daughter’s
face, her tears now flowing through my fingers, and | whispered, “Emma, you are so beautiful!”
| kissed her forehead and held her shaking body; as we embraced, | felt Emma begin to breathe
a little more deeply, hugging me tightly, until she fell asleep in my arms.

We are the stories we tell. For me, my stories are hidden skin-deep in every tattoo that
adorns my body. They are the stories that | know can one day break generational curses and

offer encouragement to those who have been led to believe they will never be good enough.



Chapter 1: Introduction—Our Bodies, Our Choice

As | approached the completion of my undergraduate degree in teacher education at
New York University in the spring of 1999, one lecture from a seasoned professor stuck with
me. She had gathered us—aspiring teachers nearing the end of our student-teaching
journeys—to offer words of wisdom and encouragement as we prepared to step into the
profession full-time. But instead of the empowering send-off we expected, she gave us a piece
of advice that fell flat in a room filled mostly with young women.

“To make a strong first impression on your students and colleagues,” she advised, “you
all must show up on day one in a dress or skirt, stockings, and heels.”

The silence that followed was brief but loaded. Then, from across the room, my friend
Samantha—a proud, queer woman who lived in her joggers and Nike Airs—shouted, “Like hell |
will”” The room erupted. Voices rose in protest with someone exclaiming, “What the fuck is this,
the 1950s?” The air crackled with defiance as more than a dozen young women pushed back at
the professor, making it clear that we had no intention of stepping into outdated expectations
along with our new roles as educators.

Instead of reading the room and allowing us the space to talk about how her statement
was not sitting right with many, this professor doubled down her stance and explained the
importance of first impressions. “Once you lose this opportunity, you will never get another
chance. Why risk losing your students’ respect on day one?” She also defended her stance by
stating her belief that the young men in the room—there were a few—should show up on their
first day wearing a long-sleeved pressed button-down shirt and tie.

Having not worn stockings since my mid-teens and having never mastered the art of
walking in heels without face-planting, | silently questioned how this was even a discussion. It

was 1999, for fuck’s sake. However, | remained silent while | witnessed several of the other
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young women continue to argue, their bravery making my inability to speak fill me with pride and
shame. | wanted to be outspoken like Sam, but my body would not permit my voice to utter a
single word. Besides, there was no need for me to say anything, my mind whispered to justify
the silence. The others were doing just fine without me.

| do not remember what | wore to work my very first day in the classroom; | was too
concerned about all the other fears, questions, and my ongoing battle with imposter syndrome
to recall my first-day outfit, but | do know that | did not wear a skirt, stockings, or heels. | most
likely showed up in something like dress pants, sensible (i.e., plain) loafers, and a blazer. It was
not long before | realized that many of the teachers at this first school | taught for the NYC
Board of Education (now, New York City Public Schools) barely dressed up at all; most came to
school wearing jeans, some wore track/sweatsuits, while a small handful dressed in what would
now be described as business casual.

During one of the first union meetings | attended as a new teacher, our chapter chair
reminded us that “teachers in NYC have no dress code.” Having received the official blessing of
our union representative, it did not take long before | ditched the business pants and blazers for
jeans and hoodies, the unofficial dress code for most of the staff at this school.

| can only recall two instances when teachers at this school were called out for their
attire—both female. The first was a history teacher who was summoned to the assistant
principal’s office over her choice of leggings. The AP dramatically claimed, “The students can
see your vagina,” a blatant exaggeration of the petite teacher’s ouffit that left her both mortified
and furious. The second was a fellow English teacher who, on Halloween, wore a short Star
Trek dress as part of her costume. Instead of being sent home, she was ordered by our English
AP to remain in her yearbook office all day—effectively quarantined. Since Halloween was a
notoriously low-attendance day, the AP wanted to limit student interactions with this teacher.

Despite the embarrassment and scrutiny, neither woman was formally disciplined nor required



to change. However, the history teacher later filed a grievance against the AP and the school for
sexual harassment.

Meanwhile, male teachers at the school never faced similar reprimands, no matter how
unconventional their outfits. Take, for example, the performing arts teacher, known to everyone
as “Snake”—a nickname earned not just for his personality but for his signature wardrobe:
snakeskin-heeled boots, tight leather pants, and a snakeskin-patterned blazer that made him
look more like Tiger King than a high school educator. Yet, despite his flamboyant attire, not
once was he called into an office, asked to tone it down, or told that his clothing was a
distraction. The double standard was impossible to ignore: Women’s bodies were policed under
the guise of professionalism, while men could dress as outrageously as they pleased without

consequence.
1.1 The Policing of Women’s Bodies Is Nothing New

We are reminded nearly every day that, as women, our bodies are never fully our own.
After Donald Trump won the 2024 Presidential election, white nationalist Nick Fuentes jumped
onto X to broadcast with his full chest the phrase that has become the battle cry of misogynoir:
“Your body, my choice” (Kitanaka, n.d.). This vulgar phrase, first posted by Fuentes in response
to the SCOTUS decision to overturn Roe v. Wade, received nearly 60 million views. Kitanaka
added that Fuentes’s shameless declaration was quickly followed by an alarming increase for
repealing the 19th Amendment by 63%, compared to the week before the 2024 election.

After giving birth to my youngest daughter in 2014, | made the decision to have a
procedure done to prevent further pregnancy. This new procedure involved surgically inserting
small coils into the fallopian tubes, thus preventing ovulation from occurring every month. A few
weeks after the procedure, | experienced complications that required additional surgery where
both tubes had to be removed. Both procedures are clearly documented in my medical records:

I am no longer able to get pregnant. Yet | am still subjected to mandated pregnancy tests before



any type of simple medical procedure like x-rays, CT scans, and MRIs. When | remind the
nurses and technicians that being subjected to such tests are unnecessary, | am either ignored
or told that it is “standard procedure.” The situation still has not changed now that | have
reached menopause, and it is infuriating.

1.1.1 The Policing of Teachers’ Bodies

As educators, the female body has been subjected to rules and expectations that never
applied to their male counterparts. In her blog, The Dreamstess (2016) listed how female
teachers were expected to abide by a code rooted in Biblical teachings, societal expectations,
and social norms that not only threatened the teacher’s job if broken but also jeopardized their
entire reputation, leaving women labeled as unmarriable. Such rules included remaining single,
not “keeping company” with men, following a strict curfew, and limiting where a woman can
travel or be seen in public unaccompanied by a chaperone. Some rules even dictated what
colors a woman could wear. Female teachers were also forbidden from coloring their hair.

The so-called 1915 Rules for Teachers have been widely circulated and frequently
attributed to a Sacramento teachers’ contract as well as to an unspecified 1915 magazine.
However, the origins of these rules remain unclear. According to Snopes, a fact-checking
website, a similar list from 1872 has been exhibited in numerous museums across North
America over the past 50 years, with each institution asserting that the document originated
from their own county or school district. This pattern suggested that such lists—while reflective
of historical attitudes toward teachers, particularly women—may not be tied to any one authentic
source. Instead, they appear to be examples of how historical restrictions on educators have
been romanticized or exaggerated over time. Whether the 1915 Rules for Teachers were ever
formally enforced or merely serve as a reconstructed artifact of early 20th-century social norms
remains uncertain.

The policing of female teachers’ bodies has long been tied to societal expectations

of respectability, professionalism, and control, often reinforcing gendered and racialized
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stereotypes (Weaver-Hightower, 2011). For Latina teachers in the United States, this scrutiny is
compounded by stereotypes that frame them as either hypersexualized or maternal figures,
leaving little room for self-expression beyond these limiting narratives (Garcia, 2017). Their
bodies—whether through dress, language, or personal choices like tattoos—are often judged
against American standards of professionalism, forcing them to navigate the tension between
cultural authenticity and institutional expectations (Flores, 2011). This reflected what Crenshaw
(1991) identified as intersectionality, where race, gender, and profession intersect to create
unique forms of oppression. Latina teachers experience this policing as part of the broader
societal regulation of Latina identity, where expressions of individuality, strength, and autonomy
are often met with suspicion or deemed unprofessional within predominantly white educational
spaces (Urrieta, 2009).

Latina educators who make to the choice to express themselves by embracing tattoo
culture exemplify the intersection of racialized and gendered expectations within the teaching
profession. Tattoos, often seen as markers of nonconformity, vulnerability, and willingness to
honor one’s lived experiences, challenge the sometimes-rigid standards of professionalism that
have historically been shaped by white, middle-class norms (Gutiérrez y Muhs, 2012). For
Latina educators whose identities are already scrutinized through the dual lenses of racialized
caretaking and hyper-sexualization, visible tattoos can further intensify perceptions of deviance
or inappropriateness, reinforcing stereotypes that position them as unfit role models (Garcia,
2017). This reflects broader patterns of surveillance over women'’s bodies in professional
spaces where Latina educators must constantly push back and negotiate their authenticity
against institutional demands for assimilation (Flores, 2011). For some, their tattoos become
sites of control rather than are seen as personal or cultural expressions, illustrating the ways in
which the continued policing of women’s bodies serves as a mechanism for maintaining

authoritative power structures within education.



1.2 Statement of the Problem

In “The Skin We Ink,” Kirkland (2009) stated that the bodies of people of color have been
the constant subject of struggle and conflict (p. 389). Latina educators in the United States are
often subjected to hypersexualized stereotypes that stem from long-standing racial and
gendered constructions of Latina identity in mainstream media and society. The “spicey Latina”
trope, which portrays Latinas as sexually aggressive, exotic, and overly emotional, flows
through professional spaces, including education, where Latina educators must constantly
navigate perceptions of their bodies and even their demeanor (Mendible, 2007). This hyper
sexualization is not just a cultural stereotype but also has professional implications, as Latina
teachers often face scrutiny regarding their dress, body language, and interactions with students
and colleagues (Garcia, 2017). Tied to respectability politics, Latina educators are pressured to
conform to white American standards of professionalism to counteract assumptions of
promiscuity or unprofessionalism (Flores, 2011), limiting self-expression, creating additional
emotional labor, and reinforcing structural inequalities that marginalize
Latina educators within predominantly white school systems (Urrieta, 2009).

Choosing to get tattooed inherently means accepting that one’s body will become a
topic of discussion, as visible body modifications of any kind naturally draw attention and
prompt reactions from those who may perceive them as a challenge to dominant norms of
professionalism. However, Latina educators with tattoos find themselves at the intersection of
multiple layers of scrutiny as their bodies become sites of both personal expression and public
critique. As tattoos still challenge traditional expectations of professionalism in education, for
Latina educators, constant surveillance is intensified by societal stereotypes that frame them as
either hypersexualized or inherently unprofessional, forcing them to navigate questions and
judgments from colleagues, administrators, students, and even parents (Garcia, 2017). Their

tattooed bodies invite unsolicited commentary—ranging from curiosity to outright disapproval—



sometimes positioning them as subjects of discipline rather than authority figures in the
classroom. This criticism is rooted in a broader history of respectability politics that pressures
Latina women to embody an assimilationist’s view of conservative, “acceptable” forms of
femininity to gain legitimacy in professional spaces (Flores, 2011). Despite this, many Latina
teachers wear their tattoos with pride, using them as visual markers of identity, cultural heritage,
and resilience, reclaiming their bodies as spaces of self-definition rather than objects of societal
control (Anzaldua, 2007).

At the middle school where | currently teach, | discovered an unexpected but powerful
bond with other Latina educators—a shared love for body art. With our tattoos and piercings
proudly displayed, we found more than just camaraderie; we found a sisterhood rooted in self-
expression and defiance. Each tattoo we wore told a story—of resilience, heritage, struggle, and
triumph—etched onto our skin as a declaration of who we are beyond society’s expectations. In
a world that often tries to fit us into narrow molds of professionalism and beauty, our ink became
an act of resistance, a way to reclaim our bodies and our narratives. Through this shared
passion, we built a space where we could freely express our joys, challenges, and identities,
proving that Latina educators can be both role models and unapologetically us.

1.3 Overview of Study

Imagine delving into a realm where tattoos become conduits of empowerment and self-
expression, challenging societal norms and defying stereotypes. Picture me, a seasoned
secondary ELA teacher and adjunct professor, daring to explore the intricate world of tattoos for
her dissertation. My own body art, a source of both fascination and dis-ease for many, serves as
a catalyst for discussion and reflection. In a society quick to judge, my tattoos spark debates on
professionalism, hyper sexualization, and self-expression, pushing boundaries and redefining

perceptions as a Latina English teacher in New York City.
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Inspired by Kirkland’s (2009) “The Skin We Ink,” | am on a mission to reveal the joy, the
cultural awareness, the challenges, the triumphs, and the beauty of the literacies etched onto
the skin of Latina educators. These inked narratives are evocative and as unique as the
individuals who adorn their bodies with images, symbols, patterns, and words. Whether the
story is elaborate or even considered significant, each tattoo tells a part of the individual’s lived
experiences that hold the power to counter master narratives and transform spaces where these
stories are shared into places of healing, acceptance, and belonging.

Kirkland (2009) stated that “by denying literacy, one also denies a person’s humanity”

(p- 378). In this study, | explored the question, How do Latina educators use the stories
conveyed through their tattoos to construct and communicate their identities, and how do these
embodied expressions shape the perceptions of students in educational spaces? Delving into
the legitimate literacies behind “the skin we ink,” four Latina educators shared the visual
testaments, the memories, and the lived experiences, both beautiful and traumatic, that some of
their most meaningful tattoos symbolize—all of which are alternate forms of literacy that goes
beyond mere words on a page.

In this study, | highlighted many of my own inked narratives; the stories behind a few
of my nearly three dozen tattoos are woven throughout each chapter and bring to light my
experiences with everything from acts of rebellion, addiction, recovery, mothering, love, and
liberation that share a deeply rooted side to my identity that | rarely share with others. This study
also captured the stories behind the tattoos of three Latina educators who all work at an urban
middle school in New York City attended by Black and Brown students. Through informal
interviews and candid conversations, | collected the narratives that lie skin-deep, transforming
my three participants’ most cherished tattoos into testimonios of self-love, strength, resilience,
and endurance during a time when being labeled as “Latina/o” has become political.

In using the tattoo culture among people of color, strength and resistance are braided

together in educational settings to create spaces of love, trust, and healing. In an educational
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landscape dominated by rigid curriculums and standardized assessments, these narratives
stand as beacons of empowerment, reminding us of the enduring power of personal stories in

shaping collective identity.
1.4 Significance of the Study

Through this study, | embarked on a transformative journey into the heart of urban ELA
classrooms, where marginalized voices often struggle to be heard amidst the looming threat of
book bans, censorship, scripted curriculums, and standardized tests that uphold dominant
master narratives. The significance of this research lies in its mission to amplify these silenced
voices, challenge power dynamics, and foster a culture of inclusivity and empowerment.

Through the stories of body art, | sought to humanize the educational experience,
bridging the gap between educators and students and creating a space where trust can
flourish—a trust that is integral to meaningful engagement and authentic learning. In schools
where conformity often reigns supreme and individuality is stifled, tattoos serve as a powerful
symbol of defiance and self-expression and opens doors to converse about one’s realities
through body art—symbols that goes beyond words (Kirkland, 2009). Within the context of a
rapidly changing educational landscape marked by shifting priorities and evolving pedagogical
approaches, this study offers an exploration of how personal narratives can reshape the very
fabric of teaching and learning, exposing the transformative potential of storytelling as a tool for
social change and collective empowerment.

My hope is that this study stands as a testament to the enduring power of personal
expression, self-love, and resistance in the face of adversity. Through the exploration of tattoo
culture in the classroom, | hope to redefine traditional notions of education, creating a space
where authenticity, diversity, and empathy reign supreme, paving the way for a more inclusive

and equitable learning environment for all.
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1.5 Theoretical Framework

The framework for my dissertation study intricately wove together Black and Latina
feminisms and embodiment theory/pedagogy, creating la frenza—a rich yet complex braid that
forms the very core of my research. | explored the literacies of the body as powerful narratives,
revealing how embodied knowledge and cultural identities intersect to challenge and transform
dominant discourses. This blending of theories highlighted the resilience and agency inherent
among Latina educators but also redefined how we understand and engage with body-centered
literacies that emerge from body art we embrace.

1.5.1 Black and Latina Feminisms

My interest in Black and Latina feminisms is deeply rooted in Latinidad, the shared
cultural identity and experiences of people of Latin American descent, which encompasses the
diversity of backgrounds, histories, and social contexts within this group (Stavans, 2003). This
foundation was complemented by Freire’s (2000) concept of conscientizacao, which referred to
developing critical awareness of one’s social, political, and economic realities, empowering
individuals to recognize and challenge oppressive structures in their lives and society. Black
feminist scholar bell hooks (2014) praised Freire’s work as “living water,” acknowledging its
transformative power while also critiquing its limitations, particularly regarding sexism (p. 50).
Despite these flaws, hooks considered Freire’s theories life-changing and frequently integrated
his liberation framework into her discussions of teaching.

Freire (2000) argued that education is central to liberation, making the classroom not just
a site for learning but a hub for transformation. This perspective urges educators to reject the
traditional “banking model” of education—where knowledge is merely deposited into students—
in favor of a dialogical approach that fosters critical engagement with the world and encourages
questioning of oppressive structures (p. 81). Freire insisted that true liberation in education

requires praxis, a continuous cycle of reflection and meaningful action, where both teachers and
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students cultivate critical consciousness to recognize how their roles can either reinforce or
dismantle oppressive systems. He emphasized that educators risk perpetuating inequality
without this awareness, as they condition students to accept rather than challenge systemic
injustices.

Building on Freire’s ideas, Black and Latina feminist scholars like hooks and Anzaldua
stressed the importance of intersectionality in education. They highlighted how race, gender,
and class shape learning experiences, asserting that critical consciousness must be relational,
deeply personal, and constantly evolving. Lorde (1984) emphasized the necessity of
acknowledging the intersections of identity, asserting that “there is no such thing as a single-
issue struggle because we do not live single-issue lives” (p. 138). This aligned with Collins’s
(2000) framework of intersectionality, which underscored how multiple forms of oppression
intersect and impact the lived experiences of Black women, making it essential to adopt a
holistic approach to education and activism.

Anzaldua’s (2007) borderland theory further enriched this dialogue by exploring the
experiences of Chicanos from South Texas, who navigate a hybrid identity that transcends rigid
cultural boundaries. This theory resonated with W.E.B. Du Bois’s (1903) concept of Double
Consciousness, which articulated the internal struggle faced by Black Americans as they
grapple with their dual identities.

Anzaldua expanded upon Du Bois’s framework, emphasizing that those in borderlands—
whether physical, cultural, or ideological—experience a unique form of identity fragmentation
that allows for the creation of new, transformative identities. She argued that this duality, rather
than being merely oppressive, can be a source of strength, enabling individuals to forge
identities that embrace hybridity. By connecting Du Bois’s Double Consciousness with
Anzaldua’s borderland theory, it becomes evident that identity is not fixed but fluid, shaped by

the intersections of history, power, and personal experience. Both scholars challenge the notion
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of a singular identity, emphasizing the radical potential that emerges from embracing the
complexities of existing between worlds.

Ida B. Wells’s (1892) work also underscored the importance of intersectionality, as she
highlighted the interconnectedness of race, gender, and class in her anti-lynching activism,
braiding how these factors collectively shape experiences of oppression. Similarly, Davis (1981)
advocated for the importance of understanding the intersections of race, class, and gender in
the fight for justice, asserting that true liberation requires a collective struggle against all forms
of oppression.

Anzaldua (2007) described the mestiza as a convergence point for multiple identities,
highlighting the transformative journey of critical consciousness that many individuals, especially
students of color, must undertake. This journey can be isolating, as societal resistance often
challenges the significance of such transformative processes. Anzaldua reflected on her
struggles with cultural and gender stereotypes within both Mexican and American communities,
underscoring the vital role that educators play in guiding students through their own
borderlands, helping them navigate the complexities of identity, and fostering resilience in
the face of oppression.

1.5.1.1 Nepantla: A Space of Transformation

Nepantla, a word of Aztec origin, describes a third space where transformation is
possible, a place of magic and potential (Cortez, 2001, p. 367). This concept is prevalent in
Chicana/Latina feminisms, like Anzaldua’s mestiza. Nepantla is a space of frustration,
discomfort, and learning that stems from the challenges women of color face in predominantly
white institutions (Prieto & Villenas, 2012, pp. 411-415). Nepantla is an unpredictable space
full of possibility where those on the peripheries of society can create their identities without
rejecting or assimilating into any one culture, race, or gender. This space fosters authentic care

as a force for social activism, connecting directly to Freire’s Conscientizagdo. In secondary

15



English classrooms, students of color can be invited to create their own Nepantla, using their
self-discovery as a conduit to share narratives of resistance and advocate for societal change.
1.5.1.2 Living in the Margins: Radical Openness and Resistance

bell hooks (2015) shared about living in the margins of society as her own third space
where radical possibility and resistance thrive. According to hooks, living in these societal
margins is more than a site of separation; it is a space of resistance and nourishment for one’s
capacity to resist (p. 150). This space, born of suffering and struggle, is crucial for the survival of
oppressed, exploited, and colonized people.

hooks (2015) distinguished between living in the center and living in the margins,
emphasizing the necessity of creating spaces within a dominant culture to survive with one’s
soul intact (p. 148). The margins are both sites of repression and resistance, where individuals
can discover their authentic selves and return to central spaces equipped to challenge
oppressive systems. By thriving in these third spaces, individuals can confront and transform
the repressive structures present in their own families and society at large.

As an expressive art form, tattoos capture the narratives of resistance championed by
feminist scholars like Anzaldda and hooks. In communities of color, each tattoo is a testament to
Latinidad’s complexity, critical consciousness, and the ongoing fight against dominant cultural
norms. Narratives of resistance emerge from body art that challenges societal expectations and
celebrates diverse identities. As such, tattoos not only tell personal stories but also weave a
collective narrative of empowerment and resistance which is at the heart of Black and Latina
feminisms.

Like Anzaldua and hooks, Kris Gutiérrez (2008), a scholar known for her work in the field
of critical literacy and education addressing educational inequalities and promoting social
justice, defined the third space as “a transformative space where the potential for an expanded

form of learning and the development of new knowledge are heightened” (p.152). By redefining
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both the “world as it is today” and the “world as it could be” (p. 158), the classroom becomes a
space where stories and counternarratives/narratives of resistance are formed.

Creating a more just and democratic educational system is complex. Gutiérrez’s work
emphasized the importance of creating more balanced learning environments that braid
students’ cultural and community knowledge with their academic knowledge. Gutiérrez argued
that traditional education often fails to recognize and value the cultural backgrounds and
everyday experiences that students bring to the classroom. By integrating these diverse forms
of knowledge, a transformative space where students can unpack, discover, negotiate, and
co-construct meaning can enhance learning and engagement (Gutiérrez, 2008). Gutiérrez
spoke of a more inclusive and equitable education system—one where the voices and
experiences of all are acknowledged and respected. This approach challenges the dominant
cultural norms and dominant narratives that all too often still marginalize students and teachers
of color. There is unlimited potential for classroom conversations and practices to bridge gaps
between home and school, enabling students to draw on their full range of resources to achieve
academic success while also honoring their cultural histories (Gutiérrez, 2008; Moje et al.,
2004).

Latina feminists emphasize the importance of recognizing Latinas’ lived experiences and
personal narratives in academic and social discussions (Anzaldua, 2007). Testimonios serve as
a methodological tool to highlight the interconnectedness of individual and collective identities
(Delgado Bernal, 2002). Gutiérrez’s concept of the third space supports this by creating an
educational environment that validates these voices and integrates them into the curriculum,
enriching learning and challenging dominant paradigms that often exclude people of color
(Gutiérrez, 2008). Additionally, Platicas, or informal dialogues common in Latinx communities,
allow for intimate sharing of experiences (Delgado-Bernal, 1998). By combining third space
theory with testimonios and platicas, educators can foster a classroom atmosphere that honors

the diverse cultural assets of students of color, promoting social justice and academic success.
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1.5.2 Embodiment Theory and Pedagogy

“We do not have bodies. If my body was different, | would be different” (Claxton, 2015).
This statement captures the essence of embodiment theory, a profound connection between the
body and mind. It suggests that our thoughts, feelings, and knowledge are intricately linked to
our physical bodies and our interactions with the world around us. Drawing from
phenomenology, cognitive science, psychology, and sociology, embodiment theory challenges
traditional perspectives that separate mind and body. Rather than viewing them as distinct
entities, this theory emphasizes that our physical experiences fundamentally shape our
cognitive processes, asserting that learning and thinking are holistic activities involving our
entire being within the contexts we inhabit (Merleau-Ponty, 1962).

Embodiment theory is heavily influenced by phenomenological perspectives, particularly
the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962), who argued that the body serves as the primary
means through which we engage with and understand the world. He introduced the concept
of the “lived body,” suggesting that our embodied experiences shape our perceptions and
interpretations. This notion extends to the idea that our cognition is situational; our thoughts
and actions are influenced not only by our internal states but also by the physical and social
environments we navigate (Clark, 1997). Additionally, emotions are viewed as embodied
experiences arising from the relationship between our physical presence and external
circumstances, challenging the notion that emotions reside solely in the mind. This perspective
highlights the significant role that bodily sensations play in our emotional lives (Damasio, 1994).

For the purposes of this study, | focused specifically on embodiment pedagogy to
explore how tattoos can function as pedagogical tools. Embodiment pedagogy emphasizes
the integral role of the body within the learning environment and process, recognizing that
knowledge is not merely cognitive but also sensory and experiential. This approach advocates
for a rounded understanding of learning, one that involves the body, the mind, and the

surrounding environment. As a permanent form of body art, tattoos offer a unique lens through
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which to examine embodiment, evolving into a medium for individuals to express their identities
and cultures while constructing personal narratives.

Through the lens of embodiment, tattoos are analyzed not just as aesthetic choices but
as crucial markers of identity, culture, and lived experiences, a connection between body, mind,
and environment. Tattoos serve as a powerful means of self-expression, allowing individuals to
convey aspects of their identity, beliefs, and experiences. They can be viewed as external acts
done to the body in response to internal feelings, bridging the gap between mind and body
(Atkinson, 2003). Moreover, tattoos often carry cultural meanings, signifying membership within
specific groups or cultural backgrounds. This embodied nature makes tattoos potent tools for
expressing and preserving cultural identities (DeMello, 2000). Additionally, tattoos can narrate
stories about pivotal life events, relationships, achievements, and resilience, contributing to an
individual’s personal narrative. The act of getting tattooed is an embodied experience that
encompasses sensory, emotional, and social dimensions (Pitts, 2003).

The concept of tattoos as embodiment pedagogy enhances our understanding of how
bodies communicate and learn. Tattoos can be employed as pedagogical tools across various
educational contexts. For example, in art education, students can investigate the historical and
cultural significance of tattooing practices, fostering a deeper appreciation for diverse cultures
and modes of self-expression (DeMello, 2000). In the social sciences, tattoos can be analyzed
within frameworks examining identity, subcultures, and social norms, facilitating critical
engagement with issues related to body politics, stigma, and agency (Kosut, 2000). For my
dissertation study, the narratives associated with the tattoos of Latina educators served as
valuable resources in literacy and narrative studies, encouraging others to explore and articulate
their own embodied experiences (Irwin, 2001).

The crossroads of embodiment, pedagogy and tattoos highlight the significance of the
body in constructing and sharing knowledge. As a form of embodied learning, tattoos provide

visual resources for educators and educational practices that embrace inclusive, holistic, and
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engaging learning environments. Ultimately, tattoos offer profound insights into how individuals
and cultures utilize their bodies to construct meaning and communicate their ideas.
1.5.3 The Use of the Term “Braiding”

The braiding of narratives is a culturally significant practice among Indigenous and
Chicana communities that involves weaving together personal experiences, historical accounts,
and cultural narratives to create more elaborate and meaningful stories. This method of
storytelling serves to preserve traditions, communicate values, and foster community
connections. In Indigenous cultures, storytelling is often seen as a communal activity that not
only entertains but also educates and reinforces cultural identity. It allows for the sharing of
knowledge across generations, highlighting the interconnectedness of individuals within their
community and the environment.

The act of braiding narratives can also serve as a means of resistance against
master/colonial narratives that have historically marginalized Indigenous voices. Similarly,
Chicana narratives often blend personal experiences with broader social and political contexts.
This practice is rooted in the Chicano civil rights movement, where storytelling became a
powerful tool for asserting identity, challenging stereotypes, and advocating for social justice.
Chicana writers and artists frequently employ a braiding technique to reflect the complexities of
their identities, intertwining themes of race, gender, and class (Anzaldua G., 2007; Delago, R.,
2018; Lopez, L., 2019).

The braiding of narratives in Indigenous and Chicana practices emphasizes the
importance of place, community, and identity. It allows for a multifaceted understanding of
experiences that are often overlooked in mainstream narratives. As such, | often refer to /a
trenza, or the braiding of stories, throughout this study as | make connections between
theoretical frameworks, methods, and, most importantly, the testimonios of my participants and

my own.
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1.5.4 The Braiding of Black and Latina Feminisms and Embodiment Pedagogy

The tattoo art of Latina educators serves as a powerful embodiment of Latinidad—the
shared cultural, social, and political characteristics of Latino communities as well as the
philosophies inherent in Black and Latina feminist traditions (Moreno, 2014). These traditions
emphasize self-identification, resistance, and the reclamation of the body as a site of authentic
knowledge and empowerment. Scholars like Gloria Anzaldua and bell hooks have lain the
groundwork for understanding how these feminisms challenge oppressive structures that
scrutinize Latina identities, bodies, and forms of expression (Anzaldua, 2007; hooks, 2015).

Tattoos function as visual manifestations of these struggles, allowing Latina educators to
transform their bodies into living canvases that reflect their experiences, culture, and personal
narratives. The act of tattooing can be seen as a form of storytelling, each design visually
capturing significant moments in their lives, creating a tapestry of identity that defies simplistic or
stereotypical portrayals (DeMello, 2000). Through the power of ink, Latina educators reclaim
their bodies from societal expectations that often seek to render them invisible, hypersexualized,
or unprofessional in educational spaces. This reclamation is crucial in environments where
Latina identities are frequently marginalized or misrepresented.

Tattoos provide a means of resistance against assimilationist pressures and Eurocentric
beauty standards, much like Black and Latina feminist thought disrupts master narratives about
race, gender, and morality. Tattoos offer freedom to Latina educators to assert their individuality
and cultural pride, countering dominant discourses that dictate how they should present
themselves (Kosut, 2000). This intersection of art and identity fosters a space for empowerment,
where Latina educators can challenge stereotypes and redefine what it means to be seen as a
professional in educational settings.

In this way, Latina educators use their tattoos not only as personal expressions of

identity but also as acts of defiance, solidarity, and self-love. Each tattoo becomes a statement
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of liberation, embodying the principles of autonomy central to Black and Latina feminist
movements. This embodiment of self-love and resistance is echoed in the work of scholars like
Patricia Hill Collins (2000), who emphasized the importance of self-definition in the struggle
against intersecting oppressions. Furthermore, the act of tattooing can be viewed as a form of
community building; Latina educators often share their tattoo stories with one another, fostering
connections and solidarity within their communities (Pitts, 2003).

Ultimately, the tattoo art of Latina educators serves as powerful testimonios to the
complexities of identity, resistance, and empowerment. By embracing their tattoos, these
educators not only celebrate their cultural heritage but also challenge the norms that aim to
confine them, creating a more inclusive narrative of what it means to be Latina in our current
social and political climate.

1.6 Conclusion

| exist within my own Nepantla—the in-between, the margins of society—where | have
discovered both liberation and the freedom to deconstruct the forces that have shaped me.
Identity, culture, language, and the perpetual search for belonging have all intertwined to make
me the woman, mother, and English teacher | am today. It is within this liminal space that | have
learned to embrace the complexity of my existence, to challenge the narratives imposed upon
me, and to reclaim my story on my own terms.

For me, and for the Latina educators who have bravely chosen to share their stories
in this study, our tattoos are more than ink on the skin. They are declarations of self-love,
resistance, and survival. They are as essential to our identities as the air we breathe. They are
visual testimonios of the struggles, triumphs, and transformations that define us. Each image,
line, word, and symbol etched into our bodies carries meaning, a personal archive of the ways

we have chosen to mark our existence in a world that often seeks to erase or silence us.
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Yet, | still question where my study belongs within the rigid structures of academia.
Rather than waiting for validation, | must carve out my own space—one that honors the voices
of Latina educators who, like me, have turned to tattoos as an act of self-expression and self-
love. By sharing these inked narratives, we not only expose our vulnerability but also dismantle
the walls built by generational trauma—walls meant to shield us from a world that has long tried
to diminish us through microaggressions, prejudice, stereotypes, judgment, and shame. In
choosing vulnerability, we reclaim our voices.

As the Latina Feminist Group (2001) stated, we must “share the experiences that [we]
have kept locked away and begin the healing process through spirited reconfiguration.... [we
are] both the subject and object of [our] own inquiry and voice” (pp. 20-21). Through these
testimonios, we engage in an act of resistance and healing, asserting that our stories, our
bodies, and our voices matter. Our ink is not just a statement—it is a revolution.

Writing and sharing our personal narratives as educators bring to light the stories many
of us have kept buried deep in our memories for too long. By sharing these powerful and
personal stories, my hope is to transform our classrooms into spaces where critical love, trust,
and healing are honored, especially for the co-ethnic children we teach. The growing number of
educators who have chosen body art as their preferred form of expression enhances my desire
to further explore the question, How do Latina educators use the stories conveyed through their
tattoos to construct and communicate their identities, and how do these embodied expressions

shape the perceptions of students in educational spaces?
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Chapter 2: A Literature Review

2.1 Introduction: My Body Art as My Memory Keepers

| was 23 years old when | got my first tattoo in Clarion, PA. It was the summer of 2000,
and | was visiting the home of my newlywed younger brother and his wife. A reserved, shy,
and morbidly obese girl with curly hair and cartoonish big brown eyes, | never experienced life
the way many of my friends in their early 20s did; | gravitated towards books, museums, and
Broadway musicals. | was not a party girl, | hated bars, and the club/rave scene always
intimidated me since | rarely socialized with those outside my circle of friends who shared
similar interests. | had just wrapped up my first year of teaching English at a large Brooklyn
public high school, still lived at home with my parents—my sister and brother were both married
and out of the house. | attended church every Sunday with my parents, and, at the time, still had
a curfew | was expected to honor.

Even when | was 23, my mom and dad desperately tried to control every aspect of my
life, something they had given up on with my siblings during their teen years. On rare occasions
when | felt brave enough to ask why they insisted on keeping me locked up in their railroad
apartment like some Puerto Rican Rapunzel, | was reminded of how | was the only one of the
three siblings who did not rush into a marriage, maintained good grades throughout high school,
graduated from New York University, and made a career choice that seemed promising. In other
words, | was not a fuck-up.

Getting this tattoo was my first true act of rebellion.

At 23, | reached the first of a series of breaking points when dealing with other people’s
opinions about my body. Some, who claimed always to have my best interests at heart, would
constantly say shit like “Have you ever heard of the South Beach Diet?”; “If you lose the weight,
you’ll finally get a husband because you have such a ‘pretty face™; and even “Imagine how

much more your students would pay attention to you if you were thin.”
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The audacity.

| struggled with weight my entire life. | still do. The phrase “You're so pretty, but...” made
my stomach cringe. | became bitter, but worse—I started to hate myself. Something inside me
shapped.

If people were hell-bent on focusing on my body, then | needed this tattoo because |
wanted people to focus on something other than my weight. After nearly 90 minutes of browsing
the flash on the walls and the piles of magazines and portfolios at as hole-in-the-wall tattoo shop
off Main Street, | finally found the tattoo | wanted from one of the magazines hidden among the
stacks in the waiting area. It was a blonde-haired fairy in a pink dress holding a sunflower.
When | showed the image to Brian, the artist, he smirked and asked where | wanted it. | pointed
to my heart and asked, “How about here?”

“You realize this will be a pretty large piece for that area. Are you sure you want it there?
Il be hard to hide it if you don’t want it seen,” he responded matter-of-factly.

“Yes,” | said, feeling a confidence within that rarely surfaced. “| don’t care if people see

After Brian placed the stencil on the top of my left breast, | looked in the mirror and
realized what he was talking about: Yes, this was certainly larger than | had imagined, and parts
of it would be visible unless | planned to wear hoodies and turtlenecks for the rest of my life. |
considered other options for a few seconds before | blurted out, “Let’s do this!” This was an act
of impulsion that has now become one of my known character traits—or flaws?

| looked at Brian as he began prepping his station and asked, “Is this going to hurt?” He
chuckled and said, “Yeah, it probably will.” My stomach turned, and my hands started to turn
cold and numb. | knew | could still back out but said nothing. | needed to do this.

Before he started the process by tattooing the outline, Brian handed me a stuffed animal;

it was a camel that had its snout pierced with a horseshoe ring. He instructed me to “squeeze
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the shit out of it” anytime | felt the urge to scream; he reminded me not to make any sudden
movements throughout the process if | wanted good line work.

Oh fuck! | was doing this!

| remember hearing the first loud buzzing of the tattoo machine, followed by the first line
of black ink being dragged across my flesh, a single needle vibrating up and down at what
seemed like an impossible speed. My first thought was “Hey, this isn’t so bad!” until a sharp
burning sensation started radiating through my chest and down my left arm. | yelped for a
moment before remembering that | was holding the stuffed camel. | wrapped my right hand
around the animal’s neck and squeezed tightly.

“Relax!” Brian yelled over the sound of the machine’s buzz. | whimpered through
quivering lips as Brian continued to drag the needle across my skin, the black ink soon starting
to take shape. It felt like someone repeatedly dragging a sharpened toothpick over the worst
sunburn imaginable. He stopped a few times throughout the process to ask if | needed a break.

“No,” | managed to reply through clenched teeth. “Just keep going.” Although the pain
was excruciating, like a hot coal burning through my chest, | refused to cry. | could not. | needed
to get through this without causing a scene.

That poor camel nearly had its head twisted off before it was all over. After Brian cleaned
the now ultra-sensitive area with witch hazel to remove all the excess ink and blood, he handed
me a mirror and, for the first time, | looked at the blonde fairy branded onto my chest (Figure 1).
It looked like one of the puffy stickers | used to collect when | was a little girl. It was swollen yet
colorful and, goddammit, he was right: It was big! When a few new drops of blood started
forming beads across the image in the mirror, the reality of my actions hit hard: | got a tattoo.

My parents are going to kill me!
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Knowing that | was not going to fly home to Queens for another few days, | tried to think
of ways | could hide my new ink from my parents but had to admit to myself that they were

going to eventually see it peeking out from the neckline of one of my shirts. So, | did the only

Figure 1. My first tattoo of a blonde-haired
fairy holding a sunflower

This tattoo is now 25 years old. | had it
“touched up” 8 years ago to restore the
outline and some of the color that faded.

27

rational thing | could think of at that
moment: | sent my dad an email
confessing my sin; it was better to ask for
forgiveness than ask for permission, right?
When | did not receive a reply to my
email—and Dad always replied to my
emails—I knew that meant trouble.
Walking into our apartment in Queens after
my flight home, Mom demanded that |
show the tattoo to her. Before | could
respond, she grabbed my t-shirt and pulled
it down, revealing the still-healing image of
the fairy, made glossy by a thin layer of
Bacitracin. She looked at it, looked at me,
and walked away, saying nothing. In the
foyer of our apartment, | felt like the
shamed narrator in Jamaica Kincaid’s
(2003) short story “Girl” (2003). Without
opening her mouth, my mom’s eyes spoke
the damning words to me: “You are the slut
you were so bent on becoming, aren’t

you?” (p. 320).



My Dad barely spoke to me for nearly 3 weeks, and | was consumed with a mix of guilt
and shame. Yet, for the first time, | knew that this act of rebellion, in which | pushed back
against my parents, my religion, and societal gender norms of how women are to avoid using
their bodies as forms of expression, left me feeling a kind of empowerment that was as new to
me as that healing tattoo.

My tattoos tell my many stories. Each one permanently etched on my skin chronicles the
good, the messy, and the utterly fucked-up parts of my life. Because they are impossible not to
see, my tattoos share the many facets of my identity with the world. They are the stories of my
lived experiences: my successes, my failures, my heartbreak, my pain, and my strengths. My
tattoos capture specific moments and serve as lasting memory keepers, staying with me
throughout my life. One day, these memories will be passed on to my daughters when they read
my journals, where | document the stories behind my body art.

My body is a living canvas, each tattoo a chapter in my story—etched in ink across my
arms, back, ankles, and over my heart. These images hold my memories, honor my past, and
serve as bold counterstories against a world that has tried to confine me within its expectations.
Instead of fitting into a neatly packaged box, | wear my truth on my skin, reclaiming my narrative

with every mark.
2.2 The Inked Narratives of Latina Educators

As a Latina English teacher in the NYC public school system since 1999, | have come to
see how my lived experiences—etched into my skin through body art—have profoundly shaped
how | engage with colleagues, students, and parents in education settings as well as the world
around me outside of the classroom. My tattoos are more than ink; they are living testimonios—
the stories of specific moments in time and the counterstories that push back against societal
expectations. They are part of my identity that shapes who | am as a Latina, a wife, a mother,

and a teacher.
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As | witness a new generation of Latina educators stepping into the profession, | see
more who, like me, turn to tattooing as a powerful form of self-expression and self-love. Their
inked narratives, much like mine, speak of resilience, cultural belonging, lived histories, and
even defiance against the rigid expectations imposed on our bodies by members of the
dominant caste (Wilkerson, 2020). Seeing their confidence grow as they reclaim their skin not
only validates my own journey but fills me with joy. It is a reminder that we are not alone—that
our stories etched permanently onto our flesh create a collective resistance against a world that
seeks to police, erase, and control us. Through our tattoos, we carve out spaces of visibility,

belonging, and unapologetic Latinidad.
2.3 Intentions and Rationale

The focus of this literature review considers the question, How do Latina educators use
the stories conveyed through their tattoos to construct and communicate their identities, and
how do these embodied expressions shape the perceptions of students in educational spaces?
Throughout this study, | demonstrate how the stories behind the tattoos of Latina educators at
an urban NYC school, as expressed through festimonios and platicas, can be spoken, written,
and shared to advance freedom of self-expression and autonomy for the tattooed and the lovers
of all things that body art represents. Throughout this review, | explore existing literature that
supports my area of research about how body art acts as a valid form of storying. From older
studies that go back over 2 decades, paired with more recent studies, | braid conversations
about the literature that support Latina educators and everyone’s right to individualism with
articles that continue to link tattoos to stereotypical behavior such as deviancy, incarceration,
drug use, gang affiliation, and sexual promiscuity.

When considering body art as a valid and powerful form of storytelling, | take a deeper
dive into how these literacies of the body evolve into visual memoirs—narratives etched into

the skin that hold history, emotion, and identity. Tattoos become more than just ink; they are
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memory keepers and, for many, can serve as counterstories that challenge and push back
against the societal, political, religious, cultural, and gender expectations imposed on those who
embrace body art. In a world that often seeks to define and constrain individuals within rigid
norms, tattoos offer a way to reclaim agency, making visible the deeply personal experiences
that might otherwise be dismissed or even silenced.

These embodied literacies function as living texts that constantly evolve as the person
wearing them grows and changes. They challenge the traditional ways knowledge is recorded
and valued, creating a space where personal histories are inscribed, not on pages but on flesh.
For those who navigate the world in bodies that are already scrutinized—whether due to race,
gender, or cultural background—tattoos become acts of defiance as well as declarations of
selfhood. They invite critical reflection, not just for the wearer but for those who encounter them,
compelling others to consider how stories are told, who gets to tell them, and what it means to
take ownership of one’s narrative in spaces that often demand conformity.

For the remainder of this review, | unpack the ways that body art, like vignettes, are
personal narratives that tell stories. | divided my discussion on narratives and the literacies of
the body into two sections: (a) Bodies of Art: Tattoos and the Literacies of the Body, and (b)
Literacies of the Body: The Power of Personal Narratives and Counterstories. The first section,
Bodies of Art: Tattoos and the Literacies of the Body, focuses on how tattoos can be considered
valid forms of literacy that share stories of memories, resilience, and healing with others in
shared spaces. Literacies of Resistance: The Power of Personal Narratives and Counterstories
highlights what journal articles and other published texts have said about the importance of the
personal narrative as well as the need for counterstories and narratives of resistance within
communities of color who struggle to identify with the master narratives that have been the

center of their educational journeys.
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2.4 The Research Process

Kirkland’s (2009) “The Skin We Ink” was the foundation for my research. Initially read as
a graduate student in 2018, this article has become the focal point of my work and serves as a
launching pad in my study of the stories behind tattoo art. As such, | wrote more about this
single article than | did others in this review.

| used multiple search engines like Google Scholar, JSTOR, Academia.edu, Sage
Journals, and Teachers College/Columbia University’s online library databases to search for
articles relevant to my area of interest concerning Inked Narratives: Exploring the Stories of
Tattooed Latina Educators in Urban Schools. Keywords | used to conduct my searches on these
platforms included the stories behind tattoos, tattoos as counterstories, tattoos as narratives of
resistance, microaggressions and counterstories, transformational resistance, multimodal
storying, tattoo stereotypes, tattoo narratives, embodied identities and body art, tattoos and
identity, tattoos and deviance, women and body art, Latina women and tattoo art, tattoos and
feminism, tattoos as acts of resistance, body piercing culture, stories behind body art, body art
as storytelling, tattooed teachers, and tattoos and education.

Several articles | uncovered during my research, some of which | chose to include in this
literature review as they related to tattoos as counterstories, fell under categories like folk art/art.
According to the Smithsonian Institution, tattoos are considered a type of folk art; the ritual of
getting tattooed along with the types of tattoos people choose are often rooted in traditional,
tribal, and several spiritual practices (Scullin, 2012). The popularity of tattoos as a self-
therapeutic practice has led to research conducted in the field of art therapy and psychology,
which | touch upon later in this literature review. According to Karacaglan (2012), conventional
art therapy that involves paper and pencil is no different than tattoos inked onto the skin; they
both can project inner conflict in a visual and often metaphorical form. Therefore, the articles |

referenced in this review were closely related to or can easily be adapted to align with the
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literacies of the body as acts of resistance as they provided additional perspectives that
supported my study.

Finally, | returned to various texts on narrative research that were part of the collection
| read and archived over the past 5 years that continue to inspire the need to honor lived
experiences and reinforce the necessity for counterstories and narratives of resistance in
spaces where the stories of people of color are often rendered less important than more
dominant groups.

| was privileged to work with several colleagues who share my love for tattoos,
collectively choosing to transform our physical bodies into open canvases to tell our authentic

stories, ones that are rarely shared in spaces such as secondary schools.
2.5 Bodies of Art: Tattoos and the Literacies of the Body

At the 2024 Grammy Awards, Inked Magazine
highlighted the numerous musicians and celebrities who
proudly displayed their tattoos for the world to see (Cancilla,
2024). Doja Cat (Figure 2), Miley Cirus, 21 Savage, Jelly
Roll, Maluna, Travis Barker and his son Landon, and Karol G
are just a few of the performers and social media influencers
who unabashedly showed off their ink as works of art,

symbols of pride, and, | argue, visual stories of each

performer’s journey. Cancilla stated that between 30-35% of

Figure 2. Doja Cat at the

all Americans are now tattooed—*“and it's being reflected 2024 Grammys

more and more in mainstream media”. Frazer Harrison/Getty

Images
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Amy Bleuel launched Project Semicolon in 2015, a mental health and suicide prevention
website and nonprofit organization. Using

ON APRL 16, 2016, EVERYONE WHO IS FEELING SUCDAL the tagline, “Your Story Isn’t Over,” Bleuel's

LEARNING TO LUVE WITHOUT A
POST A PICTURE OF YOUR SEMCOLON, WHETHER IT'S

HEART, OR LE

description of her simple semicolon tattoo,

DRAWN ON YOUR ARV OR TATTOOED, WE WANT TO SEE . . .
m sharing the story of her choice to live
A SEMCOLON REPRESENTS A SENTENCE THE AUTHOR . . .
COULD'VE ENDED, BUT CHOSE NOT TO. THE AUTHOR IS after experiencing severe depression,
YOU AND THE SENTENCE IS YOUR LFE
#semicolnpraectf/h transformed into a movement that inspired
oroectsemicolon

millions to do the same. The semicolon

, tattoo symbolizes the fight against
depression and surviving suicide attempts.
WWW .PROJECTSEMICOLON.COM
stay strong; love endlessly; change lives. - amy bleuel, founder Bleuel used the semicolon the same way

authors do as it represents a sentence the
Figure 3. A viral social media post inviting

people to participate in authors could have ended full stop but chose
Project Semicolon Day, 2016
not to (Figure 3 and Figure 4). “The author is
you and the sentence is your life” (Project Semicolon, 2023).

My small finger tattoo of the semicolon
has garnished the most attention from
people—strangers, acquaintances, and yes,
even several of my ELA students—who
immediately recognize its significance. Some
even have chosen to proudly share with me

their semicolon tattoos. The semicolon has

become a narrative of resistance and

resilience—a counterstory—widely embraced o Pl *COLLAGE

by those with similar experiences of mental Figure 4. A collage of stock photos that
show various types of semicolon designs

health struggles. “The semicolon tattoo has people have gotten tattooed
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created a global community of individuals who share a common understanding of life’s struggles
and the challenges posed by mental health issues” (Project Semicolon, 2023). We who have
semicolon tattoos have formed a community and share a sense of belonging and understanding
that crosses racial, ethnic, cultural, and gender lines (Figure 4).

| begin this section of my literature review by sharing the article from Inked along with
the story of Project Semicolon as recent examples of how body art has been transformed into
embodied forms of literacy that share our stories. Tattoos and other forms of body modifications
have become more widely accepted in our society, thanks in large part to the role social media
has and continues to play in promoting tattooed celebrities, influencers, artists, chefs, athletes,
and a multitude of professionals including educators, doctors, and white-color workers.

2.5.1 Tattoos and the Literacies of the Body

David Kirkland’s (2009) article “The Skin We Ink” was the first to open my eyes to how
our bodies can tell the stories of our lived experiences, histories, and narratives of resistance.
As mentioned earlier, it was because of Kirkland’s article that | first knew | wanted to center my
research around the literacies of the body as seen through various forms of body art. His article
has also been the touchstone for other researchers interested in the stories our bodies tell in
educational settings.

Kirkland (2009) asserted that tattoos are literary artifacts that illuminate the meaning-
making necessary for some of our students’ ways of life in a way not easily achievable using
paper and pencil (p. 376). His qualitative and ethnographic study focused on “Derrick,” a Black
male high schooler who uses his tattoos to communicate to others his stories that are centered
around loss, grief, hope, and healing. Kirkland stated that “literacy is a human issue and by
denying literacy, one also denies a person’s humanity” (p. 378) and posed a challenge for
English educators to look beyond the written word and consider the unconventional, like tattoos,
as ways that our students are communicating their stories with us, with their peers, and with

society.
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Dukes and Stein (2011) cautioned those who may not be aware of the reason or
meaning behind someone’s decision to undergo any type of body modification to “not apply
deviant labels to [those] who have body modifications, as the labels can become part of an
emerging deviant identity” (p. 1565). | am reminded of the words of Gholdy Muhammad (2020)
who stated that students who are unable to express who they are run the risk of others trying to
tell them who they are first, in ways that may not always be positive or even accurate (p. 70). In
Kirkland’s study, Derrick struggled with traditional notions of written standards and assessment
in the ELA classroom and often received low grades. His genius could be uncovered if
educators had embraced a fuller understanding of what it means to be literate to include
unconventional lenses that allow students to explore and discover, for example, the symbolism
of their body art with those in shared spaces. Here, | am once again drawn to Muhammad'’s
stating that teachers “must start their [students’] stories and ideas with their excellence” (p. 67)
and recognize the genius that all our students possess. Muhammad stressed that our students
are best qualified to speak about their own lived experiences and should be afforded every
opportunity to do so, which may require teachers to explore outside of their own comfort zones.

Muhammed (2020) also stated that “we cannot continue to design new frameworks that
have traditionally only served the mainstream, or are designed to advance skills alone, and
hope that they also help children of color” (p. 88). If educators embrace body art as valid forms
of literacy, then transformative experiences between students and text, as well as between
educators and their students, can be created. By acknowledging, discussing, and embracing
these literacies of the body, teachers learn to further humanize their students and provide
opportunities for storying while simultaneously actively listening to the skills and tools students
rely on to tell these stories.

As Rosenblatt (2005) would concur, meaning is formed through continuous and fluid
transactions that take place between the reader and the text, a process that continues to adapt

and change as one’s experiences evolve. This can lead to a more advanced level of critical
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consciousness, or as Freire (2000) called it, conscientizagdo, as it enables us to “read the world
critically” (p. 25). Suppose we consider tattoos and other forms of body art as alternate forms of
literature that hold just as much value in the classroom as printed text. Doing so may open
doors for students at all levels of understanding to have the ability to make meaningful and
transformative connections between their lived experiences and the literacy of their bodies.
Kirkland (2009) stated that “this connection to others speaks to literacy’s potential humanity, a
‘participatory’ practice that one engages in solidarity...tattoos help [Derrick] to reach out to
others while simultaneously helping him to reach within himself” (p. 387).

Karen Leader (2015), whose study focused on tattoo culture at Florida Atlantic
University, explored how tattoos have become “a shared experience rather than a fad” (p. 426).
She reinforced the importance of not judging individuals who have chosen body art as a form of
memory keeping and as “sites of affirmation.” While Leader interviewed tattooed college
students, some openly shared how their body art was connected to everything from history to
politics to pop culture. Others shared how their tattoos served as memorials for loved ones,
connections to cultural/religious traditions, and memories of overcoming personal obstacles like
addiction. By acknowledging and asking various students to “show us your tattoos,” Leader
found herself and her team “surrounded by [individuals] eager to bare their flesh and sometimes
their souls” (p. 430). Like Kirkland, Leader’s study clearly showed the pride people feel in their
tattoo art and how these inked images open windows into personal histories through visual
storytelling and give individuals the space to speak of their experiences that might otherwise be
kept secret.

Simone Alter-Muri (2019) discussed how tattoos serve as a source of healing, storying,
and communication and agreed that the motivations behind an individual’s decision to get
tattooed include the need for self-expression, for commemorating the loss of a loved one, and
for a means of healing. Alter-Muri emphasized that “tattoos [are] a form of visual

autobiography,” and “because tattoos can be a means of self-reclamation and autobiography,
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discussing these images may allow an art therapist [as well as an educator] to engage in
discussions of personal narratives with a client who has tattoos...” (p. 140). In her belief that
tattoos function as a vehicle for promoting healing and exploring self-identity, Alter-Muri
advocated for her clients to rely on the stories connected to their tattoos as a means of self-
expression as well as the sharing of one’s lived experiences, which Kirkland (2009) highlighted
in “The Skin We Ink.” Alter-Muri (2019) stated that most participants who participated in her
study felt that being stared at because of their body art provided an opportunity to share and
start conversations with others (p. 143).

Alter-Muri’s (2019) mixed-methods study interestingly revealed that women were more
likely than males to get a tattoo, and 79% of women, compared to 21% of men, cited self-
expression as the primary motivation for getting a tattoo. One of Alter-Muri’s female participants
stated, “My tattoos remind me of goals that | accomplished; they are things no one can take
away” (p. 144). As the norm that once saw men as the center of the tattoo world began to shift
in recent years, |, a heavily tattooed Latina English teacher who has experienced the dis-ease
caused by the disapproving gaze, find myself particularly drawn to the stories behind my Latina
colleagues as there still exist stereotypes and misconceptions about tattooed women that are
rooted in gender expectations, conformity, and oppression.

2.5.2 Feminism, Tattoos, Acts of Conformity, and Resistance

Within the realm of feminism, tattoos have emerged as symbols of empowerment,
resistance, and agency. Feminist scholars have highlighted the significance of tattoos as a
means of reclaiming bodily autonomy and challenging patriarchal norms. Rubin (2016)
examined the experiences of tattooed women in the United States, emphasizing how tattoos
intersect with notions of femininity, empowerment, and self-expression. Similarly, Smith and
Johnson (2018) explored how tattoos serve as tools for renegotiating gendered identities and

disrupting traditional beauty standards.
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Tattooing practices among women can be seen both as acts of conformity and
resistance within societal contexts. Deschesnes et al. (2006) found that young women often
view tattoos as expressions of empowerment and autonomy, challenging traditional gender
norms. However, Laumann and Derick (2006) noted that while women attach emotional
significance to their tattoos, they may still conform to societal expectations regarding tattoo
placement and design. When surveying their participants in the United States, they found that
women reported higher levels of emotional significance attached to their tattoos.

Morello et al. (2021), who conducted their qualitative study at an East Coast Catholic
university through a series of online surveys and in-person interviews, revealed how the tattoos
of their female participants “embody either conformity or resistance to social concepts of
femininity” (p. 517). As an embodiment of conformity, this study suggested that there are
women who choose to get tattooed as a way of gaining acceptance within their social circle, or
because they simply feel that it is the “cool” thing to do. The desire to feel a sense of belonging
lends itself to further topics of study and discussions regarding the emergence of visible tattoos
on influencers, models, celebrities, actors, and pro athletes, as seen on all social media
platforms.

However, Morello et al.’s survey and interview results also revealed that women
embrace tattoo art because tattoos serve as visual acts of resistance. As such, “tattoos
[become] a tool for women to challenge the relations of power on their bodies, a way to subvert
regulations on their bodies or a practice through which women choose what and when to reveal
or hide” (p. 517). As this study framed, women had multiple reasons why they chose to tattoo
their bodies: for aesthetics, as a way of belonging, and as acts of resistance to all forms of
oppression.

Like Morello et al., Atkinson’s (2002) 3-year participant observation and research study
focused on “the ways in which conformity to, resistance against, and the negotiation of

established cultural ideas about femininity are equally embedded in [Canadian] women'’s
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tattooing” (p. 219). Atkinson met with many possible participants at tattoo shops across Calgary
and Toronto. Although Atkinson spoke with hundreds of tattoo enthusiasts while visiting these
shops, he only approached a small group about being interviewed. Acknowledging that both
men and women were interviewed for this study, the researcher chose to use only the data
collected from 40 female participants, both women who were heavily tattooed as well as women
who were getting tattooed for the first time. Despite the association of tattoos with the working
class, Atkinson pointed out that “only 6 of the women interviewed had working-class
backgrounds”

(p- 223) and most were considered “well-educated.” Other than the 12.5% of participants who
identified themselves as Asian American females, most of Atkinson’s subjects were white.

Most women who participated in Atkinson’s study saw their tattoos as embodied
manifestations of gender; they considered the permanent images on their skin as acts of
resistance against all types of political, social, and gender oppression, even though Atkinson
stated that “many women'’s tattooing projects are performances of established femininity”

(p- 224) no different than wearing makeup, fixing hair, and dieting. As such, nearly 62% of the
women interviewed acknowledged that their tattoos were linked to commonly accepted social
constructs of what it means to be female. Even so, one of Atkinson’s participants believed that
“‘women are a lot freer to be who we want to be nowadays. I’'m not like my mom, right, who
looks and dresses exactly like the men in her life always expected her to” (p. 225). Like Morello
et al.’s research, Atkinson’s study revealed how tattoos serve as an act that goes beyond the
“white-washed sentimentalities about ‘girl power’ and the freedom of choice” (p. 225). For many
of his female participants, the tattoos inked across their bodies serve as visual representations
that resist gendered expectations and norms.

Across all genders, races, and cultures, tattoos have become more widely accepted in
our modern-day society. Popular reality TV shows like Miami Ink (2005-2008), L.A. Ink (2007-

2011), and Ink Master (2012-present) helped to mainstream tattooed people before social
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media became the dominant force behind promoting all forms of body art. However, despite its
wider acceptance, there are still hurdles that need to be overcome for those who embrace body
art because tattoo discrimination still exists.

2.5.3 Tattoo Discrimination

Despite the increasing prevalence and acceptance of tattoos in modern society,
discrimination against tattooed individuals remains an issue. Research by Swanson and
Vargas (2019) demonstrated how visible tattoos can lead to biased treatment and negative
stereotyping, particularly where tattooed individuals may encounter hiring discrimination based
on perceptions of unprofessionalism or concerns about customer reactions. Additionally, a study
by Roberts et al. (2020) highlighted the enduring social stigma attached to tattoos by showing
how tattooed individuals often experience marginalization and prejudice in various social
settings beyond the workplace, such as educational institutions, healthcare facilities, and even
within their own families or social circles. When invited to be a bridesmaid for my best friend’s
wedding in the summer of 2022, | can vividly recall the scrutiny | received from the groom’s
mother for wearing a sleeveless gown exposing both my arms that were covered in tattoos; she
was not happy and made sure | knew why. This incident shows that individuals with visible
tattoos still may face judgment or exclusion from certain social groups, be subjected to
unwarranted scrutiny, or encounter difficulties in accessing services due to preconceived
notions about their character or behavior, despite societal shifts towards greater tattoo
acceptance.

Research has also suggested that gender plays a significant role in shaping experiences
of tattoo discrimination. Koch et al. (2010) examined gender differences in perceptions of
tattooed job applicants and found that while tattooed men were viewed as less employable and
competent, tattooed women faced additional scrutiny based on perceived promiscuity and moral
character. These findings underscored the intersecting dynamics of gender and tattoo

discrimination, with women often facing compounded forms of stigma and prejudice.
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The presence of discriminatory policies and practices in professional and institutional
settings continues to marginalize tattooed people. Mathews and VanderWeele (2018) surveyed
public school districts in the United States and found widespread bans on visible tattoos among
teachers, reflecting institutional norms that prioritize conformity and conservative appearances.
On social media, teachers from various states share their stories of having to wear long sleeves
in hot climates or even to purchase expensive makeup and concealers to hide their tattoos from
students’ eyes. Similarly, Johnson et al. (2016) examined the experiences of tattooed
healthcare professionals and highlighted instances of workplace discrimination and limited
career advancement opportunities within the medical field for those who were heavily tattooed.
The experience of tattoo discrimination can have significant psychological and emotional
impacts on individuals, contributing to feelings of self-consciousness, shame, alienation, and
even regret, as Lane et al. (2017) documented in their qualitative study that explored the lived
experiences of tattooed individuals and documented narratives of social rejection, interpersonal
conflict, and identity concealment.

Dukes and Stein’s (2011) mixed study, rooted in control theory, stigma, and labeling
theory, reiterated common stereotypes and fears about body art. Even though over 62% of the
study’s participants “had neither a tattoo nor a piercing” (p. 1552), many who were surveyed
believed that body modifications correlate with lower self-esteem, worse school attitudes, lower
educational aspirations, more weapons possession, higher substance use, and higher
delinquency (p. 1550). The perception of tattooed people, in particular tattooed adolescents,
remains a polarizing issue, despite body art’s rise in popularity. Dukes and Stein’s research
reinforced how “any permanent mark on the body signals one’s separation [from their
community], regardless of chosen image.... It is confrontational to the status quo” (Bell, 1999,
p. 54).

Dukes and Stein believed, at least at the time their article was written, that body

modifications remain controversial and symbolic of nhonconformity. Although Dukes and Stein’s
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research showed that body modification was correlated with negative outcomes, they also
insisted that body modification should not by itself be treated as a marker of later deviance, yet
they also stated that “our study does not make us particularly optimistic about the pattern of
correlates involving body” (p. 1565), a contradiction worth noting.

In her article, Karen August (2018) relayed to readers her initial shock of returning to
California in 2017 after a long absence to discover that so many “ordinary” people—from the
married mother of three to the doctor at the local hospital—not only had one tattoo but had
several, even full sleeves (p. 3). One reason August gave for why many Americans now have at
least one tattoo is that she believed

it is a reaction, either intentional or unintentional, towards the impermanence of the

digital image...that as our daily embodied lives are dominated by ever-changing images,

our reaction is to obtain something permanent. To grasp the images liked and hold

them to our skin. (p. 4)

August shared her hesitancy in fully accepting the masses who have embraced body art and
have made tattooing, as well as piercing, a more accepted act of expression. However, August
did bring to the surface the reality that there has been a massive shift in our modern society’s
acceptance of body art, even as it remains merely a social trend by those still questioning its
relevance.

As mentioned earlier, we can credit the rise of social media over the last decade for
propelling this “trend” of body art as a form of expression and storying for millions of people
across various ages, cultures, races, and genders. As August noted, it is almost impossible
nowadays to go anywhere in America without identifying tattooed people who are no longer
hiding in the margins of society. Although stereotypes and discrimination still exist,
misconceptions and myths surrounding tattooed people continue to fade as more individuals

are accepting of body art as a valid form of expression and visual literacy.
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2.5.4 The Acceptance of Tattoo Culture

Although stigmas still exist, the perception of individuals with tattoos has undergone
significant shifts in recent years, with tattoos transitioning from symbols of deviance to markers
of cultural acceptance and personal expression. Historically, tattoos have been stigmatized and
associated with deviancy, sexual promiscuity, and gangs. However, recent research has
suggested a shift in societal attitudes towards tattoos. In their study, Thompson and Jones
(2017) surveyed a diverse sample of adults in the United States and found that the majority
viewed tattoos as expressions of personal identity and creativity rather than indicators of
deviance or criminality.

The increasing visibility of tattoos in mainstream media and popular culture has played
a significant role in reshaping societal perceptions of tattooed individuals. Sutherland and
Hamilton (2019) analyzed representations of tattoos in film and television and noted a shift
towards more positive and nuanced portrayals of tattooed characters, reflecting broader cultural
attitudes towards tattoos as legitimate forms of self-expression. Furthermore, Goffman and
Newburn (2017) explored the influence of celebrity culture on public perceptions of tattoos,
highlighting how high-profile figures with tattoos have contributed to their normalization and
acceptance in society.

Research has also examined the impact of tattoos on employment prospects and
professionalism. Koch et al. (2018) conducted experiments in Germany and the United States
and found that visible tattoos had minimal impact on hiring decisions, particularly in industries
with more relaxed dress codes. Johnston and Swanson (2017) surveyed employers in the
United Kingdom and observed a shift towards more lenient attitudes towards visible tattoos in
the corporate workforce, reflecting social acceptance of body art.

Intersectional perspectives have been crucial in understanding the complex ways in
which tattoos intersect with other social identities, such as gender, race, and sexuality. Rubin

(2016) explored the experiences of tattooed women in the United States and highlighted how
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tattoos intersected with notions of femininity, empowerment, and self-expression. Similarly,
Torres (2020) examined the experiences of queer individuals with tattoos and underscored the
role of tattoos in negotiating queer identities and creating affirming spaces within society. Both
women and those in the LGTBQIA+ community have experienced less animosity toward their
chosen body art, therefore explaining the continued rise of tattoos among both groups.

Given the need to “obtain something permanent” (August 2018, p. 4) when so much in
society has become impermanent, | often find myself thinking about the tales that are present in
every tattoo that adorns the skin of Latina educators. What do these tales reveal about our
histories, experiences, and narratives? What are the lessons that these stories teach about the
power of self-expression, especially for the students we teach?

2.5.5 Latina Educators, Cultural Guardians, and Self-Expression

In 2018, Education Week staff writer Madeline Will wrote a brief article highlighting some
struggles Latino teachers face in the United States, including continuously confronting
stereotypes and microaggressions from students, colleagues, administrators, and parents.
Many often expressed the mental exhaustion of feeling the need to always prove their worth.
Making up only 9% of public-school teachers across the country (Will, 2020), Latino teachers
said they have “unique strengths that benefit their students and the whole school—but that
sometimes hamper their own professional success.” Flores (2017) argued that there are many
Latina/o educators who had to jump many hurdles and face challenges that their white
counterparts rarely experienced to become agents of change, especially in urban school
districts (p. 76). Many Latina educators are known to go above and beyond what is required in
their job description as content specialists to help their Black and Brown students and their
families with social-emotional support related to immigration status, mental health issues, food
insecurity, job loss, homelessness, toxic/abusive relationships, addiction, medical attention, and

securing accommodations for those who qualify for 504s or IEPs. Flores stated that these
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educators chose to go the extra mile “because they themselves experienced social exclusion
and want to shield...students from similar experiences” (p. 77).

Flores (2017) referred to cultural guardians as lifeguards who “protect, act, and support
students from the waves and rip currents of the dominant culture that threatens to extinguish
their language and behavioral codes” (p. 3). Cultural guardians believe in the importance of
preserving cultural identity; they are storytellers, historians, anthropologists, chefs, and memory
keepers. To be a cultural guardian is no easy task; “the ocean is often rough and risky for a
swimmer who chooses to carry someone else to safety” (p. 4).

Will (2018) highlighted a common misconception among many non-Latino educators—
that all Latino students share the same cultural background and, therefore, should be easily
relatable to any Latino teacher. The reality is that Latino and Hispanic communities are
incredibly diverse, with distinct cultural, racial, and ethnic traditions that vary from country to
country.

For many Latino educators, this assumption creates an added layer of pressure.

They often find themselves expected to serve as cultural role models for their students—an
expectation that some embrace wholeheartedly, while others approach with reluctance.
Although many are eager to connect with and mentor co-ethnic students, some resist the role
altogether. According to Flores (2017), these educators often hold meritocratic beliefs—the idea
that success comes solely from hard work, regardless of systemic barriers (p. 81). Some even
harbor resentment, recalling their own struggles in school and the lack of support they received
from teachers, parents, or counselors. As a result, they may feel that today’s Latino students
should endure similar challenges without additional guidance.

The perception of tattoos within the teaching profession has undergone significant
transformation over recent decades. Historically, tattoos were stigmatized and associated with

deviant behavior, leading to their exclusion from professional environments, including education.
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However, as societal attitudes have evolved, so too has the acceptance of body art among
educators.

Recent studies have indicated a growing prevalence of tattoos among teachers,
reflecting broader cultural shifts. For instance, a Pew Research Center (2023) survey found that
32% of U.S. adults have at least one tattoo, with younger generations exhibiting higher rates.
This increase was mirrored in the teaching profession, where educators navigated the balance
between personal expression and professional expectations.

Research exploring educators’ perceptions of tattoo stigma revealed a complex
landscape. Burkman (2018) conducted a qualitative study examining school stakeholders’
views on educators with visible tattoos, highlighting ongoing biases despite growing societal
acceptance. Similarly, discussions among teacher education faculty often address concerns
regarding candidates’ visible body art, reflecting the tension between individuality and
institutional norms (Decker & Caloia, 2014).

In the context of Latina educators in urban secondary schools, tattoos serve as profound
narratives of identity, resistance, and cultural pride. Body art among these educators can
function as counterstories, challenging societal, political, and cultural expectations that have
historically marginalized Latina voices. This form of self-expression aligns with the concept of
“testimonios,” where personal stories are used to confront and resist systemic oppression
(Delgado Bernal et al., 2012).

Furthermore, the underrepresentation of Latina role models in educational materials
underscores the importance of visible cultural symbols, such as tattoos, in affirming identity and
fostering student connection (Leslie, 2021). By embracing body art, Latina educators not only
assert their individuality but also provide relatable figures for Latina/o students, potentially

enhancing educational outcomes (Lépez, 2020).
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The evolving narrative of teachers and tattoos reflects broader societal changes toward
body art. For Latina educators, tattoos transcend mere decoration; they embody personal and

cultural narratives that challenge traditional norms and enrich the educational landscape.

2.6 Literacies of the Body:
The Power of Personal Narratives and Counterstories

According to Meretoja (2020), counternarratives, first named in the early 1990s, center
the lives of historically marginalized groups where “a minority is rendered voiceless or portrayed
oppressively” (pp. 36-37). Meretoja discussed how post-colonial theorists like Homi Bhabha
defined the way counterstories resist nationalist ideologies and master narratives that silence
anyone who does not see themselves as part of the dominant race and culture. They are
birthed out of the resistance to master narratives that often do not reflect many groups outside
dominant cultures. As such, the counternarrative, or counterstory, becomes an essential tool for
those living on the margins of society (hooks, 2015), those who constantly fight for their voices
to be centered in spaces where the master narratives created by dominant groups continue to
stifle the voices from those traditionally oppressed.

Counternarratives are narratives of resistance that are co-constructed through storying
where participants engage in active listening and ongoing dialogue to reflect and imagine the
possibilities of addressing social injustices (Liu & Feliciano-Barrett, 2026). Storying allows
individuals to recognize their power when leveraging their multiple identities. Dialogic
processing and reflecting allow individuals to enact social change in the classroom spaces
of silence and the spoken.

Counternarratives refer to the stories from the perspectives of those who have been
historically de-centered. They are stories containing histories and experiences that have often
been rendered invisible or remain untold in favor of stories from more dominant groups. As
such, the acceptance and sharing of counternarratives are seen as acts of justice, resistance,

and advocacy when encouraged in the secondary English Language Arts (ELA) classroom. It is
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the work of groundbreaking Latina/Chicana feminist scholars that introduced me to the power of
counterstories in educational settings through the methodology of testimonios.
2.6.1 Counterstories Through Testimonios

| cannot write about narratives of resistance and the power of counterstories within
communities of color without honoring the work of Latina feminists. Since | centered testimonios
as the main methodology in my study on the literacies of the body, it is important to discuss
what they are and how they are utilized, especially in classroom settings.

Testimonios are counterstories that are acts of remembering and connecting. Inspired by
Chicana/Latina feminisms, testimonios are first-person narratives based on an individual’s lived
experiences that are told to expose an injustice, either societal, cultural, or a combination
thereof while advocating for change (Latina Feminist Group, 2001; Prieto & Villenas, 2012;
Saavedra & Pérez, 2012). “Testimonios...create possibilities for inner and collective healing as
well as the agency that resists dominant, Western, patriarchal, epistemological frameworks that
have historically ignored or made invisible counter-discourses, her-stories, and non-dominant
cultural knowledges” (Saavedra & Pérez, 2012, p. 435). They allow for the freedom to speak of
personal stories, challenges, and triumphs that have shaped the identities of the storytellers.
This genre of storytelling often combines elements of personal narratives, collective memory,
and political activism, offering a unique perspective on social realities and fostering empathy,
understanding, and solidarity. Because they are the stories that are so often left untold,
“testimonios...become nothing less than transformational” (Alarcén et al., 2011, p. 370) when
shared among communities and in spaces that disrupt the centering of master narratives.

In educational settings, testimonios serve as a powerful tool for amplifying voices and
challenging dominant narratives. Testimonios, most often experienced in oral or written form,
were first utilized to center the lived experiences of Latina women and girls, shedding light on
their unique perspectives, struggles, and triumphs (Anzaldua, 2007). Used now by many living

in the margins of society, individuals across all genders use the power of the testimonio to
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reclaim agency over their narratives and disrupt oppressive structures within academia
(Delgado Bernal, 1998). Educators also incorporate testimonios into the curriculum as a means
of fostering empathy, critical consciousness, and cultural humility among students (Cammarota
& Romero, 2009). Doing so may require teachers to temporarily break away from the scripted
curriculum or strict pacing maps to include spaces for more humanizing reflection and writing to
occur in their classrooms, especially in school districts that focus heavily on data-driven results.
Although some administrators and school leaders give flexibility and autonomy to their teachers
to divert from set curriculums, some teachers may need to find loopholes or take risks to give
their students class time to reflect, write, and share their testimonios in schools that heavily
regulate the curriculum for ELA teachers.

By sharing and engaging with firsthand accounts of intersectional identities and systemic
injustices as told through testimonios, students gain a deeper understanding of social issues
and are encouraged to become agents of change in their communities (Lopez, 2003).
Furthermore, the use of testimonios in educational settings cultivates solidarity and validation
among educators and students of color, affirming the importance of their voices and
experiences within the academic landscape (Cervantes-Soon et al., 2018).

Testimonios are also utilized by educators who position themselves, like their students,
as participants to document their own stories within the confines of educational spaces
(Delgado-Bernal et al., 2012). Becoming both researcher and participant, educators transform
teaching and learning in their classrooms by modeling for students the power their stories hold.
These stories “tell how our bodies are maps of oppression, of institutional violence and stress,
of exclusion, [and of] objectification” (Latina Feminist Group, 2001). However, we are reminded
that our bodies also tell the stories of transformational resistance (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal,
2001); therefore, testimonios are tools used to share the experiences and stories we possess
that would otherwise remain unspoken and hidden. They are one multimodal way of sharing our

narratives of resistance.
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2.6.2 Multimodal Ways of Sharing Narratives of Resistance

Narratives of resistance are often conveyed through various modalities, including visual
art, performance, digital media, and embodied practices. In this section, | briefly explore some
multimodal ways individuals share their narratives of resistance, shedding light on the diverse
forms of expression employed especially by those living in the margins.

2.6.2.1 Visual Art as Resistance

Visual art often becomes an act of resistance through its ability to challenge dominant
narratives, provoke critical thinking, and empower marginalized communities. Artists utilize
various mediums such as painting, sculpture, and photography to express dissent, critique
social injustices, and advocate for change. By depicting alternative perspectives, highlighting
marginalized voices, and confronting systemic oppression, visual art serves as a powerful tool
for resistance against oppressive structures and ideologies. Whether through provocative
imagery, symbolic representations, or subversive techniques, artists engage viewers in
dialogue, sparking awareness and activism. Through their creative expressions, artists reclaim
agency, assert their identities, and inspire collective action, fostering a sense of solidarity
among those who seek social justice. As such, visual art transcends mere aesthetic
appreciation to become a form of resistance, challenging the status quo and envisioning
more hopeful futures.

The role of visual art as an act of resistance is well-documented in contemporary
scholarship. For instance, the research by Ussak et al. (2025) explored how visual artists in
Indigenous communities use their artwork as a means of resistance against colonialism and
ongoing marginalization. These artists challenge dominant narratives, reclaim cultural identities,
and assert sovereignty over their land and heritage, illustrating how visual art serves as a form
of activism, empowering Indigenous communities and fostering resilience in the face of systemic
oppression. Holo (2015) examined the use of visual arts-based methods in conveying the

experiences of survivors of domestic violence for an exhibition at the Guggenheim Museum.
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Through painting, drawing, and collage, women spoke in nonverbal ways, reclaiming agency
over their trauma. Similarly, Anderson and McGuire (2015) explored how street art in urban
spaces serves as a form of resistance against gentrification and social inequality. By occupying
public spaces with graffiti, murals, and stencils, marginalized communities assert their presence
and contest the erasure of their histories.

2.6.2.2 Performance and Embodied Practices

Performance and embodied practices offer additional avenues for sharing narratives of
resistance. In her research, Jones (2017) investigated the use of theater and storytelling as
tools for political activism among Indigenous communities in Canada. Through participatory
theater workshops and oral storytelling traditions, Indigenous activists celebrate collective
memory and cultural heritage to resist colonialism and environmental exploitation that continues
to impact the community.

Recent scholarship by Jackson (2019) explored how performance art serves as a
powerful medium for resistance, enabling marginalized groups to articulate their experiences,
express dissent, and enact social change. Through embodied storytelling, performers engage
audiences, evoking empathy and solidarity while disrupting dominant narratives. Sturm (2016)
examined the embodied practices of protest, focusing on the role of dance, movement, and
bodily gestures in antiracist activism. By disrupting normative spatial and temporal boundaries,
protesters embody resistance and challenge systems of oppression. Similar research by Kim
and Shin (2020) examined how embodied practices, such as protest marches and collective
rituals, embody resistance against political repression and social injustice. By reclaiming public
spaces and embodying dissent through shared physical actions, activists challenge hegemonic
power structures and mobilize collective resistance movements. These studies highlighted the
transformative potential of performance and embodied practices in narrating narratives of

resistance to inspire solidarity and advocate for social change.
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2.6.2.3 Digital Media and Online Activism

Digital media platforms provide accessible spaces for sharing narratives of resistance.
Chen and Reilly (2019) analyzed the use of social media by Black Lives Matter activists to
document instances of police brutality and racial injustice. Through hashtags, livestreams, and
viral videos, activists amplify marginalized voices, mobilize public support, and demand
accountability from authorities. Similarly, Kavada (2015) explored the role of Twitter in the
Occupy movement, highlighting how digital networks facilitate the circulation of counter-
narratives and the coordination of collective action. By harnessing the power of digital media,
grassroots movements challenge dominant narratives and disrupt hegemonic power structures.

Through visual art, performance, embodied practices, and digital media, marginalized
communities assert their agency, fight against dominant discourses, and become activists for
change. Understanding the complex dynamic between these multimodal acts of resistance is
essential for scholars, activists, and educators seeking to support and amplify historically

underrepresented voices in the fight for liberation.
2.7 Implications and Conclusion

What are the stories behind the tattoos we ink into our skin? What do these stories tell
others about our lived histories and experiences?

As a visibly tattooed and pierced Latina English teacher, | have become accustomed to
the stares, pointing, whispers, and unwanted opinions from the thousands of students who have
entered my classroom over the years; a few of the brave have outwardly asked about the
meaning of my body art. While for years | chose to build a protective wall between myself and
my students because | was reluctant to share any personal details about my world, especially
my body art, | realized that one of the things my mostly Black and Brown students were looking

for was a way to connect with me—one of the few teachers of color they had.
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Brick by brick, | started to dismantle the wall | built and took the risk of engaging in small
conversations and side discussions about my tattoo art and piercings when asked. What | found
was that these little conversations, these platicas, led to the telling and publishing of our
testimonios—our counterstories and narratives of resistance—uwithin the safety of my classroom
space.

Although studies like that of Dukes and Stein (2011) reinforced that body modification is
uniformly negative (p. 1563), the same researchers simultaneously acknowledged that body art
does include more positive aspects of self-expression and an increase in self-awareness that
benefits those who embrace the lifestyle. Because of studies like Kirkland (2009) and Leader
(2015), we now understand that for older high school and college students, choosing to
memorialize, commemorate, and celebrate the moments in one’s lived histories through their
body art shapes their identities to make them the people they are today and the persons they
will become in the future.

Within the context of the ELA classroom, tattoos offer an opportunity for literary
exploration and analysis. By conceptualizing tattoos as literary artifacts, educators can invite
students to engage critically with themes of identity, agency, and societal norms.

Drawing on feminist perspectives, students and educators can engage in and create
platicas and testimonios to share their lived experiences of how tattoos serve as acts of
resistance against expectations and norms. Moreover, understanding tattoos as personal
stories, lived experiences, and cultural heritage, as highlighted by Torres (2020), invites
students to explore the complexities of individual and collective identity.

Including the stories of tattoos in the ELA classroom fosters discussions on
representation, power dynamics, and the politics of visibility, especially for teachers and
students of color as “body art offers us a way to connect with and see students who are not

always visible in traditional light” (Kirkland, 2009, p. 391).
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Kirkland (2009) illuminated the potential that exists if teachers openly embrace body art
as a valid form of narrative literacy that students can utilize to strengthen their communication
skills. Doing so can open new pathways in the safety of the classroom for students who may not
otherwise be open to sharing their narratives with their peers. Allowing students the space to
share this new form of storytelling in the ELA classroom can forge bonds between students and
their teachers, creating classrooms where trust and healing can emerge.

Body art can be considered one of the multimodalities that represent narratives of
resistance. By accepting tattoos as forms of visual literacies that give students and educators
from underrepresented populations the freedom to express their authentic selves and share
their lived experiences, we can create inclusive and culturally relevant learning environments
that empower both student and teacher to engage critically with diverse forms of expression and
challenge master narratives. Incorporating the stories of tattoos into the ELA classroom not only
expands the scope of literary analysis but also invites students to explore the complexities of

identity, agency, and resistance in the world they occupy.

54



Chapter 3: Methodologies and Methods

3.1 Introduction: A “Sorta” Rican

As a non-Spanish-speaking Puerto Rican, a “No Sabo Kid” (Delgadillo, 2022) raised in
Queens, confusion about my identity in a country that forces people to state who they are and
where they are from left me feeling a lack of belonging for far too long. When asked to complete
forms that force me to decide which race and ethnicity | associate with, | just cannot easily
“check a box”; | am an other, and being an other often means confronting a painful past of
memories and feelings of invisibility in a world that continues to privilege one dominant race
over all others.

All my life | have received the message through words and body language that | am too
“American” to be truly Puerto Rican and too “Puerto Rican” to be considered fully American. |
have written and shared testimonios about my experiences living in the borderland, a third
space of my own creation, with my students and with a select few colleagues. It is, however, the
testimonios | have collected over time as seen through my body art—my tattoos and piercings—
that have proven to become my most powerful narratives, pushing back against societal norms
that have constantly tried to force me to conform. | have never fit neatly into anyone’s box, their
expectations of who or what | should be.

My third space is one of self-discovery, identity, and belonging; it is in my Nepantla, the
in-between, the margins of society, where | found liberation and the freedom to unpack how
identity, culture, language, and the search for belonging have made me the woman, mother,
and English teacher | am today—a “Sorta” Rican.

Like Celia Alvarez (Latina Feminist Group, 2001), | too am unsure as to where my story
fits in the world of academia, so | must create my own space through the writing and sharing of

my testimonios for they “share the experiences that [we] have kept locked away and begin the

55



healing process through spirited reconfiguration.... [we are] both the subject and object of [our]
own inquiry and voice” (pp. 20-21). The collective writing and sharing of our narratives as Latina
educators bring to the surface the stories that we have kept buried deep in the recesses of our
memories for far too long. Choosing to be vulnerable by sharing the beautiful and powerful
stories behind our body art is a form of liberation that removes the stigma still following those

of us who embrace our tattoos as an extension of our identities.

The Latina educators participating in this study carry stories not just in their voices but in
the vivid designs etched into their skin—narratives of resilience, cultural pride, and love. These
tattoos are more than mere decoration; they are living declarations of identity rooted in personal
and cultural histories that push back against societal expectations. In a world where voices like
ours are often dismissed—silenced by the likes of Trump and his administration who question
the very worth of our existence—our ink becomes a powerful tool of resistance and self-
affirmation. Each line, symbol, and image speak of our struggles, triumphs, and unwavering
pride in our heritage. Through education and advocacy, we transform these visual stories into
lessons of strength and belonging, challenging the stereotypes and master narratives that seek
to confine us or force us to assimilate.

Our presence in classrooms not only shatters assumptions about what educators should
look like but invites meaningful conversations about representation and diversity. Students see
in us living examples of authenticity and courage, while parents and colleagues encounter
narratives they may never have considered. This intersection between identity and expression
drives my exploration of a vital question: How do Latina educators use the stories conveyed
through their tattoos to construct and communicate their identities, and how do these embodied

expressions shape students’ perceptions about them in educational spaces?
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3.2 Methodology

Maya Angelou (2009) once said, “There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story
inside you” (pp. 198). For some Latina educators, body art has become the canvas where
untold stories come to life—a form of self-affirmation, healing, and liberation. Yet, this bold
expression often triggers judgment from those who struggle to accept our purposeful choice to
alter our bodies. Despite this, it is precisely in embracing these “literacies of the body” that we
break free from the shackles of being “othered.” In spaces where authenticity is welcomed, our
tattoos become narratives of identity, resilience, and pride, challenging stereotypes that paint
the tattooed as deviant, rebellious, or attention-seeking.

My dissertation breathes life into these stories etched on the skin of Latina educators at
an urban middle school. The images forever inked on the bodies of myself and my fellow Latina
educator participants are not just art; they are cultural symbols, memorials of loved ones,
lessons learned, and spiritual markers of resilience and joy. | collected these powerful narratives
from three Latina educators, May, Patricia, and Elias, who have served as teachers and social
workers in several urban NYC schools for multiple years. Their stories, woven into their tattoos,
are transformed into testimonios—thorough accounts of lived experiences and memories
forever inked on their bodies. By sharing our collective testimonios, | seek to raise awareness of
how body literacies shape the relationships and dynamics between students, educators, and
parents in urban schools, encouraging a deeper understanding of identity, self-expression, and
community.

3.2.1 Narrative Inquiry

Storytelling is at the heart of my dissertation study that explored the question, How do
Latina educators use the stories conveyed through their tattoos to construct and communicate
their identities, and how do these embodied expressions shape the perceptions of students in

educational spaces? As such, narrative inquiry served as the methodology for this study.
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Narrative inquiry focuses on understanding and interpreting human experiences through
storytelling and narrative analysis. It involves collecting and analyzing stories shared by
individuals or groups to explore their lived experiences, beliefs, values, cultures, histories, and
perspectives to understand how individuals make sense of their experiences while constructing
their identities. According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), narrative inquiry allows researchers
to delve into the complexities of human experience by exploring the interplay between personal
stories and broader societal contexts.

Vinz (2009) emphasized the power of narratives in braiding the complexity of human
experiences, enabling researchers to delve into the intricate details of individual and collective
stories. Through narrative inquiry, researchers gain insights into the subjective realities of
participants, uncover social and cultural meanings, and generate knowledge that is deeply
rooted in lived experiences. This approach allows for a nuanced understanding of human
phenomena and, for the purposes of my study, provides a platform for voices from the
underrepresented.

Narrative inquiry as a qualitative research methodology holds significant power in
exploring the stories of tattoos and how they convey narratives of resistance. It allows
researchers to study the lived experiences and perspectives of tattooed individuals, offering
a nuanced understanding of the meanings and motivations behind body art as forms of
resistance. Narrative inquiry provides a valuable framework for investigating the complexities of
human experience through storytelling (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). When studying tattoos as
narratives of resistance, narrative inquiry allows researchers to capture stories and meanings
embedded in one’s body art, while uncovering the ways in which tattoos serve as deeply
personal expressions that can include culture, memories, empowerment, and identity.

Vinz (2011) emphasized the power of narrative inquiry in braiding the personal and
cultural significance of stories. Through the collection and analysis of narratives, researchers

can reveal the ways in which tattoos function as visual narratives of resistance, challenging
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societal norms and conventions. By centering the voices of individuals with tattoos, narrative
inquiry allows researchers to investigate the intersections between agency, identity construction,
and resistance within the context of body art.

Furthermore, Riessman (2008) discussed the effectiveness of narrative inquiry in
capturing the complexities of human experiences and emotions. By capturing and analyzing
the stories of individuals with tattoos, researchers can uncover the underlying motivations,
struggles, and triumphs that shape their narratives of resistance and how they translate as
visual artifacts forever etched on skin. Through a combination of interviews and artifact
analysis—Ilooking at and considering the tattoos themselves—narrative inquiry allowed me as a
teacher-researcher to construct a more holistic understanding of how tattoos serve as powerful
conduits for storytelling and resistance.

Body Work by Melissa Febos (2022) stands as a testament to the power of narrative
inquiry in research and storytelling. By integrating personal narrative with critical reflection,
Febos strengthened the discourse on identity and transformation. Her work has inspired
scholars, researchers, and readers to engage deeply with narratives to uncover profound truths
about human experience and society.

As demonstrated by Febos (2022), narrative inquiry offers a methodological framework
that embraces empathy, understanding, and discourse about the complexities of our lived
experiences. For my dissertation study, | collected the narratives behind the body art of
students, teachers, and parents of color and analyzed how these narratives strengthen trust
and foster healing in the secondary English classroom while also pushing back against
regressive master narratives. My study also included my own personal stories as a Latina
teacher of English who has fully embraced tattoo culture, therefore utilizing some tools of
autoethnography—a specific narrative methodology which uses the researcher’s personal
stories, histories, and experiences as data to describe, analyze, and understand cultural

experience. My aim was for readers to view tattoo culture not as a growing problem in urban
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secondary schools that needs to be erased, but as a means of agency and as a form of
resistance to societal norms and master narratives—how the literacies of the body convey
stories of strength, resilience, and, most importantly, resistance against the forces that
continuously try to silence us.
3.2.2 Archaeology of the Self

My introduction to Sealey-Ruiz’'s (2022) Archaeology of the Self framework came during
my time as an EdM student in her diversity course at Teachers College in 2018. Sealey-Ruiz’s
Archaeology of the Self emphasizes the need to peel back the many layers that form one’s
worldviews and shape an educator’s relationships with students. This process is not far
removed from an archaeological dig as it requires deep self-reflection and critical examination
and involves progressing through stages similar to Maslow’s hierarchy: starting with critical love,
“a profound and ethical commitment to caring for the communities for which we work,” and
culminating in the archaeology of the self, the “deep excavation and exploration of beliefs,
biases, and ideas that shape how we engage in the work,” and interruption, where one
“interrupts racism and inequality at personal and systemic levels” (Sealey-Ruiz, 2022).

Rooted in the development of racial literacy, Sealey-Ruiz’s (2022) Archaeology of the
Self aims to interrupt racism and inequality at personal and systemic levels. For over
5 years, | have utilized the tenets of Sealey-Ruiz’s Archaeology of the Self to address my own
deep-seated biases, including self-sabotaging behaviors that have impacted my navigation
through life as a Latina English teacher and a recovering addict/alcoholic. This framework also
informed my approach to teaching, helping me form meaningful connections with my students
by offering them the agency to embark on their own personal excavations. They then could
reflect on and uncover their own beliefs, ideas, and, ultimately, their biases.

The work required for the reflective excavation as part of the Archaeology of Self is an

ongoing process; it calls for continuous personal reflection, action, and praxis within us and our
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classroom spaces. This journey is deeply personal and can span many years, emphasizing the
necessity of sustained effort and introspection.

Much work remains to be done. As educators of color who primarily teach students of
color, we must be willing to pause, reflect, persist, and advance. Embracing the Archaeology of
the Self is a vital step in our commitment to fostering transformative education and meaningful
change while simultaneously centering the stories of those living in the margins or the
borderlands of society.

Although | have adopted Sealey-Ruiz’s (2022) Archaeology of the Self as a
transformative framework for reshaping my thinking, understanding, and connection to the
Puerto Rican culture—a heritage | was not fully raised to embrace—I recognized that this
framework may not hold the same relevance for the participants in this study. My engagement
with the Archaeology of the Self has served as a crucial tool for fostering racial literacy and
personal introspection, enabling me to navigate complex questions of identity, culture, and
belonging. However, | acknowledge that the participants in this research may not share the
same educational background or exposure to racial literacy practices, nor would it be
appropriate to assume they interpret their experiences through a similar lens. As such, my
inclusion of Sealey-Ruiz’'s framework is primarily a methodological and reflective decision,
serving as a means of positioning myself as a participant-researcher in my study. This decision
underscored my dual role as both researcher and learner, where the Archaeology of the Self
becomes a guiding framework for self-inquiry rather than a direct analytical tool imposed upon
the narratives of my three participants. This approach allowed me to remain ethically attuned to
their authentic voices while acknowledging the profound impact that critical racial literacy has
had on my own evolving scholarly and personal perspective.

As the methodologies for my study that explored the ways in which tattoos share
narratives of resistance, the braiding of narrative inquiry with the Archaeology of the Self offered

a powerful qualitative lens that examined connections between personal narratives embodying
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tattoo art. Through narrative inquiry, | as a teacher-researcher brought to light the lived
experiences and stories of individuals with tattoos, uncovering the layers of meaning and
symbolism embedded in their body art. By centering the voices and perspectives of tattooed
individuals, | captured the ways in which tattoos serve as forms of visual storytelling of social
norms, expectations, and counternarratives, which highlight the complexities and importance of
identity construction and empowerment for Latina educators in urban schools.

In the following section, | provide a detailed account of the research methods employed
in this study. This discussion includes an in-depth exploration of the context underpinning my
research question, a comprehensive explanation of the participant recruitment process, and a
concise overview of data collection and analysis. Narrative inquiry emerged as the qualitative
research methodology most suited for this study, offering a powerful lens through which to
explore the stories embedded in the tattoos of Latina educators. This approach acknowledged
the personal narratives expressed through body art, positioning them as meaningful texts that
reveal complex intersections of identity, culture, and lived experience. By centering the voices of
these educators, narrative inquiry allows for a nuanced examination of the diverse meanings,
motivations, and implications of tattoos—narratives that often challenge and disrupt the
dominant master stories that continue to pervade educational spaces serving Black and Brown
students. This methodology, therefore, not only honors individual expression but also
contributes to a broader, critical reimagining of whose stories are valued and validated within

educational discourse.
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3.3 Methods

Our bodies tell our stories.

For people who are part of the growing number of members of the tattooed community,
their body art serves as visual journals chronicling journeys through life’s twists and turns.
Hidden behind the ink are stories of identity, survival, and triumph over adversity. Each tattoo
is a personal narrative etched into the skin that captures strong cultural bonds, cherished
memories, and memorials of loved ones. These tattoos may also commemorate significant
milestones, mark struggles faced and celebrate the resilience that has carried them through.

In this study, | collected and shared the narratives of Latina educators who discussed
with me the stories behind their tattoo art. By exploring these unique stories, | sought to answer
the question, How do Latina educators use the stories conveyed through their tattoos to
construct and communicate their identities, and how do these embodied expressions shape the
perceptions of students’ ideas about self-love and autonomy in educational spaces?

Tattoos, often viewed merely as decorative, tell powerful stories that challenge dominant
cultural narratives in educational spaces. They speak of marginalized identities, cultural pride,
and the continuous fight against oppression. By bringing these stories into the classroom, we
create an environment as a united front where students’ lived experiences are honored and
where they are empowered to share their own narratives in the hopes of enacting social
change.

In recognizing tattoos as powerful forms of literacy, we open possibilities for new modes
of expression through our vulnerability and willingness to share the stories of our body art which
can foster a classroom culture that truly values diverse voices and perspectives. In doing so,
students learn to appreciate the experiences that shape the lives of their teachers and other
school staff and leaders, promoting empathy, critical thinking, and the desire to fight for social

justice.
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As | embarked on this journey to collect the stories of my fellow tattooed Latina
educators, | brought to the surface the ways in which tattoos can serve as powerful tools for
storytelling and resistance in urban school settings. By capturing and sharing these narratives,
we set out to challenge regressive master narratives and create spaces of critical love, trust,
and healing with ourselves, with each other, and with the communities we serve.

3.3.1 Contextualizing the Study: Participants, Recruitment, and Demographics

My study focused on collecting personal narratives from Latina educators who are
deeply embedded in tattoo culture. My participants currently serve as social workers and an art
teacher in a New York City middle school.

This small public middle school is in the Bronx and serves about 250 students. The
school, Grades 6-8, shares a building with a lower elementary school, both schools utilizing
shared spaces such as the cafeteria, library, and auditorium. The student population is 99%
students of color, with nearly 63% identifying as Hispanic or Latinx and nearly 35% identifying
as Black (US News and World Reports, 2022). Nearly 82% of the student population is labeled
“economically disadvantaged.” Many of the school’s student body are first- or second-
generation immigrants who reside in the surrounding neighborhoods. The faculty of about 24
mirrors the diversity of the student body; all but three members of the school faculty are people
of color; many of the staff are also Bronx natives, some residing in the school’s surrounding
neighborhoods. The parents of these students are identified as working-class, with occupations
ranging from small business owners and teacher aides to home healthcare workers and service
industry employees. Many of the school’s Latinx students reside in households that primarily
speak Spanish and are also undocumented in this country, a status that only recently has raised
concerns about the very real fear of deportation.

I met May and Patricia shortly after | transitioned from teaching high school English to
teaching English at a middle school in New York City in the late fall of 2023. With nearly 25

years of experience in secondary education, this shift to a middle school setting introduced me
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to a new community of educators, including May and Patricia, two social workers responsible for
supporting our nearly 230 Black and Brown students in Grades 6-8.

May, a 30-year-old Latina mother of two, identifies as Dominican and is a native New
Yorker fluent in English and Spanish. She has served as a full-time social worker at our school
for 4 years and holds an undergraduate degree in criminal justice. Initially, May pursued
criminal justice with aspirations of becoming a police officer. However, after taking her first
undergraduate psychology course—specifically, a class in developmental psychology—she
discovered a passion for social work. Before transitioning into school-based social work, May
worked in forensic investigations, where her primary role involved interviewing children who had
experienced sexual abuse. While she recognized the critical nature of this work, she found it
difficult not knowing what became of these children after the interviews. Seeking a career that
allowed for deeper, long-term relationships with young people, May ultimately found her place in
school social work.

Patricia, an Afro Latina woman of Nicaraguan and Honduran descent, was born and
raised in Queens. She originally intended to become a physical education teacher but, like May,
found herself drawn to psychology after taking an undergraduate course that deeply resonated
with her. As a mentor at her local Boys & Girls Club, Patricia developed a love for working with
youth, leading her to switch her major to Children and Youth Studies. Before earning her
master’s degree in social work, she gained experience working with young people in homeless
shelters, foster care, and through the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS). In 2021,
Patricia began her career as a school social worker at an alternative high school in New York
City before joining our school’s social work team in 2023.

Most recently, | had the pleasure of meeting Elias, who joined our school community as
an art teacher at the beginning of February. Like Patricia, Elias identifies as a queer Afro Latina
who was born and raised in the Bronx. Though Dominican by heritage, she has always felt a

strong connection to the Puerto Rican community due to the neighborhood where she grew up
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and her close relationship with her Puerto Rican relatives on her father’s side. Elias began her
teaching career in early childhood education, working as a pre-K and kindergarten teacher in
2015. However, she considers herself a lifelong educator, having taught as a swim instructor at
age 15 before becoming a lifeguard and swim coach. After several years of teaching first and
second grade in a bilingual/ICT (Integrated Co-Teaching) classroom, Elias transitioned into her
current role as a full-time art teacher, first in elementary school and now in middle school. She
holds a bachelor’s degree in art and a master’s degree in early childhood education.

As a tattooed educator, my body serves as a living anthology of my experiences, and |
cannot help but be filled with excitement when | cross paths with another Latina educator who
wears her stories on her skin. May, Patricia, Elias, and | are deeply committed to education,
embodying what Sealey-Ruiz (2022) described as critical love—a love that challenges, nurtures,
and transforms our students. But beyond the classroom, we are all also a part of the tattooed
community. For each of us, body art is more than decoration; it is a powerful medium of self-
expression, a testament to our identities as Latinas, women, educators, and human beings
navigating the world on our own terms.

As a “No Sabo Kid,” being raised without learning to speak Spanish was a choice made
by my bilingual parents before | was born. While language has always been a painful part of
my cultural journey, two of my three participants, May and Patricia, are bilingual, effortlessly
navigating conversations in both English and Spanish with students and parents alike. Their
linguistic abilities often come with an unspoken responsibility as Latina educators: serving as
translators for the families of our students, many of whom speak little or no English. Like me, my
third participant, Elias, does not speak Spanish fluently. However, collectively, our role in our
school goes beyond language as we work in the community to build bridges between cultures,
fostering trust and connection.

This study stands at the intersection of identity and education, exploring how personal

narratives disrupt regressive master narratives and cultivate transformative spaces within school
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communities. Through our tattoos, May, Patricia, Elias, and | share stories etched into our
skin—symbols of self-love, resilience, and empowerment. These embodied expressions
strengthen the bonds between teachers and students, reminding us that authenticity and lived
experiences have a powerful role in shaping meaningful educational spaces.

The subject of my study is deeply personal. My tattoos are a living canvas of stories—of
love and loss, triumphs and failures, redemption and, above all, hope. Over the past decade,
engaging in formal and informal conversations about the meaning behind my tattoos has been
transformative, allowing me to gain a deeper understanding of myself while building the
confidence | once lacked. For this reason, | chose to include myself as one of the research
subjects in this study. This choice was not about seeking validation; it was about embracing the
truth Ellis (2004) so aptly captured: “Learning about yourself is justification enough for doing a
study,” but “stories are always about more than your own experience” (p. 37).

By sharing the stories of some of my many tattoos, | open a door for others to
experience my journey of self-discovery, willingly choosing vulnerability as | push back against
the regressive narratives that have tried to dictate who | am and who | should be. The literacies
that are etched onto my skin challenge stereotypes and celebrate the complexity of my identity
as a Latina, a mother, and a teacher. Through this process, | have built an even deeper sense
of community and trust with my participants, creating a space where our shared stories become
a powerful collective voice of resilience and authenticity.

Including one’s own lived experiences in qualitative research is a personal choice. It
fosters meaningful dialogue with participants, encouraging them to consider, listen, and respond
to shared narratives. However, this choice also carries risks. The researcher-storyteller must
accept that once these narratives are shared, there is no control over how they will be received,
interpreted, or even misjudged. Criticism, misunderstanding, and embarrassment may follow—
but so, too, does the potential for growth, empathy, and connection. By stepping into this

vulnerable space, the writer gains a deeper understanding of herself, her participants, and the
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shared world they inhabit. This courage to share becomes a powerful act of bridging personal
truths with collective learning.
3.3.2 Data Collection

To capture the depth and meaning of these narratives, | relied on three primary
methods: unstructured interviews, testimonios, platicas (informal conversations), and visual
documentation of specific tattoos. The open-ended interviews with my three participants, May,
Patricia, and Elias, created space for organic dialogue, allowing their stories to unfold naturally
and revealing the deeply personal histories and experiences symbolized by their tattoos. These
interviews provided an opportunity for participants to articulate the meanings behind their body
art in their own words, centering their voices and perspectives in the research.

Complementing these interviews were platicas, informal yet intentional conversations
rooted in Latina feminist methodologies that prioritize relational and trust-building exchanges.
These discussions, often occurring in comfortable and familiar spaces, encouraged deeper
reflection and storytelling that might not emerge in a formal interview setting. Platicas fostered a
sense of community and mutual understanding, allowing for the co-construction of knowledge
rather than a one-sided extraction of information gathered during a more traditional interview
process.

In addition to spoken narratives, | incorporated visual analysis through photographs of
the tattoos themselves, bringing the participants’ stories to life through vivid imagery. These
images served as both data and dialogue—concrete visual markers of identity, resistance, and
cultural affirmation that participants interpreted and reflected upon during our discussions. By
integrating verbal representation into verbal storytelling, this study offers a holistic exploration of
how the literacies tattooed on the body functions as a powerful medium for identity, culture, and
self-expression among Latina educators. As both researcher and participant, | also contributed

my own experiences, further embedding the study within my own narrative framework that
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acknowledges the personal and collective significance of tattoos within our shared professional
and cultural realities.

3.3.2.1 Unstructured Interviews

To authentically capture the personal stories my participants shared about their body, |
made the choice to conduct unstructured interviews as opposed to taking a more traditional
approach to interviewing. Shaikh (2023) defined unstructured interviews as informal and
conversation-like, allowing for a natural flow of dialogue (p. 12). Unlike structured interviews,
which follow a rigid schedule with predetermined questions and minimal deviation, unstructured
interviews provide the flexibility to center participants’ knowledge and experiences, letting their
voices guide the conversation. This approach was essential to uncovering the deeper meanings
behind my participants’ tattoos and the narratives these embodied body art pieces carry.

To foster a comfortable and private environment, | conducted all interviews on Zoom.
This virtual format reduced the tension participants might have felt in a formal interview setting
and offered me as the researcher the advantage of easily recording and transcribing our
sessions. Privacy was paramount throughout the study. While | identified participants by their
race, ethnicity, and role as educators, each participant selected a pseudonym of their choice,
which | respected throughout the data collection and analysis process.

My goal was simple: to engage in meaningful, authentic conversations with my three
participants about the symbolism and stories behind their tattoos without interrupting their flow
with an excessive barrage of questions. | carried a minimal list of guiding questions during our
initial interviews, but found | rarely needed them, only referring to the list when | sought to draw
out more detail or deepen the narrative. Some of the key questions | asked included:

e How do you feel about the tattoo now, and what emotions does it evoke when you

see it?

e How do your friends and family feel about your tattoo? Have their reactions

influenced your feelings about it?
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e How do your students respond to your tattoos?

¢ How has your understanding of the tattoo changed over time, if at all?

¢ What message or story do you hope others take away from your tattoo?

These questions served as gentle prompts when needed, but the true magic of the
conversations emerged from the participants themselves. Their reflections offered profound
insights into how body art is deeply intertwined with identity, resilience, and the cultural
narratives they carry as Latina educators.

3.3.2.2 Testimonios

For this study, | gathered the data collected from the interviews conducted with each
participant and presented them to readers as testimonios. Testimonios, powerful first-person
narratives that amplify the voices and experiences of underrepresented individuals and
communities, are rooted in Chicana/Latina and Black feminisms. Testimonios serve as a
platform for historically silenced groups to share their lived experiences, challenges, and
triumphs, making them a vital tool of resistance in the fight social justice (Alarcén et al., 2011).
By challenging master narratives, testimonios shed light on social injustices; advocate for
change; and foster empathy, understanding, and solidarity through the braiding of personal
narratives, collective memory, and political activism. For these reasons, | chose to present the
plethora of data collected from my interviews with three Latina educators as testimonios.

The act of sharing testimonios is an act of (re)membering (Dillard, 2012) and connection,
creating trust and healing in educational spaces. Through the sharing of testimonios, individuals
bring counter-discourses and nondominant cultural knowledges that have been historically
overlooked to the surface for all to witness (Saavadra & Pérez, 2012). The boundaries between
the individual and the community blur, leading to a deeper understanding of oneself and others.
As | listened to the narratives shared by each of my participants during our Zoom sessions, |

immediately felt a bond shared between our collective stories that grew stronger as | read and
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re-read the transcripts; a sisterhood of shared experiences told through our body art had been
forged.

Testimonios serve as a narrative tool that bridges generations and communities, offering
a platform to express dissatisfaction with the disconnect between the educational system
and home cultures (Calderon-Berumen et al., 2018). By transforming individual stories into
testimonios, participants invite others to witness and stand in solidarity with their lived
experiences as Latina educators in NYC. As a pedagogical tool, these testimonios generated
by Latina educators provide valuable insights that center the voices and experiences of each
participant; when shared in spaces that are open to receiving their words, these narratives
foster dialogic moments of connection and care across differences and privileges (Prieto &
Villenas, 2012).

The collective narratives of my participants also uncovered sociopolitical issues that
impact their lives as Latinas as well as several of the issues impacting the communities they
represent inside and outside of the classroom. This combination of personal narratives,
collective memory, and political activism offers a unique and powerful form of storytelling that
can enrich educators and students alike. Unlike conventional narratives, testimonios center on
amplifying the voices and experiences of historically marginalized individuals, challenging
prevailing narratives, and advocating for social change (Alarcén et al., 2011). By braiding
together personal accounts, historical context, and calls to action, testimonios create a
transformative space where connections can be fostered across diverse backgrounds
(Saavadra & Pérez, 2012). For this reason, | chose to present the data collected for this study
as testimonios because they are a powerful form of narrative that not only shares individual
experiences but also inspires reflection, empathy, and solidarity among varied audiences. By
engaging with testimonios, educators and students alike can cultivate a more inclusive and
empathetic learning environment that values and celebrates the richness of individual

experiences and collective struggles.
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For this study on the body art of Latina educators, | not only collected the stories of
women who have embraced tattoo culture through the reading and re-reading of interviews and
later transforming them into testimonios, but | also chose to include platicas—smaller side-
conversations often not captured on the Zoom sessions—in this study. These platicas, drawn
from real-time intimate conversations with my participants, became invaluable sources of data
that added depth and breadth to my research.

For the purposes of this study, testimonios functioned as a form of analysis by allowing
Latina educators to reflect on and interpret their own experiences with body art. The process of
collecting and curating testimonios involved not only transcribing and analyzing formal interview
responses but also braiding in the more informal platicas and visual data, such as photographs
of tattoos, to construct a more holistic narrative. By centering participants’ voices, testimonios
provided a more natural method of meaning-making that resists the traditional, hierarchical
modes of qualitative analysis. The inclusion of photographs of tattoos as visual testimonios adds
another layer of interpretation, as each tattoo carries its own embodied history, representing
cultural heritage, personal transformation, or acts of defiance against societal norms. When
analyzed alongside verbal testimonios and platicas, these visual narratives deepen the
understanding of how Latina educators use body art to reclaim their identities and assert
agency within educational and professional spaces. This multimodal approach highlights the
interconnectedness of personal expression, cultural memory, and political resistance, further
demonstrating the power of testimonios as both data and analysis.

3.3.2.3 Platicas

Like testimonios, platicas are traditionally viewed as intimate yet informal conversations
or dialogues prevalent in Latinx and Latin American communities (Delgado-Bernal, 1998).
Stemming from the Spanish term for “little talks” or “chats,” platicas commonly occur in relaxed

settings like homes, community gatherings, or social events, serving as platforms for the sharing
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of personal stories, experiences, advice, and knowledge. Embodying an informal conversational
style, platicas foster connection, understanding, and spaces of trust and healing.

Platicas play a crucial role in the transmission of cultural values, the preservation of
traditions, and the facilitation of intergenerational communication. Like testimonios, they offer
educators opportunities to engage in candid conversations, express their viewpoints, and
collectively reflect on shared experiences, covering topics such as identity, culture, family, and
societal issues. According to Franquiz and Salinas (2022), who explored the use of platicas
among Latina bilingual teachers in Texas, educators who embrace the use of platicas as a tool
for building relationships are pivotal in shaping collective knowledge for present and future
generations of educators and students (pp. 419-420). They highlighted how platicas cultivate
healing through self-reflection in discourse and writing, nurturing reciprocal and vulnerable
relationships built on mutual trust and understanding among educators.

The platicas | engaged in with my participants happened mostly in the halls, classrooms,
and offices of our school building during times when students were not present. Unlike
testimonios, which are structured narratives based on lived experiences, platicas are casual
interactions that can often leave a lasting impact on all participants involved. Including these
significant moments created through brief encounters throughout our workday helped me to
gain more context and understanding behind my colleagues’ tattoo choices and the ways these
visual stories forged a sisterhood of shared experiences and appreciation for one another’s
body art.

3.3.2.4 Photographs of Tattoos

At the heart of the narratives shared between me and my patrticipants are the tattoos
themselves—visual representations of their lived experiences, struggles, joys, and triumphs.
These tattoos are more than just ink on skin; they are powerful symbols, images, and words that
carry deep personal meaning, encapsulating stories that transcend traditional narratives on

paper. Readers will find that the inclusion of photographs becomes far more than a mere visual
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aid. These images are essential to bringing each narrative to life, braiding the abstract stories
and the tangible, physical representations of the participants’ identities and lived experiences.
By offering these images along with detailed data, | provide readers with an opportunity to
connect not just intellectually but also emotionally with the personal journeys and expressions
behind the body art discussed throughout this study.

In recruiting participants for my study, | understood the crucial role that these
photographs of tattoos played in enhancing the stories being told. In prioritizing the collecting of
photographs of some of the tattoos that my participants hold dear, | came to this study with an
awareness of how these images complement and amplify their personal narratives. By including
these photographs, | ensured a complete portrayal of the participants’ experiences, recognizing
that tattoos are not just aesthetic choices but layered expressions of culture, resilience, and
identity. These images give the reader a deeper understanding of how tattoos serve as personal
artifacts, each one reflecting a unique story that words alone may not fully capture.

Beyond simply presenting these tattoos, | engaged with them as critical data, analyzing
not just their imagery but also their placement on the body, the colors used, and the significance
these choices hold for the individual who wears them. The placement of a tattoo—whether
prominently displayed or intentionally concealed—can reveal layers of meaning about the
wearer’s relationship with their identity, profession, and the broader social world. The color
palette of a tattoo, whether bold and vibrant or muted and monochrome, may signify cultural
influences, emotional weight, or aesthetic preferences deeply tied to personal history. Each
tattoo, in its composition and context, serves as an entry point into the participants’ narratives,
offering insight into how Latina educators navigate the intersections of identity, resistance, and
self-expression through their body art.

However, with the power of visual storytelling comes the responsibility to protect the
privacy and confidentiality of the participants. To preserve their anonymity and respect their

autonomy, all tattoo images included in this study were presented alongside the pseudonyms
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chosen by each participant at the beginning of the research process. In one case, the name of
my participant’s daughter was blurred from the photograph of her tattoo included in this study.
This attention to privacy ensured that participants could share their stories without fear of
exposure while still offering readers the opportunity to engage with the meaningful, intimate
artwork that embodies their personal histories. In doing so, | honored both the participants’
voices and their visual expressions, creating a space where authenticity and privacy can
coexist. By incorporating narrative and visual analysis, this study brought to the surface the
significance of tattoos as deeply personal expressions of self-love that exist at the intersection
of culture, race, gender, power, and resistance.
3.3.3 Data Analysis

The analysis of the data collected for this study was rooted in narrative inquiry, Black
and Latina feminisms, and embodiment theory, which, when braided together, provided a
multidimensional lens for understanding the testimonios of Latina educators and the tattoos they
proudly wear. Narrative inquiry allowed for an exploration of lived experiences as complex,
evolving stories shaped by personal, cultural, and sociopolitical contexts (Clandinin & Connelly,
2000). Black and Latina feminisms emphasized the significance of testimonios as a method of
resistance and collective meaning-making, centering the voices of historically underrepresented
and underfunded communities while challenging repressive master narratives (Prieto & Villenas,
2012; Saavedra & Pérez, 2012). Embodiment theory further enriched this analysis by
recognizing the body as a site of knowledge, power, and identity—where tattoos serve as both
personal and political inscriptions that communicate resistance, resilience, and belonging
(Anzaldua, 2007). By braiding these frameworks, | examined the testimonios gathered through
informal interviews, platicas, and visual representations of body art through photographs,
uncovering the ways in which the tattoos of Latina educators narrate their identities, navigate
institutional spaces, and assert agency in their personal and professional lives.

3.3.3.1 Coding Data
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To categorize and organize the data collected from the Zoom interviews effectively, |
developed a simple color-coded coding system. This method not only streamlined the data
analysis process but also allowed me to identify and highlight recurring themes and patterns
across the diverse narratives shared by the participants. Importantly, this approach helped
preserve the richness and complexity of each story, ensuring that no nuance was overlooked.

After transcribing the interviews, | reviewed each transcript, immersing myself in the
participants’ words and experiences. During this process, | applied distinct colors to highlight
key thematic categories | identified and created, such as ethnic identifiers (pink), their teaching
experiences (yellow), the stories behind their first tattoos (blue), the meanings attached to other
significant tattoos (green), family reactions to their body art (gray), and students’ responses to
their tattoos (purple). By differentiating these themes, | created an organized system that
assisted me when analyzing the hours of transcripts.

This color-coding method proved invaluable in visually tracking connections between
participants’ experiences. It highlighted the intersections of personal identity, cultural heritage,
and professional life, revealing how these elements intertwine in the context of tattoo culture.
Furthermore, the color-coded system made comparative analysis more intuitive and effective. It
allowed me to recognize overarching themes that resonated across multiple narratives while
also highlighting the unique aspects of each participant’s journey. For example, some educators
might have shared similar experiences regarding family reactions to their tattoos, yet each story
carried its own distinct emotional weight and cultural significance. This nuanced understanding
was crucial for capturing the diverse experiences of Latina educators as they navigate their
identities through tattoo culture.

The structured yet flexible nature of this approach ensured that the narratives shared by
the participants remained true to their voices. By allowing for an in-depth exploration of their
stories, | was able to delve into how these educators integrated their identities as Latinx

individuals and professionals with their experiences of tattoo culture. Ultimately, this color-coded
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coding system not only enhanced my analytical process but also deepened my appreciation for
the complexity of the participants’ journeys, braiding the powerful ways in which tattoos can
serve as expressions of identity, resistance, and cultural heritage.

3.4 Positionality

When conducting research for my dissertation study on the question, How do Latina
educators use the stories conveyed through their tattoos to construct and communicate their
identities, and how do these embodied expressions shape the perceptions of students, parents,
and colleagues in educational spaces?, it was essential for me as an educator, a researcher,
and an active participant in my own study to critically reflect on and acknowledge any biases
that may alter or impact the data collected. Biases, whether conscious or unconscious, have the
potential to influence and shape the outcomes of my research, potentially altering the
interpretation of the data and findings collected from the interviews. Such biases may include
my personal educational background, cultural beliefs, prior experiences, and theoretical
perspectives that could inadvertently impact the study’s objectivity. Additionally, the fact that |
was coming to this study as a heavily tattooed Latina educator myself showed that | have
embraced and accepted tattoo culture and have a level of understanding for others who, like
me, are heavily tattooed but may not share.

As a tattooed Latina educator, my stories as a participant and a researcher are braided
into the narratives shared by my fellow Latina educators. My own journey with tattoos is one of
self-discovery, cultural expression, and resistance, which has allowed me to deeply relate to the
experiences of my participants. Listening to their testimonios not only provided insight into their
personal and professional experiences but also prompted me to reflect more critically on my
own tattoo journey—how my inked body has shaped my identity, how it has been perceived in
educational spaces, and how it has served as a member of the tattooed community as well as a

challenge to societal norms around beauty standards.
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Throughout this study, | found myself not only collecting stories but also seeing
fragments of my own experiences mirrored in the words of my participants. Their narratives
affirmed many of the struggles and triumphs | have encountered as a tattooed Latina in
academia—moments of pride, instances of judgment, and the ongoing negotiation of self-
expression within professional and cultural expectations. This created a researcher-participant
experience for me that allowed us all to exercise trust and openness in our conversations. While
my positionality as an insider granted me a level of understanding and connection that facilitated
discussions, | remained intentional about distinguishing my personal experiences from theirs,
ensuring that their voices remained centered in the analysis | wrote for this study. In being a
reflective practitioner, | continuously examined how my perspectives shaped my interpretations,
striving to balance my dual roles as both witness and storyteller in this study.

To ensure the integrity of my study, it was vital that | maintained a high level of accuracy,
transparency, and ethical conduct throughout all stages of the research process. | aimed to
cultivate an open and collaborative relationship with my participants, fostering an environment
of mutual respect, understanding, and shared knowledge. By engaging in transparent
communication and active listening, | established a foundation of trust that honors the voices
and perspectives of those who volunteered to be a part of this study.

| recognized the importance of upholding ethical standards and protecting the rights and
confidentiality of my participants. As such, | prioritized informed consent, confidentiality, and
anonymity, ensuring that each participant’s voice was heard, respected, and always protected.
By upholding these ethical principles and engaging in a reflexive and transparent research
practice, my hope was to contribute meaningfully to the scholarly community while honoring the

diverse narratives and experiences that shape our educational landscapes.
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3.5 Limitations of Study

In recognizing the importance of transparency and rigor in my study, it is crucial to
address the potential limitations that may have affected the outcomes and interpretations of
the data collected. As | embraced narrative inquiry as the cornerstone of my methodology, |
inherently placed my trust in the narratives shared by participants to reflect their lived
experiences authentically. | must acknowledge that the depth and breadth of the data collected
were contingent on what participants chose to disclose during our interactions, both on Zoom
and through our casual conversations. The voluntary nature of their disclosures underscored the
nuanced and selective nature of the festimonios that were crafted solely from the narratives they
chose to share.

The specific number of participants (3) selected for this study presents a possible
limitation that may have shaped the study’s scope and its potential for broader generalization.
By choosing to interview only three educators, | focused on the depth of their lived experiences
rather than pursuing a larger number of participants that might compromise the richness of the
narratives.

It was essential to resist the temptation to overgeneralize the findings, as the personal
stories shared by these educators were deeply embedded in their unique contexts. | do not
claim that these narratives represent a universal experience; rather, they serve as distinct and
valuable windows into the complexities of educational practice.

Each story stands as a testament to the individuality of perspective, offering nuanced
insights that highlight the diversity of voices within the Latina community of educators working
in urban schools. By embracing this specificity, the study underscored the importance of
acknowledging and valuing the singular experiences that contribute to a broader, more inclusive

understanding of education in urban contexts.
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Chapter 4: Collecting the Literacies of the Body

4.1 Introduction: Finding Myself Through Body Art

Nearly a decade passed between my first and second tattoos—a long gap filled with
hesitation, self-reflection, and the ever-present voice of doubt. After the fallout from getting my
first tattoo at 23, | questioned whether body art was something | truly loved or if that initial
experience had simply been an act of defiance, a statement meant to silence those obsessed
with my body weight. | needed time to figure out if tattoos were part of my identity or just a
fleeting rebellion.

Marrying a man who considers tattoos “a sign of the morally deficient”—a phrase he still
mutters from time to time, even after 2 decades of our being together—kept me away from the
tattoo chair for years. My husband’s strong opinions created an internal conflict for me; |
grappled with my desire for body art and the societal stigma attached to it in our household. The
urge to get another tattoo never truly left me; it simply lay dormant, tucked away beneath layers
of compromise and consideration for our relationship. | often found myself daydreaming about
designs, recalling the excitement | felt the first time | sat in a tattoo chair when | was 23, and
imagining how those images could encapsulate my evolving identity and experiences.

Yet, the fear of judgment and the weight of John’s beliefs, the same beliefs my parents
held on to, kept me from acting on that urge. It became a bittersweet reminder of my own
autonomy and how love can sometimes feel limiting. | would see friends flaunting their tattoos,
feeling a pang of jealousy mixed with longing as | reflected on what those pieces of art
represented: freedom and self-expression. | often thought, “One day, I'll reclaim that part of
myself,” but | did not know when that day would come.

The years passed, and while | respected the boundaries of my marriage, | also nurtured

the hope that a moment would arrive when | could embrace my desire for tattoos once again. It
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was not just about the physical act of getting inked; it was about reclaiming a piece of my
identity that | felt had been stifled. The urge simmered quietly, waiting for the right moment to
resurface; | just needed to find the courage to act on it without the weight of external judgment.
Eventually, | realized that my desire for body art was not something to be ashamed of—it
reflected who | was, and it deserved to be celebrated, not hidden away.

In 2010, | got my second tattoo after a bout of postpartum depression following the birth
of my second daughter, Reagan. Without telling my husband, | booked an appointment at a
reputable shop on Long Island. A month before my scheduled sitting, | met briefly with Chad, my
artist, in the crowded reception area at a tattoo shop in Long Island, highly regarded as one of
the “best.” He barely looked up from his notepad as | described my vision—a cherry blossom
tree with two butterflies, one for each of my daughters. Scribbling notes quickly, he dismissed
me with a curt, “See you in a month.”

Chad had the personality of a fruit fly, | thought, as | left the shop feeling uncertain about
my choice. Was this the right place? The right artist? But when | returned a month later, all
doubts vanished the moment Chad revealed the sketch he created. The cherry blossom tree,
delicate yet strong, with the two butterflies nestled in its branches, was more beautiful than | had
imagined. The intricate detail, the movement in the falling petals—everything felt right.

| do not remember every moment of the tattooing process as vividly as | did my first, but
| do recall the steady hum of the machine, the familiar burn of the needle pressing into my skin,
and the way Chad, though still on the quieter side, became more personable as the hours
passed. Our light conversation ebbed and flowed as he worked, the 3%2-hour session passing in
a blur. When | finally looked in the mirror, the finished piece took my breath away. The cherry
blossoms cascaded gracefully; the butterflies suspended mid-flight—a permanent tribute to the
two little girls who had transformed my life. | had no qualms about paying his generous fee of

$375.
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Unlike my first tattoo, which had been impulsive and reactionary, this one was
intentional. It was symbolic. It marked a rebirth, a way of reclaiming myself after struggling with
severe postpartum depression that—I did not know at the time—was a precursor to nearly a
decade-long struggle with addiction and alcoholism.

This tattoo was not just beautiful—it was a healing experience for me, even though John
was less than thrilled when he saw the freshly inked piece on my shoulder blade. | remember
picking that exact spot for this, my second and still one of my largest tattoos to date, because it
was easy for me to cover up. Most people still do not know this tattoo even exists since it is
rarely seen in public, except when bathing suit season is upon us.

Not having an extensive history of collecting tattoos, | recall that the pain of this piece
was much greater than my first tattoo. The experience was reminiscent of childbirth—an
analogy that resonates deeply for many who have undergone both journeys. Just as one knows
the intense pain and physical discomfort involved in labor, | was acutely aware of what to expect
when facing the tattoo needle. Yet, in both cases, there was a profound understanding that the
struggle is temporary and ultimately worth it. | still feel chills up and down my spine when | think
about the burning sensation as the tattoo needle vibrated against my collarbone, a discomfort
so overwhelming that, at one point, Chad, my tattoo artist, had to give me a 15-minute break to
rest and sip something sugary to prevent me from passing out. In those moments of pain, |
could clearly see the vision of the finished piece—a permanent reminder of my journey, much
like the indescribable joy that follows the trials of childbirth. The result, whether it is a beautiful
tattoo or the arrival of a new life, brings a sense of accomplishment and fulfillment that makes

the struggle worthwhile.
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When my third daughter, Emma, was born 3 years later, | returned to the shop, eager to

add a third butterfly. But when | asked for Chad, | was met with somber faces and hesitant

words. Chad had died of an accidental opiate overdose. The news hit me harder than |

Figure 5. My finished tattoo of cherry blossoms
and three butterflies.

This tattoo was redone in 2014. A fourth butterfly
still has not been added for my fourth daughter.

expected, sending a jolt of recognition
through me. At the time, | was battling my
own addiction to opioid pain medication,
slipping further into a cycle | could not
control. Losing the artist who had given life
to my vision—especially in a way that felt
so close to my own struggle—was
unsettling.

Desperate for a solution, | reached
out to an art teacher at the high school
where | taught English. By day, he molded
young artists; by night, he worked in some
of the most renowned tattoo shops in the
city, rubbing elbows with industry legends
like Chris Garver, one of my tattoo idols.
He listened as | told him about Chad,

about my cherry blossom tree, and about

my need to honor my third daughter by completing the piece with another butterfly. Without

hesitation, he agreed to help.

In 2013, just 1 month before | entered my first of four 28-day rehab programs for drug

and alcohol addiction, my work colleague breathed new life into my tattoo (Figure 5). He

sharpened the blurred lines of the cherry blossom tree, reviving its original beauty, and added a

monarch butterfly—bold, vibrant, full of life.
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At the time, | didn’t realize the cruel irony behind this ornate and feminine piece. The
tattoo, which symbolized rebirth and motherhood, was completed at a time when | was losing
myself entirely, spiraling further down the rabbit hole of addiction. Inked on my back was a
reminder of transformation and growth, yet inside, | was unraveling. But in many ways, that
piece, like me, was given a second chance. Although | did not know it then, my literal rebirth
was just on the horizon.

The braiding of the outward representation of renewal with the internal descent into
addiction speaks to how destruction and rebirth can coexist—the paradox of personal
transformation. With its revived cherry blossoms and the addition of the monarch butterfly, this
tattoo foreshadowed a future self | had yet to meet, one that, gratefully, would eventually
emerge from the wreckage of my addiction. This mirrors the way tattoos often serve as deeply
personal markers of survival and resilience, much like the semicolon tattoos adopted by those in
Project Semicolon (2017), which symbolize the decision to continue one’s journey despite
struggles with addiction and suicidal ideations. In this way, the tattoo became more than just a
decorative marking; it was a silent witness to my unraveling but also a witness to my eventual
recovery.

This idea aligns with broader discussions of how tattoos serve as a form of identity
preservation and transformation, particularly in challenging circumstances, as seen in narratives
of incarcerated queer individuals who use tattoos to reclaim their stories amid oppression
(Them, 2025). What | once saw as a cruel irony, | now consider a form of narrative of resistance
(Liu & Feliciano-Barrett, 2026)—a symbol of the possibility that even in our lowest of moments,
new life is waiting to take shape. Stories like Casey Broussard’s, who emerged from addiction to
rebuild his life and repair his family, further reinforced this notion that rebirth is always possible,

even when it seems unattainable (Beaumont Enterprise, 2024).
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After the worst wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, | sat in Emily’s chair, ready to receive
one of my most meaningful tattoos: a Taino warrior woman on the upper part of my inner right
arm (Figure 6). Rendered mostly in black and grey, her fierce face is marked by bold, red stripes
of paint, while blue, orange,
purple, and white feathers
weave through her dark flowing
hair. Around her neck hangs a
white shark tooth necklace, a
symbol of strength and
resilience, and on her shoulder,
worn like a badge of honor, is
the Taino symbol for the
Coqui—a tiny tree frog found
only in Puerto Rico, yet as

mighty as the island itself. Like

a badge of honor, is the Taino

symbol for the Coqui—a tiny

Figure 6. My most meaningful and personal tattoo of
tree frog found only in Puerto Rico, an Indigenous Taino Warrior
yet as mighty as the island itself.

The image was not unique; | had stumbled upon it while searching Pinterest for tattoos
representing Puerto Rican women, but the moment | saw it, | knew—it was mine. Without
hesitation, | texted the picture to Emily, my tattoo artist. Her response was immediate and
enthusiastic: “Of course! Let’s do it!”

At 7 months pregnant, Emily was still a master of her craft, but finding the perfect

placement for such a large piece proved challenging. Both my arms were already nearly
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covered in ink, leaving limited space. She suggested my calf, and | briefly considered it. But |

knew this tattoo belonged on my arm—it needed to be as close to my heart as possible. We
finally settled on the only remaining space: the upper inner arm, a spot that would keep the
indigenous Puerto Rican Warrior Woman somewhat hidden, nestled against my body. Emily
warned me that the placement would mean fewer people would see it, but | realized that was
exactly what | wanted. This tattoo was not for the world—it was for me. It would be mine to
reveal or conceal, my choice, my story, the history carried on my skin.

This tattoo—my most meaningful—came at the age of 43 and a cost of over $800, a
stark contrast to the first tattoo | got at 23: the blonde-haired fairy in a delicate pink dress,
holding a sunflower for which | believe | paid a mere $65. Back in 2000, | had walked into a
tattoo shop with my sister-in-law on a whim during summer break, flipping through flash art until
I landed on something | thought represented beauty and femininity. Still, the truth is that the
design itself did not matter. What mattered was the act of getting that first tattoo—the rush of
rebellion, the thrill of permanence, the feeling of control over my own body. At that moment,
23-year-old Christine was not searching for meaning; she was chasing her liberation.

Two decades and many tattoos later, the act of getting inked has become as routine as
visiting the dentist twice a year. But sitting in Emily’s chair at her Long Island tattoo shop in
2020, | felt something different—something deeper. The power that coursed through my body
that day was not just from the hum of the tattoo machine; it came from the image itself. This
tattoo was not ink; it was a reclamation, a tribute to Puerto Rico and its people whose blood
runs through my veins, even as | am still learning to understand and embrace their history. Like
the Taino Warrior whose identity remains a mystery, the stories of my Puerto Rican lineage
have often felt out-of-reach, nearly lost to time. But now, both she and they were here,

permanent, undeniable—a mark of survival, of resistance, of pride.
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4.2 Inked Narratives: A Community of Tattooed Latina Educators
Tell Their Stories Through Testimonios

Radical self-love demands that we see ourselves and others in the fullness of our

complexities and intersections and that we work to create space for those

intersections.

— Sonya Renee Taylor (2021), The Body Is Not an
Apology: The Power of Radical Self-Love

In the heart of a New York City public school, where most of the faculty and staff are
people of color, a unique narrative unfolds—one that defies the conventional demographics of
the teaching profession where white educators often dominate (Roy, 2014). It is within the walls
of this century-old building that | first met May, Patricia, and Elias, forming connections that
blossomed through shared experiences and sisterhood. Our relationships, initially sparked by
routine interactions during faculty meetings and hallway conversations, deepened significantly
through a seemingly simple yet powerful bond: our mutual love for tattoos.

What began as casual compliments quickly transformed into heartfelt discussions in the
student services office and our empty classrooms during break times, where we found solace in
each other’'s company, free from the demands of our students. These informal pl/aticas opened
the door to intimate storytelling, allowing us to explore the meanings behind our body art and
the personal journeys they represent. As we navigated conversations about identity, self-
expression, and the cultural significance of our tattoos, we forged a bond that transcended our
professional roles, reflecting broader societal shifts toward embracing individuality within
traditionally uniform environments.

Though Elias had only recently joined our school community less than 2 months before,
our conversations over lunch about tattoos, piercings, and how body art intersects with identity
and self-expression created an instant sense of kinship. In a profession that often expects

conformity, our tattoos became markers of individuality and shared sisterhood, fostering a

connection that transcended the walls of our classrooms. This reflected broader cultural shifts in

87



which tattoos served as expressions of identity and solidarity, even within professional
environments that traditionally emphasized uniformity (Herald Sun, 2024).

In this section, | unpack the stories of three Latina educators and explore how their
tattoos serve as powerful expressions of art and symboils of resilience, community, and shared
identity. Each tattoo tells a story deeply rooted in Patricia’s, May’s, and Elias’s lived experiences
and cultural backgrounds, offering a glimpse into their journeys as individuals and educators.

As we uncover these testimonios, we discover the deeply emotional significance behind
their tattoos—how each design evokes memories and fosters a sense of belonging. In Patricia’s
stories, she also shared about tattoos she considered mistakes. Ultimately, we see how their
tattoos stand as bold statements of shared resilience and commitment, celebrating their
collective strength and the supportive community they are building both inside and outside the
classroom.

Approaching May and Patricia about participating in my dissertation study on the body
art of Latina educators was an easy and natural decision. Their immediate excitement at the
opportunity to share the personal stories behind their tattoos was both encouraging and
affirming, fueling my motivation to move forward with my research. As | captured their stories
about some of their most meaningful tattoos, it became clear that our shared experience as
tattooed Latinas in education created an instant bond, one that extended beyond body art.
Through our interviews, we uncovered deeper commonalities in our backgrounds, struggles,
and triumphs, reinforcing the sense of community we had already begun to build from the day
we first met.

Inviting Elias to participate in my study was more spontaneous. On her first day working
at our school, | could not help but notice her tattoos—small, intricate pieces visible on her arms
and neck. During a brief lunch conversation that started as a discussion about our shared group
of eighth graders, | casually complimented her body art. What followed was an impromptu

show-and-tell, our first platica, where we revealed and explained our tattoos and body piercings.
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At that moment, as we enthusiastically exchanged stories for just a few minutes, | knew | had to
include her stories in my research. When | asked if she would be interested, she immediately
accepted.

Each Zoom interview with May, Patricia, and Elias provided a space for us to reflect,
reminisce, and give voice to the narratives etched onto our skin. After every conversation, |
signed off feeling an even deeper connection to these women—Latina educators whose lives
just happened to intersect at this NYC middle school. Yet, what we shared goes far beyond the
walls of our school. Through our body art, we have chronicled our life journeys, and through this
study, we have cemented a bond of shared experiences, passions, resilience, strength, and
radical self-love—one that | know will continue to grow long after the final chapter is written.
4.2 1 Patricia’s Tattoo Journey

Patricia’s tattoo journey is an exploration of how body art serves as a canvas for
individuality and self-expression. Through her experiences, she unveiled the intricate
relationship between tattoos and cultural norms, shedding light on how her tattoos challenge
societal expectations. Along the way, Patricia shared her reflections on the dual nature of
tattoos—some were intentional pieces carefully chosen to symbolize significant moments and
values in her life, while others were reminders of youthful impulsiveness that she now viewed as
mistakes. Each of these tattoos tells a unique story, from the impulsive butterfly that seemed
like a good idea at the time to the more intricate owl she proudly wears on her upper arm that
aligns more with her more mature identity and personal evolution. Patricia emphasized the
critical importance of reflecting on the long-term implications of permanent body art, especially
in cultural contexts that may hold specific beliefs or traditions surrounding body modifications,
such as getting tattooed. While some cultures celebrate tattoos as rites of passage, others, like
Patricia’s family, perceive them as taboo.

Patricia and | shared strikingly similar stories when it came to our first tattoos—both of

us navigating the tension between personal expression and familial expectations. Like my own
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parents, who were vehemently opposed to tattoos, viewing them as a sign of disrespect and a
betrayal of our Christian upbringing, Patricia’s parents held an equally rigid stance. “So, I just
want to say my parents were never fond of tattoos, ” Patricia explained. “Where they’re from,
they say that animals are marked. So, they felt like, if | got tattoos, [it] is me basically being
marked. And I’'m not an animal.”

Beyond this belief, Patricia also grew up with the message that tattooed women were
attention-seeking—that their body art was an invitation for men to objectify them. Yet, despite
these warnings, she was drawn to tattoos for as long as she could remember. “I've always
wanted tattoos,” she admitted. “/ just never thought about what tattoo | would get.”

When | asked Patricia about the story behind her first tattoo, she made a face,
scrunching her nose as if
recalling something
cringeworthy. “I’'m not very fond
of that first one...my first tattoo

was not planned. It was an

immature stage of my life.” She
went on to explain that it was
not the tattoo itself that she

regretted—it was the

circumstances under which she

Figure 7. Patricia’s first tattoo of a butterfl
got it. “/ was drinking. Not that | Igu icia’s fi utterfly

S Patricia and her high school best friend got together on
should have been drinking in the night of their senior prom to get a tattoo.

high school, but | was drinking
after prom.... | was with my best friend, and | was like, ‘You know what’d be crazy? If we go get
a tattoo!” So, me and my best friend got matching tattoos.... It was a butterfly tattoo right above

my navel on my right-hand side” (Figure 7). As Patricia recalled the memory, her voice carried a
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mixture of amusement and regret, but it was clear that what still haunted her most was the fact
that she had been drinking that night—something she still struggles to reconcile years later.

The morning after, Patricia woke up feeling a dull pain on her right side. At first, she
brushed it off as cramps. Then, she looked down. “Oh no! I'm going to get messed up if my
mom ever sees this!” she thought in panic. | couldn’t help but laugh hearing this—I, too, had that
same sinking fear when | first saw the blonde fairy permanently tattooed on my right breast.

Still hung over, Patricia immediately called her best friend. “Yeah,” her friend confirmed,
“you were real adamant about getting it, so | got it with you. We got matching ones.”

Despite her initial shock, there was something rebellious, even poetic, about Patricia’s
story. Whether she had realized it at that moment or not, she had made a choice—a statement
of defiance against the expectations placed upon her by family and culture. However, just when
| thought | understood the deeper meaning behind her tattoo, she hit me with the unexpected:

“I don’t even like butterflies! There’s nothing significant about butterflies for me. | thought
it was all just a dream.”

Suddenly, it all clicked—why Patricia had made that sour face when | asked about her
first tattoo. The experience had not been the empowering, intentional act of self-expression she
had imagined. Instead, it was an impulsive, drunken decision, one that still lingered on her skin,
whether she liked it or not.

The small butterfly tattoo on Patricia’s left hip, discreetly placed yet permanently etched
into her skin, serves as a quiet but enduring reminder of her impulsive decision. Tattoo
placement often carries symbolic meaning, whether intentional or subconscious. The hip, a
more private location, suggests that while the tattoo was a bold act of youthful rebellion, it was
also placed in a way that allowed for concealment—a possible indication of lingering hesitation
or awareness of familial and societal expectations (Atkinson, 2022). This choice of placement
reflects a duality: a desire for self-expression and defiance, countered by an underlying need to

maintain control over how and when the tattoo is revealed. Over time, the hidden nature of the
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tattoo may have contributed to Patricia’s shifting perception of it, transforming it from a moment
of reckless spontaneity into a personal artifact of her younger self’s unfiltered choices.

By the time her mother finally saw the tattoo, Patricia was already in her second year
of college—and had already gotten a second tattoo. Her mother, furious and disappointed,
immediately grounded her, a response that made us both laugh. “You gotta love being from a
Latino family!” | joked. “Only Latina mothers would ground their adult children.” But what
shocked me the most about Patricia’s mother’s reaction to seeing the tattoo was Patricia
sharing with me her mom’s disappointment about choosing to get a meaningless tattoo. There
was no intention, no symbolism, no reason for Patricia to get that tattoo, and her mother
immediately recognized that.

Despite her mother’s disappointment and years of urging her to remove it, Patricia kept
the tattoo as a symbol of defiance and a permanent reminder of her younger self’'s impulsive
choice made on a significant night that she could never undo.

Patricia’s account of her first tattoo captured the complexities surrounding impulsive
decisions, cultural expectations, and personal identity. Her spontaneous choice to get a butterfly
tattoo while under the influence of alcohol highlighted a common narrative where tattoos are
acquired during moments of reduced inhibition, often leading to later regret. Research has
indicated that individuals who obtain tattoos impulsively, especially under the influence, may
experience dissatisfaction with their body art over time, as tattoos gained in emotionally
heightened or intoxicated states tend to hold less personal significance later in life (Mun et al.,
2021). This phenomenon emphasized the importance of mindful decision-making in the context
of permanent body modifications like tattoos.

The reaction of Patricia’s mother exemplified the cultural dimensions of tattoo
acceptance within Latino families. In many Latino cultures, the body is regarded as a sacred
entity where modifications such as tattoos can be perceived as disrespectful and rebellious

(Garcia & Serna, 2020). This perspective is often rooted in religious beliefs that view the body
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as a temple. Patricia’s mother’s disappointment not only stemmed from the act of getting a
tattoo but also from the absence of meaningful symbolism behind it, reflecting a cultural
emphasis on intentionality and respect for the body. A study focusing on tattoo discrimination in
Mexico found that tattoos were less prevalent and often associated with negative stereotypes,
leading to stigmatization (Gonzalez et al., 2022). This cultural backdrop may explain Patricia’s
mother’s strong disapproval, reflecting concerns about societal perceptions and potential
discrimination while also reaffirming gendered expectations (Koch et al., 2010).

Despite the initial regret and familial disapproval, Patricia’s decision to keep her tattoo
symbolized the struggle many Latinas face: a tug-of-war between defiance and obedience. Her
butterfly tattoo, a spontaneous act of rebellion, challenged the values instilled by her family and
culture. In a society that often stigmatizes tattoos on women, this choice asserted Patricia’s
individuality while confronting societal expectations.

Initially seen as a youthful mistake, the tattoo has evolved into a powerful emblem of
Patricia’s identity, representing her journey toward self-acceptance. Each time Patricia sees the
butterfly, she is reminded of her courage to find her own identity amidst pressures to conform.
Ultimately, this tattoo not only celebrates her personal evolution but also connects her to the
shared experiences of countless Latinas, standing as a testament to resilience and the
transformative power of self-expression. Over time, tattoos, even those acquired impulsively,
can evolve into significant markers of personal history and identity. They may serve as
reminders of past experiences, personal growth, or youthful indiscretions, contributing to an
individual’s narrative and identity (Atkinson, 2022). This transformation of meaning over time
highlights the dynamic that tattoos contribute to personal storytelling and identity formation.

Now | let Patricia share the story of a tattoo she regretted.

Despite my mother’s protests, | kept getting tattooed. Each piece told a different
story—some were deeply personal; others were just spur-of-the-moment choices. And

then there was the one | regretted.
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It all started with a love story—one | thought would last forever.

Growing up as a student-athlete, | was obsessed with Love & Basketball (2000).
That movie represented everything | cared about—romance, perseverance, and, of
course, the game that had been a constant in my life. Basketball was also how | met my
first love, a boy from middle school who would become my world for years.

“He was my ride or die,” | remember thinking. When he got a tattoo of the date
we started talking—framed with angel wings and a halo—I felt like it was a sign. Like, oh
my God! This is it. This is forever.

Caught up in that intense, all-consuming love, | decided to get my own tattoo as
a tribute to us. | chose the Love & Basketball logo and had our anniversary date inked
right in front of it. In my mind, it wasn’t just a tattoo—it was a promise, proof that we were
meant to last.

My mother was furious. “What the hell?” she shouted when she saw it
disappointment etched all over her face. “I thought you would have learned your lesson!
You're still in my house. Yes, you’re working, but we don’t want you to keep getting
tatted up.”

I didn’t care what she thought. | was in love. To me, that tattoo wasn’t an
impulsive mistake—it was a symbol of something unbreakable.

But nothing lasts forever.

After five years together, we broke up near the end of college. And suddenly, that
tattoo—the one | thought would always remind me of love—felt like a scar from another
life. I'd look at it and just shake my head. Why would | ever do this?

Now, at this age, | know better. The only tattoos I’d ever get for another person
would be for my future kids. Not even for a husband—because marriages end. But my

kids? They’re mine forever. A boyfriend? Never again.
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So, I covered it up. | chose lilies—my favorite flowers, not just for their beauty but
for what they represent. “For me, it was a closing,” | told myself. | was no longer with
him, and this was my way of letting go. Lilies symbolize new beginnings. This was what
it was, but it no longer is. Looking closely, you can still see a faint outline of the old
tattoo, barely visible beneath the petals (Figure 8). But | don’t see it as a mistake
anymore. It's a reminder—of how much I've grown, of the lessons I've learned, and of
the beauty in moving forward.

Patricia’s narrative explored

personal growth and the evolving
perceptions of tattoos, particularly within
the Latino community and professional
environments. Her decision to get a
tattoo despite her mother’s objections
highlighted the generational and cultural
tensions prevalent in many Latinx
families, where tattoos have traditionally
been stigmatized, as previously
discussed.

Initially, Patricia’s tattoo

symbolized a deep, romantic

commitment. However, following the end

of her relationship, the tattoo’s meaning

Figure 8. Patricia’s tattoo of two lilies

transformed, prompting her to cover it with L .
Patricia got a tattoo of two lilies to cover up the

tattoo she got for a former boyfriend. She has

lilies, symbolic of new beginnings. This
vowed never to get another tattoo for a man.

act is seen in research indicating that

individuals often acquire tattoos as expressions of personal narratives and identity shifts.
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Stammel et al.’s (2023) study on women’s mental body representations found that tattoos serve
as markers of personal growth and self-awareness, independent of external perceptions.

Patricia’s experience can be understood through the lens of Black and Latina feminist
theory, which emphasized self-definition, bodily autonomy, and resistance against societal
norms (Anzaldua, 2007; Collins, 2000). Gloria Anzaldua’s concept of mestiza consciousness
highlighted the fluidity of identity and how women of color navigate cultural expectations while
asserting their autonomy. Similarly, Patricia Hill Collins’s (2000) work on controlling images of
Black women in professional spaces resonated with the challenges Patricia faces as a tattooed
Latina educator, challenging dominant narratives of respectability. By reclaiming her body
through tattoos, Patricia asserted her right to self-expression, embodying the feminist resistance
to traditional expectations placed on women of color.

Patricia’s story illustrated the complexities of identity for Latinas, showcasing how her
tattoo serves as a powerful symbol of personal growth and cultural expression. It challenges
traditional stigmas associated with tattoos, transforming them into embodiments of heritage and
self-affirmation. Her journey also reflects evolving family dynamics as she navigates her identity
within a cultural context that often views tattoos negatively. This reclamation fosters
understanding and dialogue about belonging in both family and community.

Patricia’s story continued with how she came up with the idea for her owl tattoo, her
largest tattoo to date.

Growing up, my favorite animal was always the owl. I'm not going to claim I'm
wise—I'm still learning every day—but owls have always stood out to me as symbols

of wisdom, not just for their knowledge but for their ability to share it as well. That

symbolism resonated deeply with me, especially during my time working in a homeless

shelter.
| witnessed families who faced unimaginable hardships yet still managed to carry

on, often with a smile. It was inspiring to see how they persevered, and | found myself in
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my late twenties, listening to
people in their forties and fifties
share their stories and offer
advice. They reminded me that,
despite the toughness of the
world, wisdom surrounds me from
the most unlikely sources.
During this reflective
period, the idea of getting an owl!
tattoo really stuck with me, not
just because it symbolizes
wisdom but also because it

connects to my Afro Latina

heritage. | went for a design that
Figure 9. Patricia’s owl tattoo

reminded me of Native American
Patricia described this owl as her most

owls, which felt right for my journey personal piece to date.
(Figure 9). In many Latin American cultures, owls also represent insight and intuition, so
in choosing this, I'm honoring my personal story and the cultural influences that shape
who | am as a Latina. It just feels like a way to embrace my resilience and wisdom,
especially as | guide the young people | now work with, sharing the lessons I've picked
up along the way.

Among all my tattoos, this one holds the most meaning, especially when | talk to
our Kkids at school. | often tell them that | used to be their age and that | hope they get to
my age one day, bringing with them the lessons I've learned.

Patience is one of those lessons. | didn’t have much of it when | was younger,

mainly because | didn’t feel I had the space to develop it. It took going to therapy for me
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to realize that there was a cycle my parents had instilled in me and my sisters. To break
that cycle, | had to change myself, not the people around me. | learned that | didn’t need
to cut ties with family; instead, | needed to adjust how I interacted with them. Therapy
has been an invaluable tool for me, and I'm grateful to be back in it. There’s something
comforting about talking to someone who is trained and doesn’t have a personal stake in
my life.

Every tattoo | have tells a story—some are a bit silly, while others are filled with
love—and | see how they connect to my work in education. Do you know how kids can
be super impulsive? | was just like that when | was their age! | want them to take a
moment to think before they make choices, especially since some things can’t be
undone. Honestly, | sometimes wish | could erase the tattoo | got with my ex. And I'd
rethink my first tattoo, a butterfly | can barely remember. | don’t regret it, but it taught me
that my tattoos should really mean something.

From now on, | am committed to ensuring that each tattoo | get will reflect
something significant in my life. Tattoos are sacred to me; they narrate where | am in life
and the stories behind my experiences. They are reminders of my journey, my growth,
and the lessons | want to pass on to the young people | work with.”

Patricia’s testimonio of her owl tattoo offered a personal reflection blended with cultural

pride and pedagogical insights that can be considered through the lenses of Black and Latina

feminist theory and embodiment pedagogy. She began by reclaiming the image of the owl as a

symbol of wisdom, which resonated deeply with her Afro Latina heritage. In this regard, she

reflected, “'m not going to claim I’'m wise—I'm still learning every day—but owls have always

stood out to me as symbols of wisdom, not just for their knowledge but for their ability to share

it as well.” This idea connected with Anzaldua’s (2007) concept of the “new mestiza,” where

she emphasized the importance of embracing multiple identities and the wisdom that comes

from navigating different cultural spaces. Just as Anzaldua asserted that those living in the
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borderlands gain unique insights, Patricia embodied this wisdom through her experiences with
diverse families in different contexts, the homeless shelter and middle school, in her role as a
social worker.

Patricia’s body continues to develop into a canvas for expressing her lived experiences
and the lessons she has learned. She noted, “Tattoos are sacred to me; they narrate where |
am in life and the stories behind my experiences.” This perspective aligned with hooks’s (2014)
assertion that education should be a practice of freedom, where one’s personal story plays a
crucial role in the learning process. As she now interacts with her students, Patricia’s tattoos
serve as conversation starters that allow her to share her journey and encourage them to reflect
on their choices. She mentioned, “I often tell them that | used to be their age and that | hope
they get to my age one day, bringing with them the lessons I've learned.” Here, she embodied
Collins’s (2000) notion of “the politics of empowerment,” as she used her own life experiences to
empower her students and foster a supportive environment.

Patricia’s reflections on patience and impulse resonated with the educational philosophy
of teaching students to think critically before acting. She acknowledged her own impulsiveness
as a youth, paralleling the behavior of her students: “You know how kids can be super
impulsive? | was just like that when | was their age!” This recognition allowed her to approach
her teaching with empathy, reinforcing Freire’s (2000) idea that education must promote critical
consciousness, enabling students to understand the consequences of their actions.

Additionally, Patricia’s wish to erase certain tattoos highlighted the complexities of
identity and regret. She confessed, “I sometimes wish | could erase the tattoo | got with my ex,”
which serves as a lesson for her students about the permanence of certain choices and the
importance of making meaningful decisions. This notion aligned with Lorde’s (1984) emphasis
on the need for self-examination and understanding one’s identity as a path to empowerment.
By sharing these personal anecdotes, Patricia creates a safe space for students to explore their

own identities and choices, reinforcing the role of educators as guides in their journeys.
99



Overall, Patricia’s narrative illustrated how personal experiences, cultural identity, and
educational practice intersect. Through the lens of Black and Latina feminist theory, we see her
tattoos not just as body art but as symbols of resilience, maturity, and cultural heritage. Her
story emphasized the importance of embodiment in education, where personal narratives enrich
the learning environment and foster meaningful connections between educators and students.
Patricia’s commitment to ensuring that her tattoos reflect significant moments in her life
underscored the transformative power of self-expression, making her a relatable and impactful
figure for the young people she serves. In navigating her own journey, she becomes a beacon
of wisdom, guiding her students to embrace their identities and learn from their experiences.

The placement of Patricia’s owl tattoo on her upper forearm holds significant meaning in
her journey of self-expression and identity. By choosing this visible location, she made a
statement about the wisdom and resilience she embodies, inviting conversations about her
experiences and the lessons she has learned. The upper forearm is an area that symbolizes
strength and openness, allowing her to share her story not only with her students but also with
those around her. This visibility challenges societal perceptions of body art, making her tattoo a
powerful testament to her Afro Latina heritage and the insights she wishes to impart. Ultimately,
the owl serves as a constant reminder of her commitment to guiding young people, reinforcing
the idea that her journey is intertwined with her role as an educator and a mentor.

Tattoos within the Latino community can serve as powerful symbols of cultural identity
and resistance. The Chicano tattoo phenomenon, for instance, has been explored as a means
of exercising cultural agency and expressing identity (Ramirez, 2019). Patricia’s owl tattoo can
be seen as an assertion of her personal and cultural identity, reflecting a blend of individual
preference and cultural symbolism.

4.2.2 May’s Tattoo Journey
May’s testimonios offered a compelling perspective of the deeply personal journey of

choosing to get a tattoo, one that resonated with narratives often faced by many Latinas. While
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growing up, both Patricia and | encountered similar family warnings about the stigma associated
with tattoos, which were frequently linked to negative stereotypes. May’s experience reflected
this shared background, highlighting the pressure of cultural expectations that suggest tattoos
could hinder professional opportunities. However, what set May apart was her approach to this
decision; unlike the rebellious motivations that might have driven Patricia and me, May’s choice
was rooted in intention and love. This distinction underscored the evolving significance of
tattoos in our lives, transforming them from symbols of defiance into meaningful expressions of
identity and devotion.

May’s first tattoo was a thoughtful and meaningful decision made in adulthood.

“I don’t have any family members with tattoos,” May recalled. “They always believed that
if you had tattoos, you wouldn’t get a good job. They thought tattoos were for delinquents.”
Hearing those words, so familiar and ingrained in our upbringings, | found myself nodding in
understanding. | had heard the same warnings, the same disapproving tones, from my own
family.

Yet May’s decision to get her first tattoo was not fueled by impulse. There was no act of
defiance, no spur-of-the-moment rush of adrenaline. Instead, her tattoo was a deliberate choice,
a deeply personal symbol of love and devotion that she had carried in her heart long before it
was etched onto her skin.

I now let May share her stories.

I had always admired tattoos—fascinated by how they could tell a story, mark a
moment, or represent something deeply personal. But despite my curiosity, | waited.

Unlike so many people who rushed to get their first tattoo the moment they turned

eighteen, | held off until | was twenty-four. It wasn’t because | didn’t want one—I did. But

| was afraid of how my mother would react, even as a full-fledged adult with a child of my

own. My mother’s disapproval lingered in my mind, heavier than | cared to admit.
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By the time | finally decided to get my first tattoo, | knew exactly what | wanted. It
had to be meaningful—something that would justify my decision, something my mother
couldn’t dismiss as impulsive or frivolous. That’s why | chose to honor the most
important person in my life: my daughter. Unlike Patricia’s butterfly or someone else’s

random design, | worked with my artist to create something intricate yet simple.

The design was powerful—my
daughter’s name was woven into the stem of a
rose, a timeless symbol of love, and devotion
(Figure 10). I chose to place it on my upper
back, nestled between my shoulders, like
carrying my daughter with me wherever | went.
The intricacy of the rose is exactly what |
envisioned, from the shaded petals to the
thorned stem, starts at the base of my neck and
ends near the top of where the back of my bra

sits, my little girl’s name boldly scripted in

between the rose’s leaves.

Figure 10. May’s first tattoo of a rose with Sitting in that tattoo chair for the first time,

her daughter’s name inscribed in the stem
| felt a mix of excitement and nervousness, the
The name was obscured to maintain

anonymity. This tattoo was May’s buzz of the needle amplifying my anticipation.
intentional choice rather than an impulsive
decision. But as the ink settled info my skin, | knew | had

made the right choice. I also love my choice of placement as it allows me to keep it
private and covered, especially while at work, but also allows me the freedom to show it
off during the hot summer months.

For me, getting this tatfoo wasn'’t just about body art—it was about claiming a

piece of myself. Yet, even as | sat through the process, excitement mingled with nerves.
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“Oh no, what am | going to tell my mom?” The thought played on a loop in my mind. |
wasn’t exactly scared, but | knew she’d have something to say about it.

The tattoo took about two hours, and when it was done, | headed straight home,
bracing for the moment of truth.

“Mom, | gotta show you something,” | said, my words tumbling out in a mix of
nerves and anticipation. Despite my apprehension, she was the first person | wanted to
tell—once she knew, the weight of uncertainty would lift.

To my surprise, she wasn’t shocked. “I knew you were up to something,” she
said, a knowing look in her eyes. | had never been one to go out much, so when |
randomly announced I’d be coming home late, she had sensed something was off. |
think | had been talking about tattoos in front of her recently, | realized. So maybe she
just kind of sensed it.

But instead of the disapproval | had braced for, my mother simply asked to see it.
And then, just like that, the moment passed.

“Oh, that looks really nice,” she said. No lecture, no criticism—just quiet
acceptance.

With that, May officially joined the community of Latina-inked storytellers—those who

carry their love, their memories, and their identities on their skin.

May’s decision to get her first tattoo reflected the intersection of embodiment, identity,

and autonomy, particularly within the theoretical frameworks of Black and Latina feminisms.

Embodiment theory suggests that the body is not merely a passive vessel but an active site

of meaning-making and resistance (Csordas, 2011). Through her tattoo, May inscribed her

maternal love onto her body, transforming her skin into a living memory keeper of personal

and cultural significance. This act of expression is seen within Black and Latina feminist

perspectives, which emphasize the body as a site of resistance, storytelling, and reclaiming

agency in the face of societal and familial expectations (Anzaldua, 2007; hooks, 1992).

103



Within Latina feminism, tattoos can function as stories to counter master narratives
that also challenge traditional gender roles and the expectation that women’s bodies remain
unmarked and within the boundaries of familial and cultural approval (Gonzalez, 2019).

May’s initial hesitation, stemming from the fear of her mother’s disapproval, highlighted the
generational tensions within Latina communities regarding bodily autonomy. However, May
stated, “For me, getting this tattoo wasn't just about body art—it was about claiming a piece of
myself.” By ultimately choosing to mark her body with an image that honors her daughter, she
reclaimed her agency, aligning with the idea that Latina bodies are sites of knowledge, memory,
and lived experience (Moraga & Anzaldua, 2015).

Similarly, Black feminism has long recognized the body as a political space where
personal autonomy is asserted against societal norms (Collins, 2000). May’s decision to get a
tattoo in honor of her daughter was like the ways Black and Latina women embrace physical
aesthetics—whether through tattoos, hair, or fashion—to navigate identity, heritage, and
resistance. Her choice to place the tattoo on her back also symbolized a form of protection,
carrying her daughter with her in a way that embodies both love and defiance of traditional
expectations.

May’s first tattoo was more than just for aesthetics and was not done as an act of
rebellion. It was an assertion of her identity as a mother, a daughter, and an autonomous
individual. Her story contributes to a broader legacy of women who use their bodies as
canvases of resistance and remembrance, echoing the feminist assertion that personal choices,
especially those concerning the body, are deeply political (Lorde, 1984).

For May, her next tattoo was just as intentional as her first—perhaps even more so.
While her first tattoo was a tribute to her daughter, the second was for herself, a permanent
reminder inked onto her skin during one of the most isolating and uncertain times in recent

history.
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It was a quote from the musical Hamilton: ‘Love doesn’t discriminate between the
sinners and the saints’ (Figure 11). The words stretched across my arm, and even now,
my fingers instinctively trace over them. | don’t even know how to explain it, but this
one—it means a lot to me.

I got it in December 2020, right in the middle of a snowstorm. The world was still
in the middle of the COVID-19
pandemic, but the fear that had
gripped us in those early months
had evolved into something
else—this weird, restless limbo.
Everyone was masked up, so
many were out of work, and
‘normal” felt like a distant
memory. But at least we were
allowed outside again and
allowed to gather in small groups
fo reclaim pieces of the life we all

put on pause.

| had booked this tattoo

Figure 11. May gets a quote from Hamilton

appointment in advance, as walk- etched on her forearm

ins were not permitted. When the This tattoo was a sign that May was no longer
] ) hesitant to turn to the tattoo machine as a means

everyone thought | was crazy for
still insisting on going. “You’re really going all the way to Jamaica, Queens? In this?” my
family asked. | just laughed it off. | lived in Harlem, and, yeah, it was going to be a long

trip. But | didn’t care.
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“I'm taking the train. I'm going,” | stated. There was no way | was rescheduling.

It wasn’t just about getting a tattoo—it was about doing something for myself
when [ felt like | had lost so much. The pandemic had taken a toll on me in ways | hadn’t
even realized until that moment. After months of being stuck inside, staring at the same
four walls every single day, getting this tattoo felt necessary. It became a small act of
self-love, of control, of reclaiming something when so much had been taken away.

I needed to get out of the house. And | needed this quote on my skin.

| watched Hamilton for the first time during lockdown when it dropped on
Disney+, and I instantly fell in love. That song! That line that Aaron Burr sings, tired of
seeing his friend and rival Alexander Hamilton rise to the top while his life remained
stagnant—it just stuck with me.

For me, the words mean that love finds you, no matter who you are or where you
are in life. It doesn’t matter what mistakes you’ve made or how lost you feel—love will
still show, maybe not in the way you expect or even want, but in the way you need. Even
if this is not the original intent of the song, this is what it means to me.

As | sat in the tattoo chair, listening to the steady hum of the needle, feeling the
familiar sting of ink sinking into my skin, | felt something shift inside me. It wasn'’t just
about the words—it was about what they represented. Movement. Hope. Holding onto
something meaningful in a time when everything felt uncertain.

Looking back, I still believe Hamilton came into my life at exactly the right
moment.

I had tickets to see the show for my birthday in May 2020. It was going to be this
incredible experience—until the pandemic shut everything down and everything got
canceled. | was devastated. And then, BAM! It came out on Disney+, and | was able to
watch it with the original cast. | was obsessed! The musical became one of my sources

of joy during the lockdown.
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That obsession turned into something permanent. And now, every time | look at
my tattoo, I'm reminded not just of the words, but of that entire moment in my life. The
snowstorm. The solitude. The need to step outside, to move forward, to claim something
for myself. And, most importantly, the simple truth that love, in all its forms, does not
discriminate.

May’s decision to get her second tattoo, a quote from Hamilton, was not an impulsive
act. It was a deeply personal response to the emotional toll of the COVID-19 pandemic, the
transformative power of art, and an ongoing quest for love. Her testimonio illustrated how
moments of isolation, loss, and art can intersect, leading to acts of bodily expression that
reclaim identity and meaning during uncertain times. This aligned with Alter-Muri’s (2019)
argument that tattoos serve as a means of self-expression, allowing individuals to externalize
emotions, memories, and identities in deeply personal and socially significant ways.

The COVID-19 pandemic profoundly altered daily life for everyone, forcing people
into isolation and stripping away many of the routines and connections that provided comfort
(Chin et al., 2020). For May, the months of lockdown made May feel physically and mentally
trapped—stuck within the same four walls alongside her mother and young daughter, unable to
engage with the world in the way she once took for granted. She recalled, “/ needed to get out
of the house. And | needed this quote on my skin.” Her decision to get tattooed in the middle of
a blizzard was intentional, an action against her constant feeling of stagnation. While others
hesitated, May felt an urgency to reclaim control over her life by marking her body with
something meaningful, as tattoos can function as symbols of resilience and personal
transformation, reinforcing the body as a canvas for meaning-making, particularly in times
of distress (Alter-Muri, 2019).

Like her first tattoo, May’s choice for her second tattoo was not only about aesthetics; it

was about breaking through the emotional trauma that the pandemic had imposed upon her.

107



She emphasized, “It wasn’t just about the words—it was about what they represented.
Movement. Hope. Holding onto something meaningful in a time when everything felt uncertain.”
Her choice to get tattooed at this particular time aligned with what Kirkland (2009) described as
the use of tattoos to narrate personal histories and reclaim agency over one’s identity. Tattoos
become more than just ink on the body; they serve as powerful declarations of selthood,
inscribing personal experiences during times when one may feel particularly vulnerable. For
May, the act of tattooing was a form of healing—a tangible way to assert her autonomy over her
body when so much happening around was not in her control.

Making the physical journey from Harlem to the tattoo shop in Jamaica, Queens,
during a massive snowstorm to endure the burning discomfort of the tattoo machine’s needle
symbolized May’s deeper need to move forward, despite feeling stuck in uncertainty, much like
everyone else. She recalled, “Everyone thought | was crazy for still insisting on going.... | just
laughed it off.” Through this act, May not only reclaimed her sense of self but also transformed
pain into power, using body art as a lasting testament to her resilience, agency, and the deeply
personal significance of self-expression in the middle of a global pandemic.

The quote May chose, “Love doesn’t discriminate between the sinners and the saints,”
from Lin-Manuel Miranda’s musical Hamilton (2016), became more than just a song lyric; it
became a personal mantra for this single mother. She described how the song resonated with
her during the pandemic: “It just stuck with me... it means a lot to me.” Like many others, May
turned to the arts during the pandemic as a means of escape and emotional connection. The
release of Hamilton on Disney+ (Miranda, 2020) during the height of the shutdown gave her
access to a musical that resonated with her deeply, especially since she had originally planned
to see it live for her birthday—a milestone that was abruptly taken away. Watching the musical

at home, May found solace in its themes of perseverance, ambition, and love. The lyric she
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chose to tattoo on her skin spoke to her in ways she could not fully explain but provided comfort
and a sense of understanding that love finds people, no matter who they are or where they are
in life. This idea echoed bell hooks’ (2000) argument in All About Love that love is an active
force that transcends barriers, fosters healing, and requires intentionality in how we connect
with others.

Beyond the pandemic and the influence of Hamilton, May’s tattoo reflected a broader
personal journey—a quest for love, both in the external world and within herself. The phrase she
chose acknowledged the complexities of human nature: that love is not reserved for the perfect
or the deserving, but it transcends circumstance (Jamil, 2021). May articulated, “It doesn’t
matter what mistakes you’ve made or how lost you feel—love will still show,” reinforcing her
belief in this idea and serving as a permanent reminder that she, too, is worthy of love,
regardless of the struggles or uncertainties life throws her way.

May’s second tattoo represented a moment of empowerment, healing, and artistic
inspiration as a single mother raising a daughter during one of the most challenging times in
U.S. history. The quote she chose embodies the intersection of personal hardship, the
emotional connection to the power of the performing arts, and the need to affirm one’s capacity
for love. By permanently etching those words onto her skin, May transformed a moment of
isolation into a lasting symbol of resilience and hope. Choosing to have this song lyric
permanently scripted on her arm allowed May to look at it and touch it, reinforcing her
determination not to give up on love. She mentioned, ‘| felt something shift inside me,”
indicating how this experience solidified her commitment to self-love and resilience. By selecting
an area of her body that is harder to cover up, May also demonstrated her growing love for body

art, no longer concerned about judgment from others, including her family.

109



We witness May’s confidence in using her body to communicate her story continue to
grow as she increasingly turned to the tattoo machine as her form of self-expression. Her most
recent tattoo, a compass placed on the other
side of the Hamilton quote on her left arm
(Figure 12), incorporated elements that
reflected her Indigenous roots and
symbolized her desire to carve out her own
path in life. According to May, this compass
is not just a navigational tool; it represents
her connection to her Dominican heritage,
where navigation is not only about physical
direction but also about carving one’s past
while considering cultural identity and history.

In the Dominican Republic, the legacy of

Figure 12. One of May’s most recent tattoos,
national identity, and by choosing a a compass.

Indigenous Taino culture is woven into the

For May, this tattoo symbolized her desire to
follow her own path while also embracing her
Dominican heritage.

compass design, May honors that lineage
while asserting her individuality.

The compass serves as a metaphor for her journey as a Dominican Latina, guiding her
through the complexities of intersectionality and societal expectations. As she embraces her
Indigenous roots, she also acknowledges the unique challenges of being a single mother and
a member of a marginalized community. The visible placement of the tattoo reinforces her
commitment to self-assertion, making it easier for her to share her story with others and inspire
those around her. May’s choice to position the compass prominently on her arm reflected her
growing sense of pride in her heritage and her determination to forge her path in a world that

often seeks to define her. This tattoo signified a powerful reclamation of identity, serving as a
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constant reminder that, like a compass, she has the strength to navigate her life’s journey with
purpose and direction.
When asked about the ways students react to her body art, May explained:

As a middle school social worker, | often find myself fielding questions about my
tattoos from the kids. “Oh, what is that? What does it mean? When did you get it? How
did people feel about it?” Their curiosity is both flattering and a bit daunting. I love that
they’re inspired by my body art—it’s great to see them excited about self-expression. But
at the same time, | worry. | think, “Please don’t rush into getting tattoos just because of
me.”

I remind them that there are laws regarding age and tattoos, and | encourage
them to listen to their parents. Yet, | can’t help but notice the way they light up when they
talk about their own ideas: “Oh, | would get something like that!” or “What do you think
about this design?” It’s fascinating to see how my tattoos spark their imaginations. | hope
they realize that body art can be a form of self-expression, but | also want them to
approach it thoughtfully.

| wonder what they think when they see me, someone in a professional role, with
tattoos. Do they believe that having tattoos alters the way | think or my personality? |
hope they see it differently—that having tattoos can coexist with being responsible and
successful. | want them to understand that if tattoos are something they truly desire, they
should go for it, but they need to be aware of the responsibilities that come with that
choice. Getting a tattoo is a risk, but not in the way they might think. It’s not about
physical harm or sickness; it’s about the potential for judgment from others. | want them
to be mindful of that. | often say to them, “You'll have feelings about your tattoos, and
those feelings will come and go, but remember, this is part of who you are. When you

put something on your body, it's permanent.”
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| encourage students to embrace who they are, and if that includes maybe
getting tattooed when they’re older, then they should explore that avenue. But | also
stress the importance of being careful and thoughtful. | tell them, “If you’re even slightly
worried you might regret a tattoo in the future, then don’t do it. Trust your instincts.”

Ultimately, | want them to navigate their decisions with confidence, knowing that their

choices reflect their unique identities.

May’s narrative as a middle school social worker provided an exploration of how her
tattoos serve as both a source of inspiration and a point of concern for her students. Her story
highlighted the complexities of body art as a form of self-expression while also emphasizing the
responsibility that comes with such choices. She noted, “Their curiosity is both flattering and a
bit daunting,” reflecting her awareness of the influence she has on young minds as they grapple
with their own identities and the societal perceptions surrounding tattoos.

May’s reflections echo Kirkland’s (2009) assertion that tattoos are not simply aesthetic
choices but powerful inscriptions of identity. By engaging with her students’ curiosity, she fosters
an environment where body art can be discussed openly, encouraging them to explore their
desires for self-expression. However, she balances this encouragement with caution, stating, “/
remind them that there are laws regarding age and tattoos, and | encourage them to listen to
their parents.” This approach highlights the importance of thoughtful consideration, aligning with
Alter-Muri’s (2019) exploration of how body art can serve as a means of emotional processing
and identity formation.

May also grapples with the societal stigma attached to tattoos, wondering, “Do they
[students] believe that having tattoos alters the way | think or my personality?” Her desire for her
students to see tattoos as compatible with professionalism brings to the surface a challenge
often faced by those with body art, particularly women of color. This aligned with Black feminist

theory, which emphasized how Black women navigate societal expectations and stereotypes
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that seek to define their identities, often viewing their bodies as sites of scrutiny and judgment
(Collins, 2000). Similarly, Latina feminist theory explores how cultural norms and expectations
can impose additional burdens on women of color, particularly regarding their appearances and
expressions of identity (Anzaldua, 2007). May’s position as a tattooed professional disrupts
these stereotypes, allowing her to model how self-expression and responsibility coexist,
challenging the prevailing narratives that often marginalize women with tattoos.

May advises her students on the permanence of tattoos: “When you put something on
your body, it’s permanent.” This acknowledgment of the lasting nature of body art aligned with
Melissa Febos’s (2022) concept of the body as a canvas that tells personal narratives. Her
reflections resonated with the idea that for many women of color, body art can serve as a
reclamation of agency and identity, compelling them to assert control over their narratives in a
world that frequently seeks to limit their expressions (Baker, 2014). May’s approach encourages
her students to reflect deeply on their choices, emphasizing the importance of trusting one’s
instincts: “If you’re even slightly worried you might regret a tattoo in the future, then don’t do it.”

May’s narrative is a powerful testament to the complexities of identity, self-expression,
and the responsibilities that accompany body art. Through her thoughtful engagement with her
students, she not only empowers them to embrace their unique identities but also fosters a
critical understanding of the cultural and personal dimensions of tattoos. Her experience
illustrated how body art can serve as a transformative practice, resonating with the principles of
feminist thought that advocate for autonomy, agency, and the celebration of individuality, while
also challenging the oppressive structures that seek to define and control the bodies of women
of color.

4.2 3 Elias’ Tattoo Journey
Elias’s story of her first tattoo provided a compelling contrast to the experiences shared

by May, Patricia, and me, highlighting the diverse meanings that tattoos can hold. While for us,
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tattoos often symbolize personal journeys, struggles, or acts of rebellion, Elias grew up in an
environment where tattoos were embraced in her everyday life. For her, tattoos were not just
body art; they were integral markers of family connection and identity.

One of her earliest memories revolved around seeing her name inked onto her father’s
arm alongside her siblings’ names, a moment that filled her with pride as she recognized her
place as the eldest. This early exposure cultivated a fascination with body art that evolved
as she grew older. By high school, Elias was eager to have her own tattoo, embodying a
perspective that celebrates body art as a creative outlet rather than a means of defiance. Reality
tattoo shows like Ink Master fueled her interest in body art. As an artist herself, Elias views
tattoos the same way she does paintings or fine art—expressions of creativity and personal
storytelling etched onto the skin.

By high school, Elias was obsessed with the idea of getting her first tattoo. Now we will
read her account of this experience she shared with her mother:

At sixteen, | finally got my first tattoo, with my mother right by my side. Unlike
many parents who might have resisted or downright refused to allow their teenage
daughter to get tattooed, my mom—though hesitant—ultimately supported my decision.
I did everything through my mom; she knew about everything I did, so there was no
question that she was going to be there for my first tattoo experience.

I remember getting that tattoo in someone’s house by someone who, although
not a “professional tattoo artist” in the traditional sense, still possessed good skills. He
tattooed a few people my mom knew, so she trusted him.

I chose a little black cat with my mom’s name on the back of my left shoulder

blade as my first tattoo (Figure 13).
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Even though my mom stood by me throughout the entire process, | could tell

from her body language and the expression on her face that she was a bit unsure about

Figure 13. Elias’s tattoo in honor of her mother

Her mother was by her side during this, her first
tattoo experience when Elias was 16.

allowing me to get tattooed at such a
young age. | was still under eighteen—
the legal age to get a tattoo in New
York—so we had to find someone willing
to do it unofficially. Instead of going to a
professional studio, my mom found this
artist who worked out of their house,
trying to balance protecting me while still
supporting my need to express myself.
As a young mother herself, my mom
understood both the old-school views
and the changing attitudes toward
tattoos. Part of her still held onto the
belief that body art was something to be
cautious about, something she grew up
with. But she also acknowledged and

accepted my artistic nature and a strong

sense of autonomy. She still holds on to a little part of that old-school mentality, but

because | was such a good kid, especially in high school, she gave me a freedom a lot

of teenage girls do not get to experience. For me, that first tattoo wasn’t just ink on

skin—it was a defining moment of trust and connection. It wasn’t about rebelling or

sneaking behind my mom’s back. It became a shared experience between me and my

mom, a quiet act of support that affirmed the bond we shared at home and my growing

love for body art.
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| knew the moment | got my first tattoo at sixteen that it wouldn’t be my last. The
buzz of the needle against my skin, the sharp yet satisfying sting as the ink settled—it
was intoxicating! | became obsessed with tattoos, with how they transformed the body
into a canvas, each one a personal expression of who | was.

By the time | reached eleventh grade, I'd already collected several small tattoos,
each one strategically placed in areas easily hidden beneath clothing. My back became
my primary canvas, a secret gallery of symbols and stories. Even though my mom
stayed supportive, she never let me forget the weight of my decisions. Before each
new piece, she’d look me in the eye and ask, “Are you sure you want that?” It wasn'’t
Jjudgment—it was a reminder of permanence, a gentle nudge to make sure each tattoo |
chose to get mattered.

I'll admit that | didn’t always put deep thought into every design, but every tattoo
carries meaning. As my love for tattoos grew, so did my hunger for more. | was so
addicted to getting them, it became these spur-of-the-moment decisions.”

Elias’s story of her first tattoo offered a narrative that intersected with themes related to
embodiment, Black and Latina feminisms, and the use of body art as an act of self-expression.
At just 16, Elias reflected on this significant moment: “At sixteen, | finally got my first tattoo, with
my mother right by my side.” Unlike many parents who might resist or outright refuse to allow
their teenage daughter to get tattooed, her mother, though hesitant, ultimately supported her
decision. This support highlighted how tattoos can serve as a bridge between generational
tensions, with Elias noting, “/ did everything through my mom; she knew about everything | did,
so there was no question that she was going to be there for my first tattoo experience.” This
relationship was pivotal, as it illustrated the duality of traditional views and the evolving attitudes

toward body art within their family dynamics.
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Elias’s decision to get her first tattoo was not simply impulsive; it was an assertion of
control over her body when she was still under the legal age for tattoos in New York State. This
speaks to a broader conversation about embodiment, where the body is both an individual and
a social construct, often influenced by cultural norms and legal restrictions (Shildrick, 2002).
Elias reflected, “Even though my mom stood by me throughout the entire process, | could tell
from her body language and the expression on her face that she was a bit unsure about
allowing me to get tattooed at such a young age.” This acknowledgment of her mother’s
concerns added depth to the narrative, illustrating the balance between parental support and
the inherited caution regarding body art.

By choosing a tattoo that held significant meaning to her—a black cat with her mother’s
name on her shoulder blade—Elias actively claimed her body as a canvas for self-expression.
She described the experience: “I knew the moment | got my first tattoo at sixteen that it wouldn'’t
be my last.... | became obsessed with tattoos, with how they transformed the body into a
canvas, each one a personal expression of who | was.” This moment became a “literature act,”
allowing Elias to make meaning and comment on her lived experiences through a symbol that
transcends words (Kirkland, 2009).

Elias’s narrative also offered insight into how Black and Latina feminisms intersect
with bodily autonomy and identity formation. Though she did not explicitly reference these
identities, her upbringing and relationship with her mother connected to broader feminist
frameworks. Elias noted, “Part of her still held onto the belief that body art was something to be
cautious about,” which reflected the generational tension many young Latinas experience when
navigating inherited cultural norms and their evolving need for autonomy and self-expression
(Pitts, 2003). Her mother’s support, despite her concerns, revealed the internal struggle
between honoring traditional values and recognizing individual choice, particularly as Latinas

navigate their personal and shared experiences. For Latinas, body art can serve as a powerful
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act of resistance, breaking away from societal expectations regarding femininity and modesty,
and embracing their bodies in all their uniqueness (Baker, 2014).

The tattoo Elias chose—a black cat with her mother’s name—not only carried personal
significance but also echoed broader feminist concerns around ownership of the body. She
stated, “For me, that first tattoo wasn'’t just ink on skin—it was a defining moment of trust and
connection.” For many women, body art becomes a tool to rewrite and reclaim stories, turning
them into visual literacies for all to see. By tattooing her body in a way that honored her mother
and her identity as a young queer woman, Elias asserted her autonomy while connecting to a
larger tradition of resistance (Torres, 2020). Feminist frameworks often engage in reclaiming
beauty standards and redefining femininity, and Elias’s tattoo story spoke to that process of
reclaiming control over how her body was represented in a world that still sought to control it
(Budgeon, 2011).

In many cultures, tattoos are intertwined with identity and storytelling. For Elias, getting
her first tattoo was a way to express who she was at a specific moment in her life. She
recounted, “My back became my primary canvas, a secret gallery of symbols and stories.”
This connection to her mother’s support and her love for art solidified the tattoo’s meaning. The
body, in this context, becomes a living testament to the experiences, beliefs, and milestones
that shape an individual’s life. This is particularly powerful for Latinas, who have historically
been taught to moderate their expressions of self and adhere to traditional femininity. Tattoos,
as a form of body modification, challenge these restrictive norms and offer a space for women
like Elias, Patricia, and May to assert their agency (Gagne, 2013).

Moreover, the tattoo’s placement on Elias’s back spoke to an intimate form of expressing
individuality. The back is often seen as a private, hidden part of the body that is safe to tattoo,
as it can easily be concealed. Elias’s choice of placement renders this tattoo a personal artifact,
visible only to those she allows to see it. She acknowledged, “Even though my mom stayed

supportive, she never let me forget the weight of my decisions.” This follows the feminist belief
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of the female body as both public and private, where women can choose to disclose aspects of

their identities and experiences on their own terms (Armstrong, 2006). Elias revealed that

several of her earliest tattoos were intentionally placed on her back so that she could keep them

hidden from those who might judge her.

Elias’s testimonio about getting her first tattoo reflected a braiding of embodiment,

individualism, and feminist thought. In sharing her story, Elias demonstrated how a tattoo serves

as a profound declaration of personal autonomy and identity, and how the act of getting a tattoo

allowed her to claim ownership over her body, resist traditional norms, and express herself in a

way that feels genuinely authentic. Her experience resonated with Black and Latina feminist

principles, centering on women taking control of their bodies and identities as tools of

empowerment and resistance. In choosing body art as a medium of autonomy, Elias

Figure 14. Elias’s tiger lilies,
symbols of her and her siblings

participates in a broader cultural narrative of
women asserting control over how they present
themselves to the world (Sanders, 2008).

Elias’s second tattoo followed shortly
after her first, adding more ink to the growing
collection on her back. Like Patricia, Elias
chose flowers (Figure 14), drawn to their
natural beauty and symbolism of feminism.

”I chose three tiger lilies, their bold
petals strefching across my skin in delicate yet
striking detail. Flowers have always spoken to
me—their beauty, their resilience, the way they
bloom despite the elements. But these weren’t

just any flowers. Each one represented me, my
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brother, and my sister, woven together in ink the way we were in life. It was more than a
tattoo; it was a tribute, a quiet but permanent piece to the siblings who had shaped me.

For a long time, it felt complete. Every time | caught a glimpse of the lilies in the
mirror, | felt a sense of comfort, as if | carried my family literally on my back with me
wherever | went. But as time passed, a quiet nagging sefttled in. | would run my fingers
over the inked petals, tracing the curves of each bloom, and feel the weight of something
missing. Two more siblings had since been born, and their absence from my design
made it feel unfinished. What had once been a perfect representation of my family was
now a reminder that my story had continued beyond the ink.

“I still have to add to it,” | admit to myself during the times | press my palm gently
against the tattoo. It started as a piece for just the three of us, but now there are five.

My mother’s voice still lingers in my head, those cautious reminders before every
new tattoo: “Are you sure? Think about it first.” And yet, | know | will always choose to
continue to get tattoos. They are more than just ink on the skin—they are living stories,
snapshots of moments, emotions, and memories that refuse to be forgotten. With each
new piece, | add another chapter, another layer of meaning. And, just like my family, my
story is still unfolding.

Elias’s testimonio about her tiger lily tribute illustrated how tattoos function as living

narratives connected to personal growth while also honoring cherished family members. She

stated, “I chose three tiger lilies, their bold petals stretching across my skin in delicate yet

striking detail.” For Elias, flowers have always held a special significance, embodying “the

beauty, their resilience, the way they bloom despite the elements.” The choice of tiger lilies was

particularly meaningful as each one represented her, her brother, and her sister, woven together

in ink the way they are in life. This tattoo served not only as body art but also as a heartfelt

tribute—a “quiet but permanent piece to the siblings who had shaped me.”

120



Kirkland (2009) emphasized that tattoos serve as inscriptions of identity, carrying deep
cultural and personal significance that extends beyond the tattoo’s physical appeal. Similarly,
Alter-Muri (2019) explored how body art is often motivated by a need for meaning-making and
emotional processing, with tattoos acting as visual testaments to relationships, memories, and
self-perception. Elias’s tiger lilies embodied this process, initially a tribute to her two siblings but
later becoming a reminder of her growth. She reflected, “Every time | caught a glimpse of the
lilies in the mirror, | felt a sense of comfort as if | carried my family literally on my back with me
wherever | went.” This connection illustrated the deep personal significance that tattoos can
hold, grounding her identity in her familial bonds.

However, as time passed, Elias experienced a shift in her perception of the tattoo. The
addition of new siblings prompted her to reconsider the design: “What had once been a perfect
representation of my family was now a reminder that my story had continued beyond the ink.”
This realization reflected how identity is never static; it is continuously reshaped by one’s lived
experiences. The tattoo, initially a complete symbol of her family, now felt incomplete, echoing
the dynamic nature of personal narratives and relationships.

This perspective aligned with the broader themes discussed throughout this study:
Tattoos are not merely aesthetic but are integral to personal storytelling and healing. As Elias
considered adding to the original design, her tiger lily tattoo became a dynamic and evolving
form of autonomy and individual expression, mirroring the fluid nature of identity and the
enduring bonds of family. She acknowledged, “/ still have to add to it... It started as a piece for
just the three of us, but now there are five.” Elias’s desire to alter this tattoo design highlighted
the importance of embracing change and recognizing that her story, like her tattoo, is still
unfolding.

Febos (2022) wrote, “the body is both a vessel and a canvas, constantly shaped and
reshaped by experience” (p. 11), reinforcing the idea of the tattoo as an evolving form of

“bodywork”—a means by which the body both holds and enacts our personal narratives and
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their evolution. For Elias, her tattoos captured not only her past but also the ongoing journey of
her identity, demonstrating how body art can serve as a powerful tool for self-expression,
connection, and growth.

During a hurried lunch break, squeezed between the chaos of the workday, was the first
time Elias mentioned that she tattoos both herself and her wife, Sol. It was a casual revelation,
another platica between two colleagues, but it was enough to spark my curiosity, wanting to
hear more. There was not enough time in that passing moment to dive into her full story, but the
thought of Elias as a tattooist lingered. When the opportunity finally arose during one of our
interview sessions, | asked the question almost immediately.

“So, Elias,” | said, leaning into the screen with anticipation. “Tell me everything about
how you learned to tattoo.”

Elias smirked as if replaying a reel of old memories in her mind.

Well, it all started with me going to this one tattoo artist for everything while | was
still in college. He did my back piece, the tiger lilies (Figure 10). Every time | wanted new
ink, I'd go to him. Then, one day, | told him, “I want to learn.”

| remember the way he raised an eyebrow, almost amused. “Oh, really?” he
asked.

“Yeah,” | said, dead serious.

That’s when the lessons began—not with ink and needles, but with words. “You
wanna learn to tattoo? First, you gotta learn the terminology,” he told me. “Lesson #1:

If you ever say tattoo gun again, I'm kicking your ass out of my shop! It’s a tattoo

machine.”

I laughed at first, but | took that first lesson seriously. | absorbed every term and
memorized every part that made up a tattoo machine. By the time | got my own
machine, | immediately began to practice tattooing—on oranges, slabs of meat, and

sheets of synthetic skin. But | was impatient. | wanted to feel the ink on real skin.
122



One night, when the world was still and everyone in my house was asleep, |
decided to take matters into my own hands. It was almost midnight when | sat down, set
up my machine, and took a deep breath. | decided what | was going to tattoo: a simple
peace sign, something small. And | picked a good spot that was easy for me to access:
my inner left ankle. “This is it. I'm really doing it,” | thought. | started to tattoo myself and
managed to tolerate the discomfort of the needle. It was finished. And about a week later
was when | made the harsh realization: | had destroyed my ankle!

At first, the peace sign looked good—even better than | expected. | added color,
feeling a surge of pride as | admired my work. But within a week, something was wrong.
Unlike my professionally done tattoos, this one | tattooed on myself wasn’t healing
properly. The skin hardened, forming thick scabs that didn’t peel the way they should.

When | went back to my mentor, limping slightly from the damage | had created,
he took one look and shook his head.

“You need to go to the hospital,” he told me.

“What do you mean?” | asked, full of anxiety and dread, my stomach sinking.

“You scarred yourself,” he said as he examined the colorful peace sign. “I told
you not to tattoo yourself yet. You weren’t ready.”

| was angry hearing these words, but | knew | had messed up. “It’s not infected
though,” | argued.

“Doesn’t matter,” he snapped back quickly, shutting me up. “You went in too
deep.”

Even now, | wince at the memory of this day because | knew he was right. | had
no idea how heavy-handed | was. My brain sort of blocked out the pain, but | wound up
literally digging into my own skin with my first tattoo machine. | went to the hospital and
was relieved when the doctor said it was not infected. | ended up on antibiotics just in

case, but the damage done to my ankle was irreversible.
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Figure 15. The first tattoo Elias ever gave herself

The tattoo still sits on her ankle today. Although the
colors have faded slightly, the rough edges and texture
are a reminder of mistakes made early as a tattooer.

The tattoo’s still there, a
little rough around the edges,
but it healed enough to be
recognizable for what it is
(Figure 15).

Lesson learned.

Elias’s narrative about
her journey into tattooing
revealed a braiding of
embodiment, identity, and the
personal politics of artistic
expression and creation. She
recounted, “Well, it all started
with me going to this one tattoo

artist for everything while | was

still in college,” indicating that her relationship with tattooing began with an early mentorship

that would shape her understanding of body art. From the very beginning, the act of tattooing

became more than just a form of self-expression; it was politically tied to Elias’s identity as a

queer woman, her relationship with femininity and masculinity, and her evolving relationship with

her own body. These dynamics resonated with Black and Latina feminist theories, which

examine how identity is often constructed in opposition to societal norms, and how the body can

be a site of both empowerment and struggle. Through this testimonio, Elias illustrated how

tattooing is a way to inscribe meaning onto the body while simultaneously exploring the tensions

between art, identity, and power as a means of reclaiming femininity and power on her terms.

Elias’s first tattooing experience—a simple peace sign on her ankle—became an early

encounter with the fragility and resilience of the body. She recalled, “/ decided to take matters
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into my own hands.... | started to tattoo myself and managed to tolerate the discomfort of the
needle.” This initial mistake, which left her with a rough, damaged tattoo, was a powerful
example of how the body is not just a canvas for art but an active participant in the process of
becoming. When her mentor chastised her, saying, “You went in too deep,” it highlighted the
embodied nature of artistic creation and the reality that mastery comes with both successes and
failures. The tattoo machine, as an extension of Elias’s own hand, symbolized her desire to
assert control over her body, but her experience also demonstrated that this control was not
absolute; the body resists, heals, scars, and communicates its limitations.

This moment connected with embodiment theory, which argued that the body is never
neutral or passive. Instead, it is actively shaped by cultural, personal, and social forces.
According to Young (2005), embodiment is about how the body both shapes and is shaped by
experience, emphasizing how bodily experiences are influenced by power structures, gender,
and identity. For Elias, tattooing is a way of negotiating her body’s limits and capabilities,
making it a space where self-expression intersects with transformation. Her acceptance of the
peace sign on her ankle—the tattoo that is “still there, although a little rough around the
edges”—illustrated how the body can be a site of growth and learning. This encompassed
Young'’s notion that the body is not just a vessel but an active participant in the ongoing process
of self-definition and transformation.

This transformation through pain also reflected the ideas proposed by Kirkland (2009),
who explored how tattooing becomes a form of resistance and reclamation. Kirkland suggested
that tattoos are a way of asserting autonomy over one’s body in a society that often seeks to
control it. Elias stated, “They are more than just ink on the skin—they are living stories,
snapshots of moments, emotions, and memories that refuse to be forgotten.” In Elias’s case,
her body—through the act of tattooing—became a site of learning and empowerment, even

when her technique was far from perfect. Her journey exemplified how tattoos can convey
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personal narratives and serve as acts of self-assertion, illustrating the complex interplay
between body, identity, and artistic expression.

Elias’ story continued as she recalled her decision only to tattoo the person who has
become a central figure in her life.

After this debacle, | went back to practicing—more oranges, more fake skin,
more patience. It wasn’t until my third year of college that I finally gained the courage
and the skill to start tattooing people. | began with close friends and family, but word
spread quickly. My best friend at the time kind of put it out there. She went around
announcing, “Hey, | have a friend who tattoos,” and suddenly people were contacting me
left and right. | had my very own clientele list, and my short-lived tattooing career just
boomed when | realized people were willing to pay me to get tattooed.

For a while, it was exciting. | honed my craft, learning how to assemble machines
properly, how to control my pressure, how to blend colors, and how to refine shading.
But as the demand for my work grew, something changed. | was overwhelmed with my
studies, my on-and-off again relationship with Sol, now my wife, and trying to figure out
what career | truly wanted. My list of clients was getting longer, but so were their
expectations of what they wanted. | was limited in what images | was able to tattoo. |
practiced more complex designs with shading and making the tattoos look more
professional, but | felt more confident with the simple ones. As the demand increased, |
started to feel the stress of it all. At one point, tattooing started feeling like a job. And
whenever something I love starts feeling like a job, | stop.

I don’t regret the experience because it allowed me to improve my craft. But now
I only tattoo Sol, and she tattoos me. It’s this bond we share and something that we do

to show our love for each other. Sol learned to tattoo from another professional artist.
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The most memorable tattoo | gave Sol was the timestamp 8:28, like something you
would see on a digital clock. It is the exact
time when we got married in 2021 (Figure
16). She tattooed the same timestamp on
me. When | look at this tattoo, | witness

my growth as an artist. My line work has

improved a lot. | love this tattoo for reasons

more than just the technique; it captures one Figure 16. The digital time stamp
of the time Elias and Sol wed

of the happiest times in my life, and it forever

lives on our skin.

Elias stated that after her first tattooing debacle, she resumed practicing, which
emphasized her determination to refine her craft after an early misstep. This foundational
experience illustrated how tattooing became more than a hobby; it transformed into a personal
and political means of asserting her identity as a queer woman, navigating the complexities of
femininity and masculinity.

The tattoo industry has historically been associated with masculinity, largely perceived
as a male-dominated practice. Rognli’'s (2018) study highlighted how the tattoo industry has
been shaped by gendered hierarchies, often marginalizing female tattoo artists. Elias’s assertion
that “people were willing to pay me to get tattooed” illustrates her entry into this space as both a
creator and a businesswoman, challenging existing gender dynamics while asserting her
queerness and femininity. This aligns closely with Judith Butler’s (1990) theory of gender
performativity, which posits that gender is not a static identity, but an ongoing process shaped
by social norms and individual choices. Elias’s navigation of masculinity and femininity through
tattooing exemplifies Butler’s idea that the body is a canvas for both personal agency and
societal negotiation. By actively participating in a space historically dominated by men, Elias not

only disrupts traditional gender roles but also embodies Butler's concept that gender is
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performed through actions and choices, further highlighting how tattooing can serve as a
medium for challenging and redefining gender identities. Ultimately, Elias’s experiences reflect
the dynamic interplay of power, identity, and the performative nature of gender articulated by
Butler, showcasing how the tattooing process itself becomes a site of resistance and
transformation.

This tension also resonated with how bodies of color, particularly queer and non-
conforming bodies, resist patriarchal and heteronormative binaries. For Elias, tattooing is not
just a craft but a way to assert her autonomy, countering societal pressures to conform to
certain gender norms. She reflected on her struggle with increased demand, stating, “/ was
overwhelmed with my studies, my on-and-off again relationship with Sol, now my wife, and
trying to figure out what career | truly wanted.” This acknowledgment illustrated the complexities
of balancing personal aspirations with external expectations, particularly within the
intersectionality of her evolving identity.

The intimate connection Elias shares with her wife, Sol, further emphasizes that tattoos
are not merely markers of personal identity but also relational acts. When she tattooed Sol with
the timestamp of their marriage, she stated, “It captures one of the happiest times in my life, and
it forever lives on our skin.” This mutual practice of tattooing deepens their bond, illustrating how
body art can serve as a form of shared storytelling and investment in each other’s identities.
Febos (2022) explored the radical power of personal narrative through the body, suggesting that
tattoos can create spaces for love, healing, and resistance.

Elias’s acknowledgment that tattooing began to feel like a job spoke to the tension
between artistic passion and exploitation. She admitted, “Af one point, tattooing started feeling
like a job. And whenever something | love starts feeling like a job, | stop.” Initially, the
excitement of being paid for her work was exhilarating, but as demand increased, the pressures

of client expectations transformed her love for a craft into a source of stress. This shift illustrated
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the tension that often arises in artistic practices, where the initial joy of creation can be
overshadowed by external expectations.

The desire to control her craft while maintaining authenticity reflected broader struggles
within feminist theories regarding the navigation of authenticity in a world that demands
conformity. Black and Latina feminisms have examined how women'’s labor, both artistic and
otherwise, is often exploited and shaped by societal pressures. As Anzaldua (2007) noted,
women of color navigate multiple layers of oppression that impact how they claim and express
their labor, often resisting commaodification while maintaining a sense of self-authenticity. Elias’s
struggle with the juxtaposition of tattooing mirrored these feminist frameworks, emphasizing the
complexity of labor and identity, particularly when navigating intersecting social expectations.

Elias’s story offered a nuanced perspective of tattooing as both a personal and relational
practice, where the body becomes a site of both creative expression and struggle. By analyzing
her journey through the lenses of embodiment theory and Black and Latina feminist thought, we
see how tattoos are more than just images on the skin—they are embodied acts of resistance,
transformation, and connection. As feminist scholar Margo DeMello (2000) once noted, tattoos
can serve as powerful symbols of identity and agency, enabling individuals to assert control
over their bodies in a society that often seeks to regulate them. Through tattooing, Elias carves
out space for herself, reclaiming her body and her identity while navigating the complex
intersections of gender, sexuality, and artistry. Her experience speaks to the broader
significance of tattoos in understanding the fluidity of identity and the power of the body

as a site of personal and collective expression.
4.3 Platicas and Nepantla: Creating a Shared Space of Belonging

Through the sharing of platicas, we four tattooed Latina educators created our own
Nepantla in our small Bronx middle school. Our Nepantla, a space full of possibility where those

on the peripheries of society can carve out their identities without rejecting or assimilating into
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any one culture, race, or gender, became our safe space where we could openly express
ourselves without fear of judgment (Prieto & Villenas, 2012). This concept of Nepantla, as
articulated by Gloria Anzaldua (2007), emphasizes the fluidity of identity and the power of
existing between cultures, allowing us to navigate our complex realities as educators of color in
predominantly white spaces.

In our Nepantla, we freely explored the intersections of our identities as educators and
as individuals navigating the complexities of being Latina. Each tattoo shared during these
conversations represented not just personal expressions but a collective narrative of resilience
and empowerment in a third space that we created, rooted in our love for tattoo culture. The act
of sharing our stories through platicas allowed us to articulate our experiences in a way that
honored our cultural heritage while also challenging the norms and expectations imposed upon
us (Delgado-Bernal, 1998).

Through these little conversations, we celebrated the beauty of our body art and
Latinidad, drawing connections between our tattoos and the values we instill in our students—
self-acceptance, pride in one’s heritage, stories of resistance, and the importance of storytelling.
These pléticas served as a vital tool for navigating the challenges we face as tattooed Latina
educators, reinforcing the idea that our tattoos are more than aesthetic choices; they are
powerful symbols of our journeys and identities (Delgado Bernal, 1998; Prieto & Villenas, 2012).

As Prieto and Villenas (2012) noted, the act of engaging in meaningful conversations
allows Latina educators to reclaim their narratives and challenge dominant discourses that seek
to silence them. These dialogues provided a platform for discussing our experiences with
tattoos—how these acts of self-expression intersect with our professional lives and our private
lives. In doing so, platicas become powerful tools for building solidarity, understanding, and
support among Latina educators (Delgado Bernal, 1998; Prieto & Villenas, 2012).

Tattooed Latina educators often face the challenge of navigating their cultural identities

within professional environments that may hold different values and expectations, particularly
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regarding body art such as tattoos. Platicas offer a space to share personal experiences related
to these challenges. These conversations revealed how tattoos are seen as acts of resistance,
self-expression, and cultural preservation. Engaging in platicas allowed Patricia, May, Elias, and
myself to discuss the significance of our tattoos—what each piece of body art represents,
whether it was a personal or familial narrative, a tribute to our heritage, or a symbol of defiance
against cultural norms. These exchanges provided validation, reminding us that we are not
alone in our experiences and that our tattoos are meaningful parts of our identities (Delgado
Bernal, 1998).

Through platicas, tattooed Latina educators create bonds that extend beyond the
surface level. These discussions explore the deeper emotional connections that tattoos hold,
whether they serve as a form of self-love, a means of defying societal expectations, or a way to
reclaim ownership over our bodies and stories. By sharing these experiences, Patricia, May,
Elias, and | have formed a community—a sisterhood that supports and affirms our choices,
helping to ease the challenges we face both in and outside of the classroom. This sense of
belonging is especially important in an educational system where educators of color often feel
isolated or marginalized (Delgado Bernal, 1998; Prieto & Villenas, 2012).

Franquiz and Salinas (2022) highlighted the significance of platicas in fostering mutual
trust and understanding among educators. For tattooed Latina educators like Patricia, May,
Elias, and me, these informal exchanges allowed us to reflect on the broader implications of
tattoos—how body art ties into our roles as cultural guardians, mentors, and role models. These
conversations also enabled us to discuss the emotional labor we invest in our work, particularly
when we take on the additional responsibility of supporting students through personal and
cultural struggles. Platicas, in this sense, become not just a way to bond over shared
experiences but also a way to heal and empower one another by recognizing the strength and

resilience embedded in our tattoos and our work (Delgado Bernal, 1998).
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Moreover, our platicas helped reinforce the idea that tattoos, like other forms of cultural
expression, are vital parts of identity that deserve respect and recognition. Through these
dialogues, we collectively reflected on how our tattoos represent more than just personal
history—they are symbols of resistance to assimilation, of autonomy in educational spaces, and
of the unbreakable connection to our Latinidad. By sharing the stories behind our tattoos in
these intimate conversations, we provided each other with the emotional support and
encouragement needed to continue embracing our unique identities and push against the
pressures to conform. In doing so, platicas become an essential vehicle for nurturing a culture of
respect and celebration for self-expression within the broader educational community (Delgado

Bernal, 1998; Prieto & Villenas, 2012).
4.4 The Braiding of Our Stories: Identity, Self-Love, and Resistance

As mentioned in chapter 1, As Kirkland (2009) suggested, literacy extends beyond
traditional texts to embodied forms of self-expression, such as tattoos, which serve as powerful
narratives of identity and resistance. Throughout our different tattoo journeys, Patricia, May,
Elias, and | shared a deep connection in how our tattoos have played a role in our self-
discovery, autonomy, and personal resistance against family and societal expectations. Our
stories—though distinct in motivation and experience—reflected a profound exploration of
identity, self-love, and the reclamation of our bodies as sites of personal storytelling.

For Patricia, tattoos were initially an act of rebellion, a means of pushing back against
cultural restrictions and disapproval from her family, who did not hold tattoos in high regard. Her
first tattoo, impulsively chosen in a moment of youthful defiance, became a permanent mark of
both her independence and her recklessness. As she continued to add to her collection, her
choices evolved into more intentional representations of her personal growth and emotional
depth. Even the tattoo she later regretted—a tribute to a romance she once believed would last

forever—served as an essential lesson in self-awareness. Covering it up with lilies symbolized
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not just closure but also a newfound understanding of what she wanted her tattoos to represent:
lasting affirmations of self rather than fleeting emotions. This aligned with Atkinson’s (2002)
analysis of women'’s tattooing as a site of negotiation, where conformity, resistance, and
personal agency are continuously reshaped through the inked body.

Alter-Muri (2019) discussed how tattoos function as therapeutic and symbolic acts,
reinforcing the notion that body art can serve as an emotional anchor during life’s most turbulent
moments. May’s journey, while different in approach, also revealed how tattoos can serve as
acts of autonomy and self-love. Unlike Patricia, May waited until she was certain of what she
wanted before getting tattooed. Her first tattoo, a tribute to her daughter, was a deliberate and
thoughtful decision that represented unconditional love. Yet, it was not just about honoring her
child; it was about claiming ownership over her body and her narrative, despite the warnings
and stigmas imposed by her family. Her second tattoo, inspired by Hamilton, became an even
deeper act of self-love. Choosing to get this tattoo during a snowstorm amid the pandemic was
a powerful statement of resilience and hope. For May, tattoos transcended mere storytelling;
they became a means of reclaiming control over herself during uncertain times. However, what
set May’s experience apart from others in this study was her lingering fear of judgment for her
decision to get tattooed. She articulated, “Getting a tattoo is a risk... It’'s not about physical harm
or sickness; it’s about the potential for judgment from others,” highlighting the complex interplay
between personal expression and societal perception.

In contrast to Patricia’s and May’s experiences, Elias grew up in an environment where
tattoos were normalized. While Patricia and May had to navigate cultural and parental
resistance, Elias enjoyed the support of her mother, who, despite some hesitation, encouraged
her decision to get tattooed at 16. Her first tattoo, a black cat with her mother’s name, was an
expression of love and connection rather than rebellion. However, even with familial support,
Elias’s journey was one of self-discovery, defining what tattoos meant to her personally. She

viewed them as an extension of her artistic expression—a way to carry pieces of her identity
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with her wherever she went. Unlike the fear of judgment that Patricia, May, and | experienced,
Elias approached her tattoo journey with openness. Yet, she too was carving out her autonomy,
selecting designs that resonated with her story rather than merely adhering to family traditions.
Her experience resonated with Anzaldua’s (2007) concept of the body as a site of border-
crossing, where identity is not fixed but continuously constructed and reconstructed through
embodied practices.

Despite our different relationships with tattoos, all four of us have used them as a means
of self-exploration and, at times, resistance. Whether it was defying the idea that tattoos were
shameful, overcoming the fear of judgment, or rejecting the notion that tattoos should serve
purely aesthetic purposes, each of us made choices rooted in self-love and individuality. Our
bodies became canvases of transformation—symbols of who we were, who we had been, and
who we are becoming. Through our tattoos, we reclaimed ownership over our stories, illustrating
that ink is more than just decoration; it is a powerful declaration of our identities and journeys. In
a world that often seeks to define and limit us, our tattoos stand as bold affirmations of our right

to express ourselves fully and authentically.
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Chapter 5: Understandings and Implications

5.1 The Literacies of My Body

My body is an artist’s canvas adorned with images and symbols that tell multitudes of
stories. Each tattoo is a chapter in the anthology that is my life, reflecting my journey through
the complex landscapes of motherhood, love, cultural reclamation, and personal struggles.
Even my purely ornamental pieces reveal a playful side that
surprises some as | do not often share that aspect of myself.
Each design, whether deeply personal or simply decorative,
invites others to explore the many layers of who | am. Together,
my tattoos weave a narrative that goes beyond their aesthetics,

inviting conversations and connections with those who take the

time to look a little closer. My body art reveals the stories of my
Figure 17. My semicolon

lived experiences that are multifaceted and ever-evolving. tattoo

This piece has resonated
with many of my students
and their family
members.

‘ The simple semicolon
tattoo on my right index finger,
easily recognizable by many
thanks to the social media presence of Project Semicolon
(Figure 17), carries profound meaning that represents hope

and the determination to push through even the darkest

moments (Project Semicolon, 2023). On my right forearm, |

Figure 18. The lotus flower

This has become one of the most proudly display a brightly colored lotus flower, a piece | got

profound symbols | have tattooed

on my body. during a time in my life when | struggled with addiction

(Figure 18). Much like the lotus that grows from the muddy
waters to bloom, this image embodies a transformation, telling the story of how | have grown

from the depths of my struggles, pain, and despair, emerging stronger, braver, and more
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resilient. It symbolizes renewal and hope, a reminder that | can always rise above my
challenges. Choosing to have such a large piece tattooed in a place that is not easily hidden
conveys my fearlessness when it comes to sharing
the parts of my life that are messy and chaotic.

Yet not every tattoo on my skin carries such
heavy significance. Some were chosen purely for
their aesthetic appeal—fun and beautiful pieces |

loved enough to want to make permanent. | have a

large playing card featuring Harley Quinn, the iconic .
Figure 19. My Harley Quinn tattoo
D.C. comic book villain, tattooed on my upper left

I got this fun piece in 2016 to honor my
arm (Figure 19). This tattoo, which cost around love for the comic book villain.
$500, reflects my appreciation for art and storytelling in pop culture. It captures a sense of
playfulness and rebellion, reminding me not to take life too seriously and to embrace my quirky

side.

The whimsical little elephant blowing confetti out of its
trunk (Figure 20), which sits right below my Harley Quinn
tattoo, tells a surprising story that most do not know. My oldest
daughter loved this tattoo and affectionately dubbed the
confetti “frosting” when she was a toddler, adding a layer of
sweetness to this piece. The memory of her words brings a
smile to my face as it reminds me of the joy and innocence of

childhood, evoking moments of shared laughter and love.

However, there is a darker side to this adorable piece that

Figure 20. A baby elephant _ )
with confetti many do not know. | was accompanying my sister for a large

My oldest daughter loved tattoo she was getting at a studio in Staten Island and, at the
this when she was little.
time, was wasted, high on opioid painkillers. | do not recall how
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| walked out of the shop that day with this piece, but | remember that it was not yet fully healed
when | found myself back in rehab for another 28-day detox and recovery program for the
second time in less than 6x months.

| got my first tattoo at the age of 23, yet most of my nearly two dozen pieces have been
inked over the past decade. As a passionate collector of tattoos, | find a profound sense of
freedom in claiming my body as my own—especially in a world where women’s bodily autonomy
is increasingly under threat. Each tattoo is a unique expression of my individuality, transforming
my skin into a vibrant canvas of testimonios that tell the journey of a once introverted girl who
faced constant fat-shaming, evolving into a seasoned educator who uses her ink as a bridge to
meaningful conversations about self-love, personal expression, and resilience. Each design tells
its own story, whether it symbolizes a personal battle or reveals a playful side of me that often
goes unnoticed. Woven together, my tattoos create a powerful tapestry that reflects the
challenges | have faced, the victories | have achieved, the joys of life | have embraced, and the
lessons | have learned along the way.

Through my tattoos, | celebrate who | am and honor the journey that has shaped me,
both the good and the not-so-good. Each piece is a testament to the experiences that have
molded my character and built the strength | have discovered within myself. Embracing tattoo
art empowers me to wear multiple literacies on my skin with pride, reminding us that our bodies
can serve as outer reflections of our inner selves. In every inked line, | find the courage to share
my narratives with the hope of inspiring others to embrace their own stories, celebrating the

unique beauty that lies within us all.
5.2 Understandings of My Study

“Tattoos [are] forms of visual autobiography” (Alter-Muri, 2019, p. 140). One important
point | learned from my conversations with Patricia, May, and Elias was how the embodied

literacies tattooed on our skin serve as visual texts that constantly evolve as the person wearing
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them grows and changes. They challenge the traditional ways knowledge is recorded and
valued, creating a space where personal histories are inscribed, not on pages but on flesh.
For those who navigate the world in bodies that are already scrutinized, like us four Latina
educators, tattoos become declarations of selfhood, stories of resilience and resistance. They
invite critical reflection, not just for the wearer but for those who encounter them, compelling
others to consider the ways in which stories are told, who gets to tell them, and what it means to
take ownership of one’s narrative in spaces that often demand conformity.
5.2.1 When the Personal Is Political

The origins of the phrase “the personal is political” are somewhat unclear; however, it
gained significant traction after American feminist Carol Hanisch (2009) published an essay of
the same name in 1970. In her essay, she argued that many personal experiences, especially
those of women, are connected to their position within various power dynamics (Hanish, 2009).

Elias was the sole participant in this study whose testimonios expressed how her body
art is also political; the stories about her tattoo journey served as an illustration of how body art
functions as a political act for a queer Afro Latina. As a senior in high school, Elias got a tattoo
on the back of her neck that reflected her identity
as a queer woman. Designed by her high school
art teacher, whom she credited for influencing
her choice to also become an art teacher, Elias
shared with me that this tattoo holds a special
meaning as the permanent symbol displays her

| pride and her identity with all who see it (Figure

m : . j— 21). As Elias claimed ownership of her identity,

"~ Figure 21. A tattoo Elias got on the back of
her neck

she echoed Black and Latina feminist theories,

As a senior in high school, Elias boldly ~ Which assert that the body is a site of

ispl her prid a r Afro Latina.
displayed her pride as a quee o Lat empowerment and resistance against societal

138



norms—norms that have tried to force Elias into a binary where she knows she does not fit
(Anzaldua, 2007; Collins, 2000). During one of our conversations, Elias said, “I'll admit that |
didn’t always put deep thought into every design, but every tattoo carries meaning. As my love
for tattoos grew, so did my hunger for more.” Elias reflected on the significance of her tattoos as
living stories, revealing that her tattoos are more than images she finds beautiful. Kirkland
(2009) supported this notion, arguing that tattoos serve as inscriptions of identity, carrying deep
cultural and personal significance. For Elias, her tattoos also reflect the tension between her
queer identity and societal expectations of femininity and masculinity, showcasing how body art
allows her to navigate and assert her identity in a world that often seeks to define her.

However, as her journey unfolded, Elias experienced a shift in her perception of her
tattoos. She recognized that they must evolve with her life. She stated, “What had once been a
perfect... is now a reminder that my story had continued beyond the ink.” This realization
aligned with the fluid nature of identity discussed in Black and Latina feminist thought, which
highlighted how personal narratives are constantly reshaped by lived experiences (Baker,
2014). Elias’s acknowledgment of the need to adapt her tattoos speaks to the broader idea that
body art is a dynamic form of self-expression, capturing the essence of personal growth while
also honoring the fluidity of her identity.

Elias’s commitment to tattooing as a craft, despite the pressures of external
expectations, further emphasized her resilience and agency. She recalled, “At one point,
tattooing started feeling like a job. And whenever something I love starts feeling like a job, |
stop.” This tension between artistic passion and commodification resonated with the feminist
critique of how women’s labor, particularly in creative fields, is often politicized and exploited.
Anzaldua (2007) noted that women of color navigate multiple layers of oppression, often finding
ways to assert their identities while resisting societal constraints. Elias’s tattooing journey
exemplified this struggle as she seeks to balance her love for the craft with the harsh realities

of trying to live up to other people’s expectations.
139



Febos (2022) explored the radical power of personal narrative through the body,
suggesting that tattoos can create transformative spaces for love, healing, and resistance. The
intimate connection Elias shares with her wife, Sol, highlighted the loving aspect of her body art.
When Elias and Sol tattooed each other with the digital timestamp of their marriage, Elias noted,
“It captures one of the happiest times in my life, and it will forever be etched on our skin.” This
mutual practice of tattooing deepened their bond but also illustrates how body art can facilitate
shared storytelling and emotional connection within the LGTBQ+ community.

Elias’s story illustrated how her body art serves as a powerful political statement of self-
assertion, identity formation, and resistance. Each tattoo she bears is not merely an aesthetic
choice but a deliberate act of expressing her identity as a queer Afro Latina. In a society where
her existence is often marginalized, her tattoos challenge societal expectations and norms,
making bold declarations about who she is. This act of self-expression becomes even more
significant in our current climate, where laws are being passed to threaten her right to marry
and invalidate her experiences. By navigating these complexities through her body art, Elias
confronts and resists the forces that seek to diminish her identity and rights.

Elias’'s experience highlighted the broader significance of tattoos in understanding
identity, serving as a canvas for personal narratives that reflect resilience and strength. Tattoos
become a means of reclaiming power in a world that often attempts to silence marginalized
voices. Ultimately, Elias’s journey revealed how the body can be a vital site for both personal
and political expression, inviting others to reflect on their own identities and the societal
structures that shape them. Through her ink, she not only tells her story but also contributes to a
larger conversation about identity, resistance, and the fight for equality.

5.2.2 The Ways Students Respond to Our Tattoos

In my experience teaching high school in Queens, | engaged in platicas with some of my

11th and 12th-grade students who were already tattooed. Some sported only a few small

tattoos, while others displayed full sleeves. Our little side conversations often blossomed into
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more intensive discussions over lunch, where we delved into the artistry of our tattoos—the
meanings behind specific pieces, the intricacies of different styles, techniques like line work and
shading, and recommendations for talented artists specializing in various tattoo schools. This
shared passion for body art fostered a profound sense of trust, allowing students to approach
me not just as a teacher but as a confidant to discuss other matters, such as their academic
journeys or personal challenges. This aligns with Kirkland's (2009) assertion that personal
narratives in educational contexts can bridge the gap between educators and students, fostering
deeper connections that enhance the learning experience.

However, this dynamic shifted significantly when | transitioned to teaching middle school
English in 2023. The students | now teach, predominantly in 6th and 8th grades, are not
tattooed, yet many come from families where tattoos are common among parents, siblings, and
extended relatives. My colleagues and | frequently find ourselves fielding questions about our
tattoos, with inquiries often beginning with the incredulous “Are they real?” followed closely by, “I
didn’t know teachers were allowed to have tattoos!” My responses, often laced with humor, aim
to break the ice: “No, | just use a Sharpie every morning—pretty impressive, right?” or “Yes, we
can eat too!” These exchanges typically elicit laughter, creating an atmosphere of camaraderie
before we dive back into our lessons.

Yet, some students linger after class, eager to explore the stories behind my tattoos.
While | maintain a level of discretion, especially regarding my more personal pieces tied to my
recovery journey, | chose to share the meanings of select tattoos. In turn, they enthusiastically
recount their own family members’ body art: “My mom has a lot of tattoos,” one might say, or,
“My dad has my name tattooed on his arm.”

One particularly poignant connection arose when | revealed my semi-colon tattoo, which
sparked curiosity among my middle schoolers. When a student asked if | had one, | replied, “I
have two. Why do you ask?” The student, clearly influenced by a viral TikTok video, expressed

concern, saying, “Oh no, Ms.! | heard that if you’ve got that tattoo, you did something bad in
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your past.” This moment provided an important teaching moment, allowing me to clarify the
meaning behind Project Semicolon and dispelling the myths perpetuated by social media, a
practice that resonates with Alter-Muri’'s (2019) emphasis on the importance of contextualizing
personal narratives within broader cultural conversations, particularly in educational settings.

Currently, Patricia, May, Elias, and | are witnesses to an odd trend among our students,
particularly the 8th graders, who have taken to pilfering dry-erase markers and Sharpies from
our desks to create temporary tattoos on themselves and their peers. The designs range from
intricate roses and peonies to playful skulls and heartfelt names. The situation has escalated to
the point where our leadership team has mandated the confiscation of these markers and
communication with families, as students seem to prioritize this form of self-expression over
classroom activities. One student even brought a henna ink bottle to class, using it to craft
elaborate designs right under our noses.

When we inquire about their motivations, students respond with a casual indifference:
“It's no big deal!” or “I just want to play with the idea until | can get a real tattoo.” Others simply
state, “But Ms.! You have tattoos. | like how they look and want to get some of my own soon.”
While their enthusiasm is not alarming, their disregard for the appropriateness of the timing
raises eyebrows. This behavior reflects a deeper cultural phenomenon, where students emulate
the tattoo styles they see on us and their family members. It's worth noting that Patricia, May,
Elias, and | are not the only tattooed educators in the building; even our school principal proudly
displays her ink.

In contrast to my own experiences, Patricia and May often downplay discussions about
their tattoos, while Elias finds that her ink garners little attention. My tattoos, however,
consistently captivate the curiosity of students, leading to ongoing discussions about the artwork
and its significance. | welcome these conversations but also remind my students that there is an
appropriate time and place for such discussions—preferably not during an English lesson.

Through these interactions, | recognize the powerful connections that tattoos can forge,
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transcending the traditional boundaries between teacher and student and illustrating the
multifaceted stories that body art can tell within the context of our shared experiences. This
aligns with Kirkland's (2009) focus on the significance of cultural expressions in education,
highlighting how these exchanges enrich our classroom environment, and it complements Alter-
Muri’s (2019) exploration of how personal narratives can serve as pedagogical tools for
fostering understanding and empathy in diverse educational settings.
5.2.3 Role Models and Cultural Guardians

Tattooed Latina educators often find themselves navigating complex intersections of
cultural identity, professional expectations, and personal autonomy. For Patricia, May, Elias,
and me, embracing tattoo culture has become a powerful act of self-expression tied to our
broader role of cultural guardians as middle school educators of our mostly Latino student
population in the Bronx. Patricia, May, and | spoke more specifically about our desire to
embolden our students to be their authentic selves by preserving and promoting their cultural
identities. This dual responsibility—being both an educator and a cultural guardian—deepens
the significance of our tattoos as forms of resistance, identity reclamation, and commitment to
our communities (Anzaldua, 2007; Kirkland, 2009).

The concept of a cultural guardian, as articulated by Glenda Flores (2017) in her book
Latina Teachers, aligned closely with the experiences of tattooed Latina educators who, despite
facing challenges outlined by Will (2018), choose to embrace their role as protectors of cultural
heritage. As tattooed educators, our willingness to use our bodies as a means of self-expression
and identity helps in our mission to also serve our students by encouraging them to embrace
their emerging identities instead of adopting the identities of their peers and other people they
admire. As such, we see ourselves as more than just teachers and social workers—we are
“lifeguards” in a metaphorical sense, guarding our students against the waves of assimilation,

microaggressions, and the pressures of conforming to a dominant caste that now more than
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ever is attempting to erase or devalue our Latino culture (Flores, 2017). Tattoos, as embodied
markers of self-expression, symbolize this active protection and preservation of our Latinidad.

Embracing the role of cultural guardians requires a commitment to understanding and
resisting the pressures of assimilation. Many tattooed Latina educators, like me and my
colleagues, carry the weight of personal experiences with cultural marginalization and exclusion,
fueling their drive to shield their students from similar fates. The decision to tattoo our bodies
can be seen as an extension of this resistance—an outward expression of the internal
commitment to protect the language, history, and traditions of Latinidad. Just as Flores (2017)
described cultural guardians as “memory keepers” and “storytellers,” tattooed educators can
use their bodies as living archives, literacies that speak of their personal and professional
journeys through visual narratives that defy the pressures of conformity (Febos, 2022). We see
examples of this in my Taino Warrior tattoo, Patricia’s owl tattoo, May’s compass tattoo, and
Elias’s neck tattoo that is encircled in the rainbow of colors that have come to symbolize the
LGBTQ+ community.

Tattoos often carry deep personal significance, representing journeys of self-discovery,
reclamation, and resistance that align with Latina educators’ roles in their students’ lives. For
some, tattoos may commemorate specific cultural traditions, familial bonds, or moments of
resistance against systemic oppression. By choosing to display our body art rather than hide it,
tattooed Latina educators create visible connections between their personal histories and the
stories of their students, reinforcing their role as mentors who understand and value the
importance of cultural preservation (Febos, 2022).

Moreover, the act of becoming cultural guardians while bearing tattoos in a professional
setting can also be seen as a form of resilience against the professional expectations of morality
that are often imposed on educators of color. In many schools, there is an implicit expectation
that educators, especially those in positions of authority, maintain a certain professional

appearance. This can create a conflict for tattooed Latina educators, who may face criticism or
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skepticism from colleagues, administrators, or even parents who view tattoos as unprofessional
or inappropriate. In this context, choosing to embrace their tattoos becomes an act of resistance
against these normative expectations (Alter-Muri, 2019). It is a way to assert their right to exist
in educational spaces not only as qualified professionals but also as individuals who refuse to
sever their cultural identities in exchange for acceptance.

In this sense, tattooed Latina educators who embrace the role of cultural guardians are
not only protecting their students’ cultural identities but are also creating spaces where self-
expression and cultural pride are celebrated. They model for their students that it is possible to
thrive academically and professionally without sacrificing one’s cultural heritage or personal
identity. Tattoos, as symbols of this very resistance, serve as a visible manifestation of their
ongoing commitment to preserving and passing on cultural knowledge, reinforcing the
importance of cultural authenticity in an often hostile or assimilative environment (Anzaldua,
2007; Febos, 2022).

5.2.4 Stigma Still Follows Us: The Public’s View of Tattooed Latina Educators

In examining the journey of Latina educators and their relationship with tattoos, it is
essential to understand the deeper cultural and societal stigmas that persist, particularly within
Latino communities. Tattoos, for many, are still viewed with skepticism or disapproval,
especially for women, as they challenge traditional norms about femininity, respectability, and
professionalism. While tattoos can be a form of personal expression and autonomy, for Latina
educators, the act of embracing body art can often feel like a double-edged sword.

Historically, tattoos have been associated with rebellion, delinquency, and even
criminality in many cultures, including among Latino communities (Hernandez & Givens, 2019).
This connection to “outsider” status is often compounded for Latina women, who are frequently
expected to uphold conservative ideals related to their gender, ethnicity, religion, and social
standing (Miller, 2020). The pressure to conform to these norms, particularly within educational

settings, can make the decision to get a tattoo fraught with complexity. The stigma of tattoos in
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many professional circles, particularly in academia, can make Latina educators feel as though
they are challenging not just their cultural expectations but also the professional standards of
conduct that oversee their work lives (Gonzélez, 2021).

For many Latina educators, tattoos are a powerful statement of individuality and
resistance to these deeply entrenched norms. However, their journeys often come with an
emotional and social cost. As Kirkland (2009) suggested, literacy extends beyond traditional
forms, and tattoos can be seen as an alternative form of storytelling—one that directly
challenges the status quo. For Latina educators, embracing this form of literacy requires them to
resist both external and internalized pressures about what is “appropriate” for their bodies, as
well as how they should represent themselves in professional contexts. This struggle is a
negotiation of identity—between traditional cultural expectations and modern expressions of
autonomy, self-love, and resistance (Martinez, 2018).

In some cases, tattoos are viewed as a sign of defiance that goes against cultural
expectations of modesty and appropriateness. For instance, in more conservative Latino
families, the idea of getting a tattoo can be perceived as disrespectful or shameful, especially for
women (Diaz, 2019). This is witnessed in the story of Patricia’s and my own first tattoo. There is
often the expectation that women should maintain an image of “decency,” and tattoos can be
seen as contradictory to that ideal. The reluctance to embrace body art among some Latino
communities may stem from a desire to preserve a certain cultural image of the “ideal”
woman—one who is traditional, dignified, and free from “unnecessary” or “disruptive” markings
on her body (Ramirez & Sanchez, 2020). For Latina educators who already navigate the
complexities of their professional lives, the decision to tattoo their bodies can feel like an act of
resistance against not only these cultural pressures but also the broader societal expectations
of what it means to be an educator and a woman of color (Ortiz & Lopez, 2021).

As with Patricia, May, and my own experiences, this cultural resistance is often

compounded by the fear of being judged, rejected, or misunderstood by our own families. The
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challenge of balancing personal identity with professional expectations is amplified in fields like
education, where appearance and behavior are often scrutinized (Hernandez & Givens, 2019).
Latina educators may feel that their tattoos could undermine their credibility or authority, leading
them to wrestle with the tension between self-expression and the desire for acceptance in both
their personal and professional lives. This tension is further explored in the work of Alvarado
(2019), who highlighted the contradictory nature of body art in educational spaces, particularly
for women of color who often face a higher standard of professionalism.

Furthermore, there is also a generational divide within many Latino families regarding
tattoos. Younger generations, including those like Elias, who grew up in an environment where
tattoos were more normalized, often find themselves at odds with older family members who
hold onto more traditional values. This divide can create internal conflicts as individuals
navigate their own identity and the need to bridge cultural gaps between past and present
understandings of respect, identity, and tradition (Martinez, 2020). In this way, tattoos for Latina
educators become more than just a form of personal expression—they represent a way of
claiming agency over their bodies and stories in the face of resistance from both family and
society (Ramirez & Sanchez, 2020).

Yet, as Kirkland (2009) and Atkinson (2002) suggested, tattoos are also powerful acts
of self-definition. For Latina educators, each tattoo becomes an embodied form of resistance—
not just against family expectations but against the notion that their bodies must conform to
traditional standards of femininity and decency. Tattoos can serve as a means of reclaiming
personal autonomy and celebrating individuality, despite the stigmas associated with body art
that still exist in our communities (Gonzalez, 2021). Each tattoo becomes a narrative, not just of
personal history but of defiance against the limitations placed on our bodies by cultural and
societal forces.

In this sense, the act of tattooing is not only an expression of self-love, as May’s story

illustrated, but also a form of resistance that forces both the Latina educator and her community
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to confront the restrictive norms that continue defining who can express themselves and how. In
reclaiming their bodies as canvases, these educators are making a powerful statement: Their
identities cannot be reduced to traditional expectations or societal pressures and their bodies,
tattooed and untattooed, belong to them alone.

5.2.5 Acceptance and Belonging in a Shared Community

The journey of tattooed Latina educators in an urban NYC middle school highlighted a
crucial aspect of professional and personal identity development: The need for acceptance and
belonging in spaces where cultural differences, personal expressions, and professional
expectations often intersect in complex ways. Tattoos, literacies on the skin, embody not only
an individual’s personal history and aesthetic choices but also a larger cultural narrative that
defies dominant societal norms (Febos, 2022). For tattooed Latina educators, particularly those
working in urban schools with predominantly Black and Brown student populations, finding a
community of like-minded individuals who embrace body art becomes essential in navigating
both personal and professional challenges. This sense of belonging through shared experiences
not only provides emotional support but also fosters an environment where these educators can
celebrate their cultural identities without fear of judgment or exclusion (Flores, 2017; Kirkland,
2009).

Latina educators often confront numerous barriers related to systemic racism, cultural
stereotypes, and the expectations placed on them as role models for their students. The added
complexity of being tattooed in a professional setting, where tattoos can still be stigmatizing,
only exacerbates the difficulties they face. The visible nature of tattoos makes them a point of
potential marginalization in the classroom, particularly in educational environments where
conformity and respectability are highly valued (Alter-Muri, 2019). Many tattooed Latina
educators navigate the delicate balance of preserving their cultural heritage while adhering to

the professional norms expected of them. This tension often leads to feelings of isolation, as
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they may struggle to reconcile their personal choices with the demands of their professional
lives.

In these contexts, finding a shared community—whether through informal gatherings,
platicas, or professional networks—becomes an important source of support. By engaging with
others who share similar experiences and values around body art, tattooed Latina educators
can forge deep connections that help them feel seen and heard in a way that their broader
professional environments might not allow (Flores, 2017). This sense of community provides a
space where educators can share the significance of their tattoos, discuss the challenges of
being both culturally grounded and professionally accepted, and draw strength from one
another’s stories. Through these experiences, like the ones | shared with Patricia, May, and
Elias, we are reminded that our tattoos are not just personal expressions but also narratives of
resilience, resistance, and cultural pride, echoing the teachings of Latina feminist thought that
advocate for the reclamation of identity through personal narrative (Anzaldua, 2007).

The importance of creating Nepantla goes beyond emotional support—it becomes a
transformative space where tattooed Latina educators can collectively redefine what it means
to be a professional, a woman of color, and a cultural guardian. As these educators come
together, they can affirm one another’s worth, not despite their tattoos but because of them.
Tattoos, in this sense, become powerful tools for self-expression and cultural preservation,
representing acts of resistance against the pressures to conform to a narrow vision of
professionalism that excludes diverse cultural practices and identities (Alter-Muri, 2019).
Through their tattoos, these educators can challenge the conventional expectations of
respectability that often limit their ability to express their full, authentic selves in the classroom.

This Nepantla also creates opportunities for collective healing. The act of coming
together to discuss personal and professional journeys, and how stories intersect with their
tattoos, allows tattooed Latina educators to process their experiences in a supportive

environment. For many, tattoos may represent significant moments of struggle, survival, and

149



growth. Sharing these stories with others, including students, who understand the deeper
meanings behind their body art, enables these educators to reclaim ownership of their
narratives and challenge the stigma surrounding both tattoos and their Latinidad. It also fosters
a sense of collective agency, empowering them to continue advocating for their students and
their communities without compromising their individuality or authenticity (Kirkland, 2009).

The need for tattooed Latina educators to find acceptance and belonging through a
shared community highlights the importance of embracing diversity in educational spaces. As
they continuously navigate the complexities of their identities, tattoos serve as memory keepers
that enshrine the cultural history they carry, the resistance they embody, and the pride they hold
in their heritage. By embracing their tattoos and the stories they tell, Latina educators contribute
to a broader cultural shift in education—one that recognizes and values the diverse ways in
which identity, culture, and self-expression intersect in the lives of students and teachers alike.

The community of tattooed Latina educators represents a powerful space of belonging,
healing, and affirmation. It allows educators to reclaim their stories, challenge societal norms,
and embrace their full selves—empowering them to continue shaping the educational landscape
with authenticity and cultural pride (Alter-Muri, 2019; Anzaldua, 2007; Flores, 2017).

5.2.6 Liberation Through Storying

For tattooed Latina educators in urban NYC schools, the act of getting tattooed is not
only a form of self-expression but a significant journey toward personal and professional
liberation. Tattoos carry deep meanings and stories that are often interwoven with these
educators’ struggles, triumphs, and cultural histories. Through their tattoos, Latina educators
embody a form of resistance against societal pressures that seek to marginalize or erase their
cultural identities (Freire, 2000; hooks, 2015). The stories behind their tattoos, often rooted in
their lived experiences, personal resilience, and desire to reclaim autonomy over their bodies
and narratives, provide them with a sense of liberation that empowers them both within the

classroom and in other spaces they occupy.
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In many ways, tattoos represent acts of personal and cultural reclamation. For many
tattooed Latina educators, their body art becomes a visible manifestation of their resistance
against the systemic forces that attempt to diminish their cultural identities, silence their voices,
or impose restrictive notions of professionalism (Alter-Muri, 2019; Flores, 2017). In urban NYC
schools, where the student populations are often predominantly Latino and Black, these
educators are not just teaching academic content, they are cultural guardians, mentors, and
advocates for their students’ rights to express themselves authentically. The tattoos that ink
their skin represent their own journey toward self-love, cultural pride, and resistance to the
pressures of assimilation. They are embodiments of the stories these educators carry—stories
that are sometimes invisible to the wider world but central to their sense of self and purpose.

The liberation that tattooed Latina educators experience through the stories behind their
body art can be understood as an act of self-empowerment. Tattoos offer these educators the
agency to reclaim ownership over how they present themselves to the world (hooks, 2015). In
educational spaces where educators of color often feel the need to conform to a standard set of
professional standards developed by the dominant caste, tattoos provide an opportunity to
break free from these limiting norms. For these educators, their tattoos are not just decorative—
they are empowering statements that defy the notion that one must conform to a singular,
dominant notion of professionalism. Instead, they assert that cultural diversity, individuality, and
self-expression are not only acceptable but also essential to the richness of the educational
experience (Kirkland, 2009).

The stories behind tattoos offer a means for tattooed Latina educators to process and
reflect upon their personal journeys. Many of these tattoos serve as powerful reminders of
pivotal moments in their lives—whether it is overcoming adversity, reclaiming cultural pride, or
honoring their families and histories. Tattoos can symbolize the educators’ struggles with

societal expectations, their desire to heal from past traumas, or their determination to overcome
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obstacles. In this sense, their tattoos are visual testimonios, offering a form of narrative agency
where they can tell their own stories on their own terms (Freire, 2000; hooks, 2015).

Liberation through tattoos also occurs through how these educators connect their
personal stories to their professional roles. Tattoos become a means to engage in an ongoing
dialogue with their students about identity, culture, and self-expression (Kirkland, 2009). By
wearing their tattoos with pride, tattooed Latina educators open conversations about the
significance of body art, resistance, and cultural heritage. This creates opportunities for
students, particularly those from similar cultural backgrounds, to see their own identities
reflected in their teachers and sends a powerful message that they too have the right to express
themselves authentically, celebrate their cultures, and resist the pressures that seek to diminish
their worth (Alter-Muri, 2019).

Moreover, tattoos provide Latina educators with a form of solidarity and collective
liberation. As these educators engage with one another through shared experiences and the
narratives told by their tattoos, they find common ground that transcends the challenges they
face as individuals. The act of sharing tattoo stories becomes a collective expression of
empowerment, where each educator’s body becomes part of a larger narrative of resistance,
resilience, and cultural pride. This collective liberation is important because it creates a
community where educators can heal together, learn from one another’s experiences, and
support each other in reclaiming their professional and cultural autonomy (Flores, 2017;
Kirkland, 2009).

Ultimately, the liberation tattooed Latina educators experience through the stories behind
their tattoos goes beyond personal expression. It is a form of traditional cultural and professional
resistance (Anzaldua, 2007). Their tattoos are a powerful assertion of who they are and what
they represent in a world that still tries to silence or erase their voices (hooks, 1990). These
educators use their bodies as canvases to tell stories that are deeply personal, yet universally

resonant with their students and communities. Through their tattoos, they reclaim their bodies,
152



their voices, and their agency, enabling them to move through the world with a sense of
empowerment and authenticity.

Tattooed Latina educators from urban schools find liberation through the stories of their
tattoos by reclaiming ownership over their identities, challenging societal and professional
norms, and embracing their cultural heritage with pride (Flores, 2017). Tattoos allow them to
transcend the limitations imposed on them by a system that often marginalizes their voices and
identities (Alter-Muri, 2019). By sharing the meanings behind their tattoos, these educators not
only empower themselves but also offer their students the freedom to express their own
identities without fear of judgment. In this way, tattoos become more than personal adornments.
They are acts of liberation, resistance, and self-empowerment that shape the educators’ roles

as cultural mentors, advocates, and leaders in the classroom and beyond (Kirkland, 2009).
5.3 Implications for Future Study

During my more than 20 years teaching at a high school in Queens, | noticed that my
tattoos sparked a vibrant curiosity among my students. They would often interrupt lessons,
especially at the start of the school year, eager to ask about the stories behind my ink, with their
eyes wide with intrigue. Some were fascinated by the pain of getting tattooed, asking questions
that revealed their own fascination with body art. Older students frequently sought my advice,
sharing their own experiences or expressing a desire to get their first tattoo.

Now, in the Bronx middle school where | currently teach, the interest remains strong,
but it has taken on a new dimension. My students not only inquire about my tattoos but also
excitedly share stories about their family members—parents and older siblings—who are also
tattooed. In my conversations with fellow educators Patricia, May, and Elias, we shared the
experience of our students often admiring our body art, revealing a broader narrative of

connection and shared experiences within their families. This exchange not only highlights the
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significance of tattoos as a form of self-expression but also fosters a sense of community
among us and our students, bridging generational gaps through the stories etched on our skin.

| ask myself: In what ways can the body art of Patricia, May, Elias, and myself serve as
an important tool for teaching our students about autonomy, self-love, and self-expression?
Although this study touched on the ways the literacies tattooed on our bodies offer our students
a unique opportunity to learn lessons about identity and resilience in ways that extend beyond
traditional classroom instruction (Alter-Muri, 2019), | would like to conduct further studies that
explore how, as tattooed educators who are open about our lived experiences, we can model
for students how they too can embrace their individuality and make intentional choices that
reflect their lived and evolving experiences.

For many of our middle school students who are at a pivotal stage of identity
development, the narratives etched on our skin have the potential to become powerful catalysts
for discussion and reflection. In a school setting where students often feel the pressures of
fitting in or conforming to societal expectations, the tattoos we wear can act as symbols of
personal autonomy—reminding students that they, too, have the power to make choices that
affirm their identities (Kirkland, 2009). Whether my elephant tattoo holds a hidden secret,
Patricia’s transformation of her rebellious butterfly tattoo is a meaningful reminder of maturity
and growth, May’s Hamilton quote becomes the search for unconditional love, or Elias’s neck
tattoo represents her identity as a queer Afro Latina, our ink tells stories that resonate with
themes of independence, empowerment, and resilience while also embracing our Latina culture
as storytellers and memory keepers (Anzaldua, 2007; Flores, 2017).

Tattoos serve as symbols of self-love and self-discovery, key concepts we aim to instill
in our students. For me and my participants, our tattoos have moved beyond impulsive choices
into acts of intentional self-expression and healing. In May’s case, her tattoos became symbols
of self-love, as each one represented a deliberate reclaiming of her body and her story, even

amidst her family’s disapproval. These are the kinds of conversations that students engage in
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when they see tattoos as more than just decoration but as expressions of personal growth. They
see that tattoos can be moments of empowerment, and they are encouraged to reflect on how
they, too, can use self-expression to navigate the complexities of growing up in an urban
environment.

Through the stories we share about our tattoos, we aim to offer our students the
opportunity to see body art as a form of resistance—a tool to challenge the status quo and
express autonomy in a world that often seeks to restrict individuality (Alter-Muri, 2019). For
students who might feel silenced or overlooked, these tattoos provide a model for how they can
also take ownership of their stories without permanently altering their bodies. As tattooed
educators, we aim to teach our students that there is power in carving out one’s own space and
defining who they are, regardless of societal norms or the opinions of others (Anzaldua, 2007;
Delgado Bernal, 1998). Just as Elias approached her tattoo journey with openness and a desire
for self-expression, students learn the significance of embracing their individuality. This can
manifest in various ways, including temporary body art such as hair coloring, makeup, and nail
art, as well as through fashion choices, language, and other forms of self-expression.

For tattooed teachers, our body art becomes more than just personal markers—it serves
as a bridge to connect with students, offering them an authentic glimpse into our lives and
identities. By sharing the meanings behind our tattoos, we model vulnerability and the strength
that comes from embracing our past, present, and future selves. In an urban school
environment where students often grapple with issues of identity, belonging, and cultural pride,
tattoos allow us to create a safe and open space for them to explore their own stories. Through
this, students learn that self-expression is not only a right but a necessary part of who they are
as students of color—it is something they can celebrate and claim as their own (Kirkland, 2009).

Our body art teaches autonomy, self-love, and self-expression, showing students that
their stories and identities matter. The choices they make today can significantly shape the

narratives they carry with them throughout their lives (Anzaldua, 2007; Delgado Bernal, 1998).
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By sharing our stories, tattooed educators can showcase the transformative power of using our
bodies as canvases for self-empowerment and storytelling. This approach is particularly
impactful during the middle school years, a time often marked by confusion and exploration of
identity. As Balme (2022) emphasized in Finding the Magic in Middle School, creating a
classroom environment that values and respects individual stories is crucial for fostering
students’ self-discovery and confidence. In a future study focused on the lives of tattooed
educators and their students, | aim to investigate how educators of color with tattoos inspire
their students to discover and explore their autonomy and self-expression. This research will
seek to understand how these educators help create a vibrant community that not only
celebrates individuality but also empowers young people to express their authentic selves.
5.3.1 Healing-Centered Education

Healing-centered education, as defined by Dr. Angel Acosta (2020), emphasizes the
importance of addressing the emotional, social, and psychological needs of students,
particularly those from underrepresented communities. This approach integrates healing
practices into the educational environment, promoting resilience and well-being alongside
academic achievement. It recognizes that trauma and systemic inequities can significantly
impact students' learning experiences. By fostering supportive relationships, culturally relevant
curricula, and safe spaces for expression, healing-centered education aims to create a holistic
learning environment that nurtures the whole child as well as educators and empowers both to
thrive academically and personally.

My dissertation study brings to the surface the testimonios behind the tattoo art of Latina
educators in a Bronx middle school. By braiding my narratives with the stories of Patricia, May,
and Elias, | discovered that we all have turned to the tattoo machine as a source of self-love and
healing, each in our unique ways. The act of tattooing, for us, has become and continues to be
a powerful medium through which we assert our identities, reclaim our narratives, and foster

resilience in the face of systemic challenges.
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| was reminded recently how my dissertation study is not unlike a previous study |
conducted on the importance of teacher self-care; in many ways, both are connected through
the lenses of critical love and healing. Healing-centered education, as articulated by Dr. Angel
Acosta (2020), provides a robust framework for exploring these intersections. This approach
emphasizes the need for emotional and psychological support within educational spaces, a
principle that resonates deeply with the personal stories shared by my colleagues and me.

Both studies highlight the significance of self-care practices and how educators navigate
their identities amidst the pressures of teaching in underserved communities. The tattoos we
bear symbolize more than just art; they represent our journeys of healing, empowerment, and
resistance. By integrating healing-centered education into our discussions, we can further
explore how these personal narratives serve not only as acts of self-expression but also as vital
components of our professional lives.

For instance, the stories behind our tattoos can be seen as acts of critical love—
demonstrating how we care for ourselves and our communities by embracing our histories and
identities. In the context of healing-centered education, these narratives can inform pedagogical
practices that prioritize emotional well-being and cultural relevance, ultimately enhancing the
learning environment for our students.

Moreover, by fostering spaces where educators’ experiences and self-care practices are
acknowledged and valued, we can cultivate a community that supports both personal and
collective healing. This connection between our tattoo narratives and the principles of healing-
centered education not only enriches our understanding of self-care but also promotes a holistic
approach to teaching that prioritizes the well-being of educators and students alike. In doing so,
we can create an educational landscape where healing and learning coexist, allowing us to
thrive in our roles as educators and as individuals. This topic is ripe for deeper exploration, and |

look forward to the possibility of collaborating with Dr. Acosta to unravel its complexities.
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5.4 My Story Is Not Over

My tattoos are not merely acts of self-love, resistance, and autonomy. They are my
memory keepers, each one a chapter in the story of a narrative | have created for myself. They
capture my journey through childhood traumas, the shadows of postpartum depression, and my
nearly decade-long battle with addiction and
alcoholism as well as my now 7 years of recovery.
Each inked story has woven itself into the fabric of
my identity as a Latina, a mother, and an educator,
creating a tapestry that reflects my resilience and
growth.

| chose to commemorate the milestone of

turning 40 back in 2017 with my most talked about

tattoo: a blue rose on my right hand (Figure 22). Figure 22. The stages of my blue rose

tattoo, from outline to finished product
This rose was crafted in the American Traditional

style—a tattooing method celebrated for its bold black outlines and a vibrant yet limited color
palette, featuring iconic imagery like anchors, eagles, and, of course, roses (Sullivan, 2009). My
choice to go with blue ink instead of the more traditional red was intentional; | wanted my rose to
stand apart from the countless others | scrolled through on Pinterest. This “hand blaster,” as my
tattoo artist affectionately dubbed it, turned out to be the most painful tattoo | have ever
endured. The swelling in my hand was so severe that | spent nearly 2 weeks icing it, and a mild
allergic reaction to the red ink used for shading resulted in blistering that left behind some scars.

The placement of the blue rose sparked another argument with my mom, who always
felt the need to express her disapproval when it had to do with my body.

“Pero mama, | don't like this one. It's too much, and you can’t cover it up,” she insisted,

her voice tinged with concern even after 8 years.
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“Mom,” | reply, a mix of exhaustion and determination in my tone, “that’s the whole point.
| don’t want to hide my tattoos anymore.”

For me, this rose represents far more than just a design that cannot be concealed. It
signifies my complete liberation from the incessant need for validation and acceptance from my
family. It embodies my resolve to defy the expectations and limitations that others have tried to
impose on me. This tattoo is a reclamation of my story, a visual testament to my journey of self-
discovery and empowerment.

Each time | catch a glimpse of my blue rose, | am reminded of my resilience and the
strength | have gained over the last 2 decades, as is reflected by my tattoos. | am reminded of
the decision | made long ago to never squeeze myself into the boxes society has constructed
for me. The rose blooms brightly against the backdrop of my skin, symbolizing my flourishing
identity—a testimonio that is not merely about adorning one’s body. That blue rose challenges
the status quo and invites conversations about identity, resilience, and the beauty of embracing
one’s autonomy.

Through the stories etched into my skin, | celebrate my journey and aim to inspire others
to embrace their own narratives with pride—that their stories are worthy of being shared in all
their vibrant complexity. Each tattoo is not just ink but a symbol of my lived experiences, a vivid
reminder that our identities are multifaceted and rich with meaning.

About 5 years ago, while enjoying a quiet lunch in the faculty lounge of the high school
where | have dedicated over 2 decades, a former colleague made a comment that took me
completely by surprise. After a moment of small talk, he leaned back in his chair, brows
furrowed, and said, “You confuse me.” His voice was steady, yet there was a curious edge to it.
Intrigued but apprehensive, | encouraged him to elaborate.

He continued, “You dress and sound like many teachers, but then | see the tattoos up

and down your arms. They just don’t fit you. Are you looking for attention or something?”
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His words hung in the air, heavy with implication, and | felt a rush of emotions—shock,
irritation, and a sting of hurt. | have always believed that tattoos are not mere decorations; they
are profound expressions of identity and personal history. To have someone question the
integrity of that expression felt deeply unsettling.

| took a deep breath and offered him a phrase that had become instinctual for me in
moments like this: “You don’t need to understand.” With that, | stood up and walked away,
feeling a mix of empowerment and sadness. My tattoos tell the stories of my struggles, my
triumphs, and my relentless pursuit of belonging. While he may have viewed them as
incongruous with my intelligence or professionalism, | understood that these marks are a
testament to my identity as a Latina, a mother, and an educator. | also recognized it was not my
responsibility to seek validation from those who could not appreciate the depth of my choices.

Yet, there is always hope that more people will come to accept the artistry of tattooing
and the stories that live within each image.

My mother, who has long been my harshest critic when it comes to body art, shocked
me when she asked to accompany me, my sister, and my sister-in-law to a tattoo appointment
we scheduled the day after Christmas in 2023. Confused and a bit bewildered by her request, |
hesitantly agreed, unsure of what to expect.

As the first of us to sit in the tattoo chair, | was taken aback when my mom, who had
been quietly observing, stood up and approached the tattooing station. “Is it okay if | watch?”
she asked, her voice steady yet filled with vulnerability.

“Are you sure, Mom? | don’t want you to get upset,” | replied, still grappling with this

unexpected turn of events.
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"I'll be fine,” she assured me just as Juztin, my tattoo artist, began outlining the Little
Dipper constellation | was getting inked on my ankle. The tattoo took only 25 minutes, but it felt
- monumental. My mom stood by my
side the entire time (Figure 23); her
curiosity was palpable. She asked
how it felt, engaged Juztin in
conversation about his craft, and
admired the artistry as he blended

lavender and light blue watercolors

behind the constellation. She

Figure 23. My Mom by my side marveled at the beauty of the
as | am about to be tattooed finished piece and commented on
how impressive it was that | could sit so still during the whole session.

At that moment, we shared a connection | once thought impossible. Twenty-five years
after my first tattoo had sparked her utter disgust, and after years of her criticism for every new
piece | added to my body, my mom took a bold step toward mending our complex relationship—
one that had often revolved around my body as a source of contention.

Watching her engage with the process, | felt a wave of hope wash over me. Perhaps this
moment was a sign of understanding, a new chapter in our story where we could both embrace

our choices, however different they may be. It was a beautiful reminder that every tattoo, every

story, and every journey carries the potential for connection, growth, and, most of all, healing.
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