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ABSTRACT
This research examined the influences of contemporary visual culture on the art making of eight
visual arts students in two tertiary institutions in New Zealand, and two in Hong Kong. The research
was motivated by the reality that students live in a fast-moving digital world and image-saturated era.
It sought understanding of the impact of visual surroundings on participants’ art making processes
and art works, and whether visual culture informed their teaching programs. The study included the
researcher as an artist / teacher / participant-researcher who was born in Hong Kong and raised in
New Zealand.
Underpinning the research is the paradigm shift that has occurred in visual arts education in
recent times, from its traditional ‘fine arts’ associations to ‘visual culture art education.’ Emphasis is
now on how knowledge is constructed, shared and understood in a way that goes beyond traditional
learning and teaching in classrooms, and includes the ever-expanding domain of study within the
visual arts. The research was informed by an interpretive arts-based paradigm and underpinned by
the theoretical positions of a/r/tography and visual sociology. The a/r/tographical data collection
methods united the roles of artist / researcher / and teacher in a seamless way, with each informing
the other. Interviews, observations and informal discussions were used to study the students’
understandings of visual culture, cultural milieu, art making and their institutions. Visual
documentation was used throughout the data collection phase, with these images assisting the
interpretation of the written findings and conclusions.
The findings revealed that most participants engaged with visual culture, but primarily as a
point of reference in their art making, rather than as critical engagement. It was found that while each
institution in Hong Kong and New Zealand delivered what they purported to do in their program
outlines there was little emphasis on teaching and learning about visual culture. Each institution
positioned itself largely within traditional definitions of contemporary and historical fine arts images.
The research recommends extending tertiary art students’ skills in visual literacy, and the
development of professional practice towards the broadened domain of images found in visual culture
and daily visual experiences.
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH
1.1

Locating myself in the research

My name is Wing Tai Hung and I was born in Hong Kong in 1985. I came to New Zealand with my
family when I was three years old, and having lived here since 1988 I have grown up as a ‘Kiwi’. An
aspect of moving to this new country was to adopt the name ‘Bobby’ which is how I, and my art, is
known. Although my family regularly returns to Hong Kong, and we maintain citizenship there, my
entire schooling and tertiary education have been in New Zealand.
It was not until year 11 at secondary school in 2001 that, as a 16-year old, I studied practical
art for fifth form School Certificate. I have to admit that at the time I did not have much interest in
visual arts but enrolled in this class to fulfill the five-subject requirement! In year 11 practical art we
were taught about art movements and artist models such as Colin McCahon, Cubism, Jim Dine, still
life and Māori motifs, as well as practical skills using a variety of different media. I did not study visual
arts in year 12 and left secondary school at the end of that year. Although I had taken year 11
practical art for the wrong reasons this subject provided my first and only understanding of visual arts,
1

particularly with respect to the concept of ‘fine arts’ and the ‘western canon’ of artist models and
2

movements . At secondary school, I had free reign to delve into any subjects or themes that I wanted
to, but, from memory, I was never encouraged to explore ideas about my identity, cultural milieu or
personal interests.
Although I had few art qualifications from school I had developed an interest in drawing and
graphic design. I did not know what I wanted to study exactly but knew it had to be something creative
and that I wanted to keep learning. To fulfill this dream I attended a tertiary art school where I studied
both graphic design and visual arts, majoring in painting. In this degree I was shown how to develop
ideas for my paintings and understand their socio-cultural context, and was taught about a range of
theoretical ideas related to art history and contemporary art practices. During those years landscapes
and portraits dominated my paintings because I continued to think that the fine arts were primarily
about those subjects. Running parallel with the exposure to fine arts during my secondary and tertiary
education I developed an interest in graffiti, street art and illustration. This interest was fuelled by
seeing these art forms on the street and through the influence of like-minded friends.
Following my graduation with a degree in visual arts I studied for a Postgraduate Diploma in
Teaching (Secondary) with the intention of becoming a visual arts teacher. Since then I have lectured
part-time in the Certificate in Design and Visual Arts at the tertiary art school I attended, and have
continued to make my own art. A Postgraduate Diploma in Education followed. It was this course, with
Dr. Jill Smith (who subsequently became my thesis supervisor), which ultimately changed my

1

th

From the 17 century onwards ‘fine art’ has meant art forms developed primarily for aesthetics, distinguishing them from
‘applied arts’ that also have to serve some practical function. Historically, the five main fine arts were painting, sculpture,
architecture, music and poetry. Today, the fine arts commonly include film, photography, conceptual art and printmaking.
However, in some institutes of learning or in museums fine art and frequently the term fine arts are associated exclusively with
visual art forms (Shiner, 2003).
2
The term ‘Western canon’ denotes a body of books, music and art that have been traditionally accepted by Western scholars
as the most important and influential in shaping Western culture. It is a list of greatest works, primarily by males, with significant
literary and artistic merit. The canon is considered important to the theory of educational perennialism and the development of
high culture (Bloom, 1994).

1

perceptions and misconceptions about visual arts education. I was introduced to socio-cultural
perspectives, historical trends, diverse pedagogies and a wide range of theories informing how visual
arts education was shaped in the past, what influences it today, and the directions in which it is
heading. There has been a paradigm shift in visual arts education from its traditional ‘fine arts’
associations to ‘visual culture art education’ (VCAE), in which there is an emphasis on the ways
meaning is made through the visual and the expanding domain of study within the visual arts
(Duncum, 2001). A key idea I gained during the Postgraduate Diploma course was that “teachers are
cultural workers” (Smith, 2011, p.14). This phrase resonated with me in many ways, particularly in
terms of understanding New Zealand’s cultural diversity and the contexts in which artifacts of differing
ethnic and cultural peoples are created, used and viewed. This theoretical position has become the
basis of my teaching and, with the inclusion of ‘visual culture’, has been used to further develop
pedagogical knowledge and understanding of the influences in my own art making and that of others.
This notion of cultural context, together with an introduction in 2013 to innovative practices for
conducting visual arts research, inspired and shaped my research topic.

1.2

Motivation for the research

Until recently visual arts education has been situated within a modernist western canon of influence
but there has been a slow shift from ‘visual arts’ to ‘visual culture art education’ (VCAE) (Duncum,
2006; Freedman, 2003) and ‘material culture’ studies (Bolin & Blandy, 2003). In a fast moving
globalised digital world and image-saturated era it seems essential for tertiary visual arts educators
and students to understand and learn from the visual environment in which we now live. I was
motivated to conduct this research because it is important for me, the research participants, visual
arts educators and their tertiary institutions to understand the influence of visual culture and how this
can challenge our own beliefs, values, definitions of ‘art’, perceptions in art making, and our
pedagogical practices. In my current tertiary teaching position the concept of visual culture art
education has challenged me to re-think how I teach, how I was taught, and how other educators are
currently teaching. Having been taught through the western canon of the ‘fine arts’ (Bloom, 1994;
Shiner, 2003), both in secondary schooling and tertiary education, I was hopeful that my research
would reveal the influence of visual culture from students’ daily lives on their art making, and that
st

images in art history might not be sufficient to prepare them for living in the 21 century. As Mitchell
(1996) explains, visual culture art education makes a shift from “the history of art into the history of
images” (p. 82). Included in my current teaching is the broadening of visual arts into digital art, graffiti,
street art and typography.
This research was also motivated by the theoretical and methodological perspectives of
a/r/tography and visual sociology founded in arts-based inquiry. Before I embarked on this research
my art making and teaching were quite separate but having gained knowledge about a/r/tography I
could see how each can inform the other. Irwin and de Cosson (2004) suggest that when the roles of
artist / researcher / teacher are integrated together “knowing (theory), doing (praxis) and making
(poesis) will inform our understanding of ideas and practices” (p. 27). Smith (2009) refers to an
approach to A/R/T in which art practice, research and teaching interconnect in an ever-continuing

2

cycle. As a participant in the research (See Chapter 5), this integration gave me a voice throughout
the study via the a/r/tographical concept of ‘living inquiry’, rather than being a person who merely
conducts and reports the findings. This approach enabled the research to become much more
personal and interesting for me. As well as understanding myself as an artist, researcher and teacher,
the research offered opportunities for important dialogue for the participants and their institutions.
Photographic and video documentation throughout the research process enabled the study and
portrayal of the social life of the participant’s and revealed what text cannot.
1.3

Aim of the research

The specific aim of this research was to examine the influences of contemporary visual culture on the
art making of a small sample of visual arts students in four tertiary art institutions, two in New Zealand
and two in Hong Kong. In the 21st century students now live in an image-saturated era, thus an
investigation of the participants and their visual landscapes in New Zealand and Hong Kong offered a
‘snapshot’ for understanding the impact of their cultural milieu on their art making processes and art
works. Grushka (2007) argues that students are learning and creating knowledge from their visual
culture, thus learning exclusively about the images in art history is insufficient for them to be visually
literate in an image-saturated era. This author suggests that educators can use students’ everyday
experiences and turn those into challenging questions that critique their visual culture and enable
them to think critically about their surroundings.
A further aim of the research was to analyse the teaching programs offered at the four
different tertiary institutions to determine how and whether students were supported towards
understanding visual culture. It was also hoped that the research would offer self-reflection for me as
an artist / teacher / and participant-researcher, and for the research participants, visual arts educators
and the wider art education community. I considered that researching the impact of visual culture in a
fast changing globalised world, and its implications within the expanding nature of visual arts, could
provide opportunity to generate new knowledge and offer possibilities for change in art making and
professional practice.
1.4

The research question

The research question was:
How are understandings of contemporary visual culture reflected in students’ art making at differing
tertiary art institutions located in their cultural milieu of New Zealand and Hong Kong?
To assist in answering the main research question, the following sub questions were used:
•

How do tertiary art students define the term ‘visual culture’?

•

What types of visual culture influence their art making?

•

What part does visual culture play in the teaching programmes at the students’ institutions?

•

How is the influence of visual culture similar and/or different for tertiary art students living in
New Zealand and Hong Kong?

3

1.5

The significance of the research

The significance of this research is that there was no other evidence located which show the influence
of visual culture on tertiary students’ art making in New Zealand and Hong Kong. By conducting this
research on the influences of visual culture behind the students’ art making, it allowed the participants
to understand their art making from a different perspective that may not have been previously
considered, such as expressing themselves within their own ‘cultural milieu’ (Smith, 2011). This notion
aligned with the literature which focused on how students should be taught to understand
contemporary visual culture through such means as shopping malls, advertisements, and popular
culture, rather than merely exploring the influences from it. A significant aspect of the research was
how my understanding of visual arts education, as an educator and artist, developed from the
literature on visual culture before I embarked on the research fieldwork. The findings of this research
have the potential to offer visual arts educators and tertiary institutions a deeper inquiry into their
teaching programs and reveal whether they have adapted to this new contemporary visual language.
Educational institutions are only one of the places where students learn. The findings could show how
students learn effectively through their visual culture, beyond the institutions, rather than being
restricted to the study of images from art history.
The significance of the research methodology could also inspire current visual arts educators
to conduct research using an a/r/tographical approach and other arts-based forms of inquiry. The
findings will be disseminated beyond the research community to include secondary and tertiary visual
arts educators. The thesis does not feature written text alone but, in large part, features data
presented as still and video/moving images. Each participant is featured in a 4-6 minute video that
highlights the extent of visual culture in their lives in either New Zealand or Hong Kong, and the
degree to which visual culture influences their art making. By presenting data in this way the visual
mode may challenge the academic audience by offering an interpretive perspective, an opportunity to
make new meaning from the research, and a means of continuing the push towards new boundaries
within the qualitative paradigm (Leavy, 2009).
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Chapter 2: CONTEXT FOR THE RESEARCH – A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
2.1

Introduction

Underpinning this research is a body of literature on historical perspectives on visual arts education
and on the ways in which ‘visual culture’ and ‘visual culture art education’ (VCAE) are defined and
debated. There is critique on why there has been a paradigm shift in the field of visual arts education
and how this has been conceptualized to the study of visual culture art education. Much of the
literature focuses on the reality that we are now living in an image-saturated era in which students are
surrounded by a range of visual forms that have the power to influence and construct individual’s
beliefs, values, ideas and identity. The literature also suggests that visual arts educators need to
develop pedagogies that teach students critical ways of looking and making new meaning of the
visual culture that surrounds them.
2.2

Visual arts education from the nineteenth to the twenty-first century

Visual arts education has undergone changes over time, aligning with the social, political and cultural
contexts in which curricula have been designed and taught. Up until the twentieth century, visual arts
education followed narrow prescriptions that included formal and technical drawing, a focus on fine
arts, and the influence of the western art canon (Bloom, 1994; Efland, 1990, 2005). Children were
taught to become skilled draftsmen and designers, particularly for commercial trade and
manufacturing during the industrialization of America (Efland, 1988). Chalmers (1990) explains that in
Britain during the 1850s the formal drawing exercises included freehand, perspective and geometric
drawing. This structure of formal art was known as The South Kensington System, and it became the
educational framework for art education in the British colony of New Zealand from 1877-1914.
Children were limited to drawing European-based objects such as pansies, cricket bats and croquet
mallets, and household items. There was an absence of local subject matter such as native flora and
objects relating to indigenous Māori culture.
In the twentieth century developments accelerated. As early as the 1900’s students were
taught art appreciation through aesthetics, moral values, and famous artists from Europe (Chapman,
1978). By 1920, art movements such as Cubism had a growing influence on American artists and art
education, generating new forms of expression. John Dewey (1938), an American philosopher and
educator, promoted the art experience as fundamental to the development of children’s cognitive
abilities and creative potential. Chapman (1978) explains that the post-World War II rationale for
visual arts education shifted towards creative self expression as a means of responding to life, an
appreciation of originality from past and present artists, and understanding the visual forms that exist
in society that help individuals construct their identities.
Theoretical perspectives of art education
Aligned with the shifting trends in visual arts education, Efland (1990) and Siegusmund (1998) identify
three main theoretical influences in the twentieth century - expressionist, reconstructivist and scientific
rationalist. The expressionist influence advocates that free expression is the outcome of art education
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and through artistic expression students experience possibility, exploration and imagination.
Siegusmund (1998) explains that the reconstructivist influence believes that the role of visual arts
education is for social transformation. Reconstructivism is less concerned with the activity of art
making and more concerned with how visual arts education can be used as a tool to create, modify
and re-create individuals for society. The subject was also seen as a tool for analyzing social, cultural,
and political conditions and values that aid other curriculum subjects. The final theoretical influence,
the scientific rationalist, believes that visual arts education goes beyond theory and logic. Scientific
rationalists take the position that this subject has its own methods of inquiry in which to create new
knowledge

through

philosophical

and

psychological

epistemologies.

From

a

philosophical

perspective, Broudy (1987) theorizes that visual arts education teaches students visual literacy
through aesthetic understanding. As aesthetic understanding exists outside of formal logic and
alongside propositional logic, teaching students how to read and recognize images and symbolic
systems justifies the purpose of the subject. Gardner (1983) believes that from a psychological
perspective the development of students’ cognitive intelligence is not from simply growing up but,
rather, is based on experimental experiences in their given environment which inform their
understanding. These three strands not only influenced individual educators but also each classroom,
school, and curriculum which determined what and how visual arts education was taught from the
nineteenth century.
Discipline-based art education
During the twentieth century visual arts education moved from ‘modernist’ approaches of formal
drawing towards the framework of Discipline-Based Art Education (DBAE) which offered engagement
in art production, art criticism, aesthetics, and art history (Clark, Day & Greer, 1987; Day, 1997). For
Dobbs (1992) and Greer (1993), ‘art production’ provided an authentic experience of making, learning
of technical skills and development of students’ imagination. It was suggested that ‘aesthetics’
promotes critical reflection, evaluation, and interpretation of students’ own art as well as the art work
of others (Stinespring, 1992). The study of works of art offers potential for students to understand and
challenge cultural, political, religious, and societal values reflected in artworks, and to learn about the
contexts in which they were produced and used. Dobbs (1992) argues that ‘art history’ offers a way to
understand the history of artworks from various cultures that inform the present.
DBAE continues to maintain a strong influence on visual arts education around the world but
detractors of DBAE consider that these principles do not offer adequate opportunities for the study of
other cultures (Smith, 2003). Thus, during the late twentieth century substantial developments were
made towards the teaching and learning of multicultural pedagogical practices beyond the study of
western fine arts (Chalmers, 1996; Wasson, Stuhr, & Petrovich-Mwaniki, 1990).
Visual arts education in the twenty-first century
The twenty-first century has witnessed further changes and challenges to visual arts education with
the influence of globalization, the shift to visual modes of communication, and accelerating
developments in technologies. Freedman (2000) maintains that while the framework of DBAE has
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improved visual arts education in the twenty-first century, it has been re-conceptualized once again.
Duncum (2001) and Heise (2004) argue that visual arts education has now shifted towards the study
of ‘visual culture’. Duncum (2009) explains that the term visual culture art education (VCAE) has gone
beyond mere discussion and is now practiced in many kindergartens and secondary schools across
America. Expanding on the framework of DBAE, VCAE moves away from the exclusive study of
traditional arts and art history towards the study of everyday images, objects, sites and artifacts
(Efland, 2005).
2.3

What is visual culture?

In order to understand ‘visual culture’ (which was critical to my research) it is important to examine
what this term means. Duncum (2001), a leading exponent of VCAE, claims that “everyday life is
visual culture” (p. 103). Echoing this statement, Mitchell (2002) posits that anybody who lives in any
culture lives within visual culture. Students engage with visual culture in their everyday lives through
popular mass culture, media, and within their cultural milieu (Duncum, 1997; Mirzoeff, 2002).
According to Congdon, Hicks, Bolin and Blandy (2008), visual culture is an inclusive set of images,
sites and artifacts that are not limited to the context of educational institutions. Efland (2005) and
Freedman (2003) claim that visual culture is experienced through forms such as television programs,
advertising, billboards and through other various forms of communication and technology. These
authors argue that visual culture can include anything human made or designed, such as computer
games, sculptures, photographs, movies, paintings, clothing, buildings, toys, jewelry and landscapes.
Duncum (2006) extends this domain of visual culture to include cultural experience, embodied visual
memories, and visual lived experiences. These sites of experience can be found in places such as
shopping malls, websites and any other socio-cultural activities that are related to the “practice of
everyday life” (Sweeny, 2006, p. 294).
Moving beyond aesthetic pleasure, VCAE offers the study of ways in which the visual is
experienced, including the social and physical context of the encounter (Mirzoeff, 2002; Richardson,
2006). Illeris and Arvedsen (2011) maintain that visual culture is based on ‘visual phenomena’ and
‘visual events.’ For these authors, visual phenomena are the ‘subject’ and refer to everything that
individuals relate to as visual forms in their daily lives. For them, visual events is the ‘study’ which
offers ways in which to challenge personal and other’s preconceptions of how images are viewed that
inform our understanding of the world. Tavin (2009), another leading advocate for visual culture, is
particularly concerned to challenge and change the viewing habits of our daily visual experiences.
Barnard (1998) refers to the visual culture as:
Anything visually produced, interpreted or created by humans which has, or is given,
functional, communicative and/or aesthetic intent … and culture refers to the practices,
beliefs, values in which a society is visually produced, reproduced, and contested (Barnard,
1998, p. 7).
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Visuality
Most theorists agree that the term ‘visuality’ has a strong focus on the creation of knowledge through
the act of looking (Mitchell 1996; Richardson, 2006). Duncum (2006) refers to visuality as a way of
understanding how we view and use images in society, and the study of the conditions in which we
look, and how others look at us. For Tavin (2009) and Mitchell (1996), visuality is about revealing
hidden meanings within the visual and generating questions through and about images. Visuality is
the examination of the relationships between individuals, images, and society. Sturken and Cartwright
(2009) engage in ‘looking’ for the purposes of communicating, influencing others, and being
influenced by others. Taking the position of both the users and producers of visual culture offers
reception and perception of images through cultural, economic and social analysis (Fischman, 2001).
Grushka (2007) explains that the power of ‘seeing’ is one of the most important sensory ways of
making meaning and deconstructing our social beliefs, values, and perceptions of our visual
environment. Illeris and Arvedsen (2011) take a similar position on visuality with reference to the
‘gaze’, and studying ways in which the visual can challenge and change how individuals engage in
visual events by occupying various positions when viewing. Through viewing from a different
perspective, individuals can challenge their taken-for-granted assumptions and subjectivities, while
offering new insights (Tavin, 2006). Dikovitskaya (2005) concurs that different conditions of
spectatorship enable individuals to see the invisible and the unseen.
Cultural images, sites, and artifacts
Pertinent to my research, a significant historical notion of the term ‘culture’ refers to “the arts and
other manifestations of human intellectual achievement” (Tulloch, 1997, p. 348). This includes events
or objects related to the ‘high culture’ of society, such as classical music, ballet, and fine arts
paintings. In comparison, forms of ‘low culture’ are seen as those cultural elements of ‘popular culture’
that prevail in any society and which result from the daily life of the mainstream population
(Freedman, 2000). Howells (2003) refers to culture as a set of systems, customs and beliefs. These
are linked to social, material, environmental and historical context in relation to its place and space
(Eglinton, 2008). Culture is described by Ballengee-Morris and Stuhr (2001) as the basic framework
for social groups to define the characteristics of who they are, how they live, and what they do.
Stuhr, Ballengee-Morris and Daniel (2008) also claim that cultural images, artifacts and sites
are not separate entities but are connected to people’s lives through their thoughts and actions.
Mitchell (2002) explains that society cannot function without the systems and structures created by
images and symbols within culture. In this case, cultural images, sites, and artifacts are products of
society, thus the study of visual culture can be examined through the eyes of the people who engage
in the experience of looking (Duncum, 2002). Keifer-Boyd, Amburgy and Knight (2003) suggest that
meaning comes from the relationship between the object, context and the viewer. The focus lies on
the context in which the image or artifact is created, used, distributed, and responded to. Sturken and
Cartwright (2009) maintain that we cannot understand a culture without analyzing its production and
consumption.
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2.4

How is visual culture challenging visual arts education?

Visual arts education beyond the western canon and high art
Visual culture art education shifts the focus from the study of images primarily found in art history to
the study of images from culture (Mitchell, 1996; Rusted, 2007). VCAE studies the domain of images
found in everyday life that were not previously valued or studied in visual arts education (Mitchell
2002). For the past one hundred years, visual arts education has made distinctions between high and
low culture but VCAE offers the study of visual forms that are relevant to contemporary society and
social life (Efland, 2005; Kindler, 2003; Marriner, 2006). Illeris and Arvedsen (2011) argue that visual
arts educators need to be open-minded about engaging with visual media, such as comics, cartoons
and other forms of contemporary visual media, which are not traditionally classified within a western
art paradigm of ‘high art’.
On the other hand, Stankiewicz (2004) contends that some visual arts educators oppose the
shift from visual arts to include visual culture because VCAE abandons the true nature of art
education. Freedman and Stuhr (2004) give reassurance that while the inclusion of more relevant
interests of the students affects the curriculum and methods of teaching, it does not mean the
abandonment of the study of art images from the past. Duncum (2004, 2009) also positions the fusion
between the study of high art and popular culture as a trans-disciplinary field that offers students an
opportunity for deeper understanding of social, cultural and personal practices.
The shift to critiquing visual culture
As the visual arts continue to be re-conceptualized, there is a shift towards a critical and self-reflexive
position of critiquing the visual world (Tavin, 2009). The main challenge for visual arts education is the
transition from studying formalistic, aesthetic and stylistic qualities of high art to the attuned study in
which images are created and viewed in relation to the construction of social life (Efland, 2005;
Stankiewicz, 2004). Tavin’s (2009) approach to ‘The Power of Seeing and Being Seen’ offers a critical
investigation of daily visual experiences of the students in order to help them interpret, analyze and
respond to their visual environments. Duncum (2003) argues that students can develop a “critical
habit of mind”, offering different perspectives, beliefs, attitudes, and values toward the social world in
which images are used and appropriated through various modes of communication (p. 23). When
students can challenge their own perceptions they are less likely to passively accept information
without question from teachers and textbooks (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005). Bryson, Holly and Moxey
(1994) maintain that visual criticism is a way to seek a deeper sense of knowing and as a form of
social reconstruction by revealing what might have been hidden or unnoticed within images. By
conducting deeper inquiry, students can address issues such as representations of gender, sexuality,
class and ethnicity. By developing visual skills in understanding images found in popular culture,
students can translate their underlying messages, decipher their appeal and seduction, dispute social
injustice and challenge societal norms (Illeris & Arvedsen, 2011). Tavin (2009) believes that by
engaging and critiquing a broader range of images then students can create multiple interpretations
for dialogue of their own discourses as well as other’s. Students can critique these visual forms to
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advance their understanding of society, themselves and reflection through art making (Freedman,
2003; Freedman & Wood, 1999).
2.5

Visual culture art education

Constructing a framework for visual culture art education
VCAE currently overlaps many different fields of study and moves towards trans-disciplinary borders
(Congdon, et al., 2008; Freedman, 2003; Rusted, 1997; Sturken & Cartwright, 2009). Regardless of
the educational sector, visual culture affects students of all ages as well as practitioners, artists,
historians, critic’s and anybody working in a visual field (Mirzoeff, 2002). Tavin (2006) and Mitchell
(2002) claim that the term ‘visual culture’ was derived from disciplines such as art history, sociology,
cultural studies, social studies, art education, visual studies, anthropology and media studies.
Duncum (2001) describes four main strands that highlight a framework for VCAE. The first is the
broadened canon of study into images beyond the art world. The second is based on the conditions
and examination of how these images are viewed. The third is related to how images can be analyzed
and discussed to engender a better social, political, historical, cultural understanding. The final strand
is how students can respond to these issues of visual culture within their art making by reflecting a
similar media as the one examined.
The critical examination of everyday images
Efland (2005) explains that visual culture art education is still in development because there is such a
vast array of topics, issues and images that can be studied. The difficulty for visual arts educators is
agreeing on what should and could be studied. Advocates of VCAE do agree on the importance of
visual forms of communication, media, and information as a vital source for critical study (Duncum,
2009). The examination of looking at the hidden visual codes in everyday images can expose
multinational corporations, sexual representations, discrimination, and the sociocultural and political
struggles of disenfranchised groups in society (Bigelow & Peterson, 2002; Darts, 2006). These
everyday visual forms are encountered outside of the classroom. This suggests the need for visual
arts educators to connect students in the classroom. Developing analytical skills will enable them to
critically reflect and question their visual experience rather than leaving them uncontested (Bolin,
1996; Walker, 2006). Duncum (2009) and Tavin (2002) advocate that art educators need to go
beyond the mere subject matter of visual culture and critically engage students to make a real change
to practice and learning.
Art production as a response to visual culture
As well as deconstructing the visual culture of everyday, art production can empower students to
respond to, examine and expose the implications of corporate globalization found in mass media
while they move between a critique of their own personal subjectivities and experiences of the social
world (Duncum, 1997, 2009; Tavin & Hausman, 2004). Art production can be used as a visual
statement, exploration and creation of identity, and for personal expression. Students can question
and learn about social norms and stereotypes, develop technical art making skills, and employ their
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own cultural critique (Congdon, et al., 2008; Darts, 2004; Grushka, 2007). Freedman (2003) explains
that:
Student art-making facilitates critical comprehension and plays a vital role in the learning and
teaching of visual culture: Artistic production is a critical path to understanding, partly because
the process and the product of art-making enable students to experience creative and critical
connections between form, feeling, and knowing. (Freedman, 2003, p. 147)
Duncum (2013) argues that it is also important that when students respond to visual culture through
art making, they do so with the same type of media that they are examining. This enables students to
analyze the complex visual devices used by the producers associated with globalization, for example
in the production of digital moving images.
2.6

Effects of an image-saturated era

The shift to visual forms of literacy
In an image-saturated era the ‘visual’ is the most predominant form of communication, in all cultures,
that moves beyond verbal and written forms of literacy (Mirzoeff, 1999; Mitchell, 2002). Anderson and
Milbrandt (2005) suggest that we now live in a visually constructed world where television and the
internet have become our immediate environments. Heise (2004) and Brown (2003) remind us that
educational institutions are only one environment that prepares students to be critical citizens in
society. Denying students the study of visual culture and making distinctions between high and low art
rejects them from their immediate experience. Students are exposed to a huge range of signifiers
within visual culture and Sturken and Cartwright (2009) emphasize that students need to analyze the
power relationship between the producer, viewer and the image. Rather than looking at everyday
images at surface value, students should take the position of scrutiny that challenges taken-forgranted assumptions (Vivian, 2007). Howells (2003) urges educators to accept that students need to
develop visual literacy. He argues “If we are unable to read visual culture, we are at the mercy of
those who write it on our behalf” (p. 4).
When reading an image the viewer can either accept it’s meaning, negotiate and interpret it’s
meaning, or reject it (Villeneuve, 2003). Experiencing images critically can help develop ideas that
underpin meaning, as without meaning the individual is not only uninformed but also blind to the
possibilities of reason (Freedman, 2000). Furthermore, Stankiewicz (2004) declares “clear vision was
necessary for clarity in thought” (p. 7). Without questioning our viewing habits and how to deconstruct
daily visual experiences, students will not challenge their beliefs or cultural sense that can bring
reconstructive change (Howells, 2003; Janks, 2002). Darts (2004) argues that by resisting the
familiarity of everyday viewing, and moving into the unknown, students can be awakened to a new
awareness of their visual surroundings.
Images of control
In the twenty first century images are being used as a form of control. They have become the most
powerful communicative tool for informing individual’s beliefs, ideas, values, thinking and ways of
constructing their identity (Eisenhauer, 2006; Grushka, 2007; Richardson, 2006). Images are used in
our personal and public arena and they rely on their evocative power to promote the beliefs of the
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producer and are used as vehicles of influence (Leavy, 2009). Kuru (2010) claims that “images teach
us what and how to see, think, and in doing so, they mediate the ways in which we interact with one
another as social beings” (p. 2). Duncum’s (1997) view is that images reflect just as much about the
producers of the images as the subjects represented in the image itself. Similarly, Sturken and
Cartwright (2009) explain that the meaning of the image does not lie in the work itself but depends on
how the viewer interprets the image and in what context the image is viewed in order for meaning to
be made. Images can also be understood differently by a variety of people at any given time and are
bound to different contexts at different times of social change. Mitchell (2002) and Sturken and
Cartwright (2009) add that images can be manipulated, deceptive, seductive and persuasive in order
to elicit different kinds of emotions, responses and have a lasting influence on the viewer’s memory.
Images from everyday media are creating their own realities that operate as representations
of reality (Gitlin, 2002). Freedman (2003) maintains that images are referring to themselves as
representations of reality more than ever with media such as the television, films, and the internet
challenging the way reality is being constructed. Contemporary images offer anything but the truth by
creating false representations of reality and, as Duncum (2006) argues, people can no longer
decipher what is real because images of social life have become reference points for everyday living.
Sturken and Cartwright (2009) believe that images are used to represent, replicate, or reflect the
world but only through the particular lens of the producer. These producers of visual images have the
power to manipulate beliefs and subvert values by embedding stereotypical social identities of racism
and sexism as daily practice (Grushka, 2007).
2.7

The digitalized global world of visual culture

The internet and other modes of visual communication
Living in a digitalized globalized society, people are surrounded by an extensive range of
communicative multi-media technologies such as an I-pod, smartphone, radio, and laptop. The digital
space of the internet is where millions of people are now acquiring and constructing knowledge and
information (Dikovitskaya, 2005; Sweeny, 2004). The internet offers a vast range of transferable
information that is bound to different contexts. Sturken and Cartwright (2009), for example, suggest
that in the last decade the most important global media event that happened was the terrorist attack in
the United States of America on September 11, 2001. Millions of viewers on a global scale witnessed
the devastation and damage through different media outlets, but the importance of this event does not
lie in the terrorist attack itself but the visual power in which this event will be remembered and its
reach through different forms of instantaneous communications.
The conditions for teaching and learning, compared with ten years ago, are extremely
different. Visual arts educators need to recognize that new forms of knowledge are being experienced
and shared outside the classroom through a wide range of digital technologies such as blogs,
podcasts and Wikipedia (Congdon, et al, 2008). Furthermore, Duncum (2013) argues that visual arts
educators need to involve and engage themselves as a participant of their students’ media
interactions in order to make a real impact on their learning. Rather than employing pre-packaged
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forms of knowledge and viewing themselves as experts in their field, visual arts educators should
work towards creating an institutional site that supports shared experiences of participatory action.
The advancement of visual media technologies
New media technologies have driven the global consumer market and transformed the basic nature of
humanity and the connection with social-economic, cultural, and ethical ideas and the way visual
images are represented and experienced (Rusted, 2007). Wilson (2008) posits that technology is
drastically changing the nature of the society in which we live, participate, view and understand the
world. Tavin and Hausman (2004) concur, stating that technology has altered the arena of
communication by influencing how we think and act. In the past decade, youth culture has engaged
cultural forms as consumers but youth have now become part-producer and users of visual culture.
Duncum (2013) describes this generation of youth culture as “prosumers (a contradiction of the words
producer and consumer)” whereby youth are contributing to popular mass media sites of cultural
exchange through technologies such as YouTube (p. 15). He refers to the term ‘remix culture’ as a
mode in which students are re-appropriating popular cultural forms together, such as movies, music
videos, cartoons and comics. Examples include scenes from Lord of the Rings with voice-overs from
South Park and villains from Star Wars who battle characters from Harry Potter with an unrelated
soundtrack. These communities of self-controlled shared experiences operate very differently from
educational institutions. Furthermore, youth can now create, manipulate and/or reproduce found
images instantly with the help of a Google search engine and photo manipulation programs such as
Adobe Photoshop. Sturken and Cartwright (2009) explain that images of celebrities who have passed
away are being appropriated and re-contextualized with accompanying actions and text they have
never done or spoken. Technology has enabled students to change and take an image out of context,
which essentially simulates an artificial reality that offers no assurance of its quality or origin (Sweeny,
2004). The users and contributors of the internet thus continue to blur the boundaries and create
forged representations of reality.
2.8

The Importance of cultural milieu and the visual landscape

The influence of our visual surroundings
Never before in history have our surroundings been so saturated with the social experience of the
visual (Smith, 2008). Everyday environments have become a reality in which our beliefs and values
are constructed unconsciously in a seemingly natural way. The encounter with ordinary,
commonplace visual experiences has become so familiar, embedded and unchallenged, that our
‘cultural milieu’ informs our thoughts, feelings and life stories (Duncum, 2001). Everything in our
cultural milieu attempts to define us as consumers and as critical citizens of society. Meaning making
is not constructed through pure analysis of the visual but through the interaction and encounter of
routine visual experiences found outside of educational institutions (Richardson, 2006). Sturken and
Cartwright (2009) suggest that our day-to-day visual landscape is bombarded with popular media
such as “newspapers and magazines, television, movie theaters, billboards, clothing, websites...” (p.
279). Grushka (2007) explains that within the students’ cultural milieu forms such as music, films,
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advertisements and video are all ‘habitus’ for youth in constructing who they are. Howells (2003) cites
Bourdieu’s definition of ‘habitus’ and ‘field’ and defines habitus as an individual’s personal
assumptions, dispositions, beliefs and attitudes throughout one’s life. Knowledge and meaning is
accumulated over a person’s lifetime through their social habitat. Bourdieu defines ‘field’ as the social
conditions in which the individual operates and the ‘field’ consists of systems, relationships and
structures. The individual brings his or her habitus into the field of cultural production. Freedman
(2003) and Heise (2004) suggest that students can often create stories inspired by their habitus personal experiences of their culture, identity, environment, surroundings and their understanding of
the social world.
2.9

Summary

The comprehensive body of literature, relevant to my research, shows that visual arts education has
been continually re-conceptualized and continues to change. It demonstrates that visual arts
educators need to develop and/or expand their skills to teach in the world of visual culture art
education pertinent to youth. The literature provides evidence that visual arts educators need to be
challenged to go beyond traditional notions of visual arts education by broadening the domain of
images from fine arts and extending to popular culture, by shifting from not only understanding
context but to developing a critical sense of knowledge construction, and by teaching students new
ways of looking in an image saturated and technologically globalized world. If students are not taught
these critical skills, theorists suggest that they will be visually illiterate and unprepared for the
conditions of their cultural milieu in the modern, technological world in which they live. This review of
literature informed my critique of the research participants’ tertiary art institutions (see Chapter 3). It
shaped the research methodologies and methods (see Chapter 4), and provided the framework for
the conclusions and the recommendations (see Chapter 6).
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Chapter 3: FRAMEWORK FOR THE RESEARCH – THE EDUCATIONAL
CONTEXT
3.1

Introduction

The eight tertiary student participants in this research were located at two art schools in Hong Kong
and two in New Zealand, with two students in each. Six participants were final year undergraduate
students and two were studying at Masters, as explained below. A review of the programs in which
the students were studying created the educational context for this research, and provided a snapshot
of the institutions in two different countries. The documents for each institution, presented in the public
domain on their websites, explained the mission statements for their overall programs, as well as
more detailed descriptions of particular papers about what is taught and the expectations for students.
3.2

Hong Kong Institution 1

Institution 1 in Hong Kong offers a three year undergraduate degree, the Bachelor of Fine Arts.
Explained in their overall aim for the degree, students focus on Chinese art in a global context, with
emphasis given to both the practice and the history of art and to preparing students for a career in the
arts. The postgraduate program also attempts to make connections between contemporary Chinese
in year one and western studio and art history in year two. Students are divided into three main
compulsory streams of study which are art history, modern art studio, and art history/art studio. In
their first year, students are required to select electives such as Religious Art of China, Calligraphy in
Ancient Scripts, and Chinese Expressive Painting in order to meet the minimum unit requirements to
complete each year. Students are also required to complete a general education paper called the
Appreciation of Chinese Art.
In the art history stream students are required to study the historical developments of art and
gain cultural insight into eastern and western cultures of art with a special emphasis on China. In the
modern art studio stream students will be trained in the practice of artistic creation by learning
techniques such as composition, representation and expression. In their final stream of art history and
art studio, an equal emphasis will be on both.
There are specific requirements for the final year, in which the two voluntary student
participants were located. In the final year of attendance in the art history and the art history/art studio
streams students are required to submit a thesis, pass an oral examination and participate in the
graduation exhibition. In the final year of the modern art studio, students are to submit studio works
for the graduation exhibition and pass an oral examination.
3.3

Hong Kong Institution 2

Institution 2 in Hong Kong offers a three year undergraduate degree, a Bachelor of Arts in Visual Arts.
In their program vision the institution recognizes that the notion of visual arts has expanded beyond
distinguished disciplines and particular media to form new hybrids of practice. The program offers an
interdisciplinary area of artistic practice that does not distinguish between fine arts and design and
considers all creative disciplines as valuable outlets for creativity. It incorporates subjects ranging
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from fine arts, design, craft to art theory. After completion of the first year’s study, students will
develop a focused pathway concentrating on one of the three visual arts ‘cluster divisions’ which are
Studio & Media Arts, Craft & Design, and Visual Arts Studies. In years two, three, and four, students
are to select at least three electives per year from their chosen cluster division, such as Drawing and
Painting, Chinese Arts, Art History and Theory, Visual and Material Culture clusters. In the first year,
students are also required to study compulsory papers including the introduction to Visual Arts,
Western Art, Chinese Art and a general education paper which exposes them to the world around
them by making connections to personal, societal, and historical understanding.
There is a strong focus on providing cultural education in the arts rather than professional
training for the purposes of deeper cognitive development, but the institution also recognizes that
students require a necessary level of training to start off their careers. The aim of the program is that
rather than training students in only one particular set of media, they focus on the development of
students’ creative and intellectual potential that builds on their interests and abilities. It is suggested
that a self-directed learner with an open-minded perspective towards change prepares their minds,
attitudes and values to help them lead a balanced and successful life within the creative sector after
university education.
3.4

New Zealand Institution 1

Institution 1 in New Zealand offers a three year undergraduate program, the Bachelor of Visual Arts.
The overall aim explained in their degree suggests that students acquire both practical and theoretical
knowledge to work successfully as an artist. It is stated that students will gain expertise by studying
theoretical, historical and critical contexts related to contemporary art practice. Within their Visual Arts
degree, students have four ‘major’ pathways to follow - painting, printing, photography, and sculpture.
In addition to their major pathway, students are also required to select one ‘minor’ paper for a
broadened study outside their major, ranging from Creative Entrepreneurship, Mobile Social Media
Design, and Digital Fabrication. They are required to complete core compulsory papers every year
which include studio, theory and professional practice.
In their first year of studio practice students are expected to explore a range of different ideas
and media, while in the second year students clarify their interests and develop methods and skills for
their art-making through analysis and synthesis. The first year theory course requires students to
develop an awareness of theoretical and historical issues related to visual arts practice and to engage
in discussions about visual arts culture. In their second year, students are required to conduct
research on a specific area of interest in contemporary art practice and art history.
These two years of study underpin the final year, the program in which the voluntary
participants in this research were located. The aim for third year students is to have developed an
advanced and critical awareness of art theories by conducting in-depth research on a specific topic
related to their own studio practice. In their final year, students are also expected to study theories of
professional and exhibition practice. It is expected that engagement in institutional life and visual arts
communities results in a transformative learning environment. The ultimate requirement for the final
year is for students to create a resolved body of work ready for an exhibition.
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3.5

New Zealand Institution 2

No final year undergraduates at New Zealand Institution 2 volunteered to participate, but two MFA
graduates agreed to take part, hence this program is described. This institution offers a two-year
postgraduate program called the Master of Fine Arts. The overview of the program explained that
students work within an interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary manner that supports them within a
broad range of studio practices. There are opportunities for student’s to work alongside painters,
sculptors, video artists, photographers and many other creative practitioners through shared group
discussions. The institution views this type of cross-disciplinary interaction as a practice that already
exists in contemporary visual arts so they aim to model this type of learning and teaching in their
program. The institution also focuses on original and creating thinking with supervisors that are
internationally acclaimed as teachers, professionals and researchers. The first year is a practicebased research project aimed at developing independent fine arts research with critical engagement
and dialogue in specific creative areas and the wider field of contemporary art. Students will work
towards developing an independent art practice by critically engaging with creative and theoretical
concerns. Students are expected to produce approximately 20% written work while 80% consists of a
submission of artistic works.
In year two, students have three study options that they can choose from which include studio
practice, a thesis, or a research portfolio. The key framework for all three study options is the pursuit
of advanced research, innovation and experimentation of theoretical and aesthetic aspects of
contemporary art alongside their studio practice. In the studio practice option students will produce
approximately 80% art works with 20% written work. The thesis option is more suitable for theorists
and practitioners who are focusing on contemporary creative issues and theories. In this option the
student will solely develop their entire material based on a written thesis. The final study option is in a
form of a research portfolio, which is related to a more equal integration of theory and practice. If
students select the latter study option, they are expected to produce a dissertation that supports their
studio work.
3.6

Summary

The aim of this research was to show how visual culture impacts on the work of tertiary art students,
between and across four tertiary art institutions in two different countries. A review of the tertiary
institutions revealed that there was a focus on conceptual, theoretical, practical, historical, and
contemporary contexts within the visual arts. In each year of their degrees the students of three
institutions are required to complete core compulsory studio, drawing and theory courses as well as
additional minor and general education papers that enable them to work across different disciplines.
The program at New Zealand Institution 2 was a postgraduate program which was much more selfdirected with students who had already studied visual arts for three years in an undergraduate
program. As possible studio pathways, all the institutions in Hong Kong and New Zealand offered
students the same type of disciplines traditionally found in the visual arts that included painting,
printmaking, sculpture and photography. The expectations of students between all the institutions are
clearly stated and suggest that in their final year they will have a resolved body of art works and be
prepared for a career in the arts. As part of the student’s submission requirements for all the
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institutions, they are expected to exhibit their resolved art works in the final year of study
accompanied with a written component that contextualizes their work.
Across the four institutions, there was a strong emphasis on contemporary art practice with
New Zealand Institution 1 having a program that promoted technological and skill-based learning with
a wide range of minors that were predominantly computer and digitally influenced. This program also
mentioned that in the first year students would engage in discussions about visual arts culture. In
comparison, the other three institutions mentioned the significance of using the study of visual arts
and contemporary art practice as a platform for cultural education (which is relevant to my study) and
its relation to various other cultures beyond western art. New Zealand Institution 2 did not state any
cultural emphasis but was much more focused on self directed study and refinement of art practice
and theory. Hong Kong Institution 2 offered the most contemporary view by recognizing the shift and
expansion in visual arts education (another dimension relevant to my research). This institution also
viewed all disciplines as important forms of creativity and did not distinguish between fine arts or
design but rather promoted a hybridity of interdisciplinary practices. Rather than just professional
training as the outcome of learning, Hong Kong Institution 2 encouraged visual arts as cultural
education for students to learn through both Chinese art and western art. In terms of the institutions in
Hong Kong, Institution 1’s program indicated a much stronger cultural emphasis on China along with
study of the art of other eastern and western cultures. In these two Hong Kong institutions equal
emphasis was placed on studio production and the history of art for the purposes of preparing
students for professional creative industries. Most of the studio-based training was heavily influenced
by Chinese practices and traditions such as calligraphy, Chinese expressive painting, and ceramics.
The art history papers also had an emphasis on such topics as religious art in China, calligraphy in
ancient script, and Chinese court painting.
It was evident from an analysis of programs from the four institutions that each has its own
unique approach, as well as aspects in common with one another. Both institutions in Hong Kong and
New Zealand Institution 1’s programs encapsulated a bi-cultural position to the study of visual arts
which reflected the country in which the institution was based, as well as the study of western art. (It is
noteworthy that none of the institutions emphasized the phraseology, ‘visual culture’ and ‘cultural
milieu’, though these could be assumed). My aim, having analyzed the documentation of the four
institutions, was to ascertain the connection between what the programs purported to do and how
their aims were manifested through the art making and artworks of the participants. Each program’s
overview informed the different types of questions that were asked of the research participants during
the interview process, as well as offering understanding for me as a researcher of how I could view
their art works according to their context.
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Chapter 4: THE RESEARCH PROCESS - METHODOLOGY AND METHODS
4.1

Introduction

This research was motivated by being an artist and visual arts educator, born in Hong Kong but
educated in New Zealand. This research was situated within a qualitative interpretive paradigm, and
involved a small-scale study in which comparisons were made across and between participants in
tertiary visual arts institutions in two distinctly different countries. While Chapter 3 focused on the
educational context of the participants’ institutions in which they study visual arts, this chapter outlines
the research paradigm, methodology, methods of data collection, ethical issues and data analysis.
Using a combination of traditional social science methodologies and methods, underpinned
by arts-based enquiry, this research design offers innovative ways to present, represent and
understand research through art practice and art works (Leavy, 2009). Working within the context of
tertiary visual arts education, an arts-based methodology informed by the theoretical perspectives of
a/r/tography and visual sociology, was the most appropriate mode for the research design.
A/r/tography unites the roles of artist / researcher / teacher by privileging the use of both text and
image (Irwin & de Cosson, 2004). Through ‘living inquiry’ and acting as a participant researcher in the
project, the use of a/r/tography integrates “knowing, doing, and making” (Irwin, 2004, p. 31). Visual
Sociology was the second arts-based methodology used to underpin the examination of the visual
data found in the participants’ social lives. Method’s such as photo elicitation enabled the study of
visual data that was created by and about the participants to understand aspects of their lives (Leavy,
2009). Visual documentation was used to complement written text and to reveal new insights and
understandings. Through the ‘visual’, the dissemination of this research has the potential to reach
beyond the academic community (Irwin & Springgay, 2008; Leavy, 2009) to include tertiary providers
and their students, visual arts teachers in the secondary school sector, and the visual arts community.
4.2

Arts-based research

The research paradigm
The research question lent itself to an interpretive qualitative paradigm (Denzin & Lincoln, 2004). The
research design aligned both traditional qualitative methods with arts-based methods, but did not
conform to linear searches of knowledge and information (Jones, 2006). Using a combination of both,
a holistic approach was taken through the systematic, conventional, and rigorous methods of
traditional qualitative research with the arts-based methods of intuition and creativity that aim to
enhance understanding of the human condition (Knowles & Cole, 2008). Sullivan (2010) explains that
comparative studies offer researchers understanding of what is, and what is not, but cautions that
researchers should still be open-minded to new possibilities of meaning and not revert back to takenfor-granted assumptions. Using this objective position in the research, Eisner (2008) proposes that
the search for questions is just as valid as the search for answers.
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Legitimacy of arts-based research
Researchers have traditionally borrowed methodologies from disciplines such as the sciences and
technology but in recent times they have started using arts-informed modes as a valid means of
conducting, understanding and presenting their projects through innovative ways not found in
traditional qualitative research (Irwin, 2004; Sinner, Leggo, Irwin, Gouzouasis & Grauer, 2006). This
innovation in arts-based research is not about utilizing more methods, or abandoning traditional
modes, but rather to hybridize and use a range of multi-modal approaches reflective of the arts as a
means of learning about the lived experience (Biggs, 2006). The sciences and humanities have
traditionally been privileged in research and there has been much debate about the legitimacy of artsbased inquiry in the academic domain. Duxbury, Grierson and Waite (2007), for example, argue that
creative practice not only reveals insights through studio practice but offers sustainable forms of
inquiry that search for deeper questions, understanding and ultimately new knowledge. Siegusmund
(1998) also explains that art, as a form of inquiry, has a legitimate capacity to create new knowledge
through perception. These contemporary methods of visual knowing are an adaptation of the
traditional qualitative paradigm that moves beyond information that is traditionally presented in purely
textual form. It is forcefully argued that in arts-based research the power of the visual can be explored
through drama, music, dance, film, and visual art and justifiably presented through any of these arts
forms (Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegusmund, 2008; Sullivan 2010).
Going beyond traditional qualitative research
Sullivan (2010) argues that viewing knowledge from only one perspective can limit the understanding
from another point of view. Arts-based research was chosen as the primary methodology to guide the
research because it offers the broadness of investigative and communicative tools that are needed to
conduct, present and represent new knowledge in innovative ways (Diaz, 2002). Qualitative inquiry is
traditionally justified through probability and plausibility and often leads to a universal truth, particularly
in the ways knowledge is viewed and constructed (Eisner, 1997). Sullivan (2010), a leading exponent
of arts-based research, claims that most researchers are still positioned in a qualitative paradigm
used two decades ago. He suggests the need to go beyond the traditional and embrace reflexive
research that involves critical and creative experiences through alternative ways of knowing. Leavy
(2009) explains that arts-based research can offer:
[Q]uestions to be posed in new ways, entirely new questions to be asked, and new
nonacademic audiences to be reached (p. 12).
By unifying the rigors of scientific inquiry and artistic processes, arts-based research can offer
innovative ways to push forward the qualitative paradigm to new boundaries that challenge
perceptions through different ways of knowing (Leavy, 2009). This author also suggests that by
combining qualitative methods with arts-based methods, researchers can change the way we view
things that allow us access to “silenced perspectives, evoking emotional responses, provoking
dialogue, promoting awareness, and cultivating an increased social consciousness” (p. 259).

20

Conducting visual arts-based research in innovative ways
Art is created by humans, consumed by humans, experienced by humans, and used to tell stories
about humans (Wilson, 2000). This position informed the rationale to use the visual arts and artsbased research as a basis of inquiry. In this research design, participants’ creative artworks are used
as a key tool for understanding the influences of visual culture in their art-making practice. The
systematic documentation of participants’ artistic processes, representations and expressions are
used as data to access new ways of understanding in a way that text-based qualitative research
cannot (McNiff, 1998). Cahnmann-Taylor and Siegusmund (2008) position data as something that is
not found, but constructed by the researcher and the reader (or viewer) through personal meaning.
This methodology influenced the multiple meanings that could be gained from the visual data through
a continual exchange of perspectives and insights from both the researcher and participants. Using
arts-based research can enable both the researcher and participants to think more deeply and can
challenge their imaginations and creativity through the form of metaphoric language (Biggs, 2006;
Davey 2006). For Renwick (2006), visual thinking and knowing is an important tool for innovative artsbased inquiry as the participants can be actively involved, prior to, during, and sometimes after
research methods. Using the students’ art works, for example, can be a method to understand as well
as create data for analysis and interpretation. Springgay (2002) stresses that artistic inquiry is a
constantly evolving process and should be employed throughout the research process and not only at
its completion. Although there is no definitive way to explain all the types of thinking that operate in
the arts, creative expression can be seen as a valuable source of data creation and representation for
insight and meaning making (Hanrahan, 2006).
Presenting visual arts-based research in innovative ways
Research has traditionally been presented in text-based forms but researchers are now opting to
present their findings in visual forms. Complemented with text, visual images are used to represent
data by reaching audiences beyond the academic community through metaphorical and evocative
ways that traditional qualitative research cannot do (Hickman, 2008). Eisner (2008) states that artsbased research is about conducting or presenting through expressive forms that convey personal
meaning in order to access the hidden and generate new questions towards understanding
educational phenomena. This literature guided the decision to present this thesis in text, accompanied
by photographic images and video documentation of all the participants. Dissemination of the
research was not limited to academic language that the audience might not be able to understand.
Instead, accessible visual representations are open for audience response and engagement through
possible platforms such as multimedia presentations, internet, television, film, exhibitions, and
documentaries (Mey, 2006; Weber, 2008). Using the visual through these various platforms of
dissemination offers research a much stronger chance to be understood and interpreted, particularly
in a digital globalized world of influence (Mey, 2006). Sava and Nuutinen (2003) explain that images
can function both as illustrations to text and “text as illustrator of the pictures” (p. 232). Collier and
Collier (1996) suggest that rather than attempting to decode or decipher what images mean,
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researchers and viewers have an opportunity to build a bridge between the visual and textual rather
than text stating what is and what is not.
4.3

A/r/tography

A/r/tography as a theoretical perspective
A/r/tography is concerned with the relationship between the three metaphorically united identities of
artist / researcher / teacher (Irwin & Springgay, 2008). A/r/tography was selected as the theoretical
perspective to underpin the arts-based methodology because of the link between image and scholarly
writing, dialogue as a participant researcher, the merging of professional and personal lives, and the
power of the visual and its ability to reveal deeper understanding of phenomena by shifting our
perceptions (Irwin & de Cosson, 2004). Irwin and Springgay (2008), two leading exponents of
a/r/tography, explain that although these three identities of artist / researcher / teacher are often
viewed as distinct roles when the role of artist and teacher are interrelated, they can inform and draw
out the researcher. These authors, as well as Smith (2009), argue that when a/r/tographers weave
between these three identities, meaning and understanding can be constantly challenged, explored
and reconstructed. Irwin (2004, p. 31) states that a key concept of a/r/tography is when phenomena
can be explained and theorized through “aesthetic experiences that integrate knowing, doing, and
making.” When moving between these identities, a/r/tographers can engage in theory, practice and
creation with every new situation or experience they encounter, offering intertextuality and intratextuality (Springgay, et al., 2008).
The art form and the writing
A/r/tography views the act of art (art form) and graphy (writing) as a vital component to complement
each other in revealing new insights about phenomena and, at the same time, the ‘visual’ is not
offered as a descriptive tool that is added on to text but, rather, exposes what words cannot
(Springgay, 2002). Text, therefore, is only one mode of expression in which knowledge is constructed.
Eisner (2008) also suggests that the visual offers understanding and explanation of phenomena by
looking at what is known, what is not known, and what is hidden but also has the potential to be
revealed. Both image and text were used throughout data collection and analysis in this research
because they offered a non-linear process for generating new insights. This differs from more
traditional methodologies that search for single truths (Sinner et al., 2006). Furthermore, Irwin and
Springgay (2008) suggest that the visual can extend beyond images and into any artistic forms of
inquiry that include performance, poetry and music. This position was important because it reflected
the broadened domain for meaning making of the participants in their art practice and art works and
enabled a range of representations in the visual arts to be included.
The power of images
The power of images can reveal what words cannot. When images are combined with text or verbal
language they can challenge the way we view, think, understand and, most importantly, the way we
‘see’ (Weber, 2008). Learning to see becomes as important as learning how to feel through a range of
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different emotional responses (Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegusmund, 2008). Images challenge our
everyday perceptions with instant recall and long-lasting effects in people’s memory, and influence
the way we act (Leavy, 2009). Images can offer multiple meanings depending on the different
contexts in which they are viewed (Garcia Lazo, 2012). As well as understanding the aesthetics of
images, Leavy (2009) explains that visual images are only representations of the world and not
necessarily reality. They are only perspectives created from the viewpoint of the photographer, which
enable individuals to make their own interpretation of the world. Images can therefore generate
conversation, dialogue, discussion, and provoke understanding about embodied experiences of self
and others (Weber, 2008). The ‘visual’ was chosen in the research process, not only as a tool for
recording but a method in which to produce, represent and communicate data (Cahnmann-Taylor &
Siegusmund, 2008). When images are visually represented as data, as demonstrated by Smith
(2009), they give a voice for the participants to connect to viewers emotionally and to a wider range of
audiences beyond the research community.
The significance of a living inquiry framework
Within visual arts education, living inquiry is concerned with “learning, teaching, understanding,
interpretation, creation and resistance” (Irwin & Springgay, 2008, p. 112). As an artist and tertiary art
educator, living inquiry reflected the most appropriate framework for engaging myself as a participant
researcher through ongoing visual and textual experiences to learn about the influences of visual
culture in my art and for informing my teaching (see Chapter 5). Having a voice within the research
meant that, rather than merely conducting and reporting the findings from an outsider’s point of view, I
could actively engage through conversations and discussions as a participant researcher. This living
inquiry framework also enabled me to have dialogue with the other participants to create and reveal
new knowledge. Mannay (2010) suggests that the researcher is then placed at the centre of the
construction of knowledge. Mey (2006) explains that:
Without art and education informing each other theory without practice is empty; practice
without theory is blind. The ongoing challenge is to bring theory and practice together in such
a way that we can theorize our practice and practice our theories (p. 211).
Taking a reflective and reflexive stance to understanding challenged new ways of evolving questions
through these three identities. By engaging with the intellectual and creative work of other artists,
researchers and educators, it created and expanded my understanding of the participants’ visual
culture that was reflected in various ways in their art works and processes (Duxbury, Grierson &
Waite, 2007).
4.4

Visual sociology as a theoretical perspective

As well as a/r/topgrahy, the theoretical perspective of visual sociology was used as part of the
research design because it “studies the visual dimensions of social life” (www.visualsociology.org.uk,
2012, p. 1). Visual images are important to all members of society and reflect the range of decisions
that we make about what we know and how we know it (Smith, 2009). For Grady (1996), visual
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sociology involves the use of a camera or technological recording device and the discussion and
analysis of the visual artifacts created by its use. Three key methods of doing visual sociology were
used prior to, during and sometimes after other methods. First, the camera and a video recorder were
used to study the visual data produced by cultures. Second, art/visual images that existed outside of
the research (a method known as photo elicitation) were used to elicit and generate questions for the
participants to respond to (Leavy, 2009). Third, the participants created data that explored and
represented an aspect of their lives as part of their art practice. By documenting the art works and art
making processes of the participants through photography and video, both were used as data to
springboard discussion, dialogue and to understand the influences of visual culture within their
cultural milieu. Guillemin and Drew (2010) suggest that when participants have the control to create
the data through visual images, it can broaden the scope of data and reveal a feature of the
participants’ lived experience that the researcher may not have found through other methods. These
authors also suggest that an integral part of the photo-elicitation process should be accompanied by
an interview before, during, and afterwards in order to provide a platform for discussion of the data
created. The use of video recording was an important aspect of visual sociology because it captured
all the little subtleties during the observation and interview methods such as tone of voice, body
language, hand movements, sarcasm and contradictions (www.visualsociology.org.uk, 2012).
4.5

The participants and their settings

For this comparative study there were two students from each of four tertiary art institutions, two in
Hong Kong and two in New Zealand, and myself as a participant-researcher. These institutions were
selected because there were differences between and within them, thus offering an interesting
comparison. My interest in selecting Hong Kong was because it was my birthplace but my family
migrated to New Zealand and I have lived here for most of my life. I retain permanent residency in
Hong Kong which enabled me to conduct part of the research there. The selection of art institutions
was decided by my supervisor, who excluded the New Zealand art school in which I teach, and who
sought advice from a colleague in Hong Kong who teaches at an institution also excluded. My
supervisor formally approached the head of two tertiary art institutions in Hong Kong and was given
ethical clearance and consent for me to conduct research at their institutions. The heads of the two art
institutions in New Zealand were also approached and I received written consent to conduct research
at their sites. The Head of Department from each of the four institutions was advised about the
timeframe in which the data collection phase would take place while specific dates and times were
confirmed with the participants after meeting them. Data collection in Hong Kong began during 1
th

th

st

th

February - 15 March, 2014, while data collection in New Zealand began 20 March – 8 May, 2014.
During this time, I conducted interviews, observations, informal discussions and ventured into the
participants’ surroundings/cultural milieu.
The eight student participants were recruited through a flyer circulated at their institutions [see
Appendix B] in which they were invited to volunteer to participate in the research. The aim was to
recruit students studying in their final years within a visual arts discipline. Information on each
participant’s ethnicity and cultural background was unknown until they had voluntarily consented, and
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I met with them for the first time. Each participant also selected a pseudonym so they could not be
identified, while the institutions were clearly differentiated as Institution ‘1’ and ‘2’ from New Zealand
and from Hong Kong.
4.6

Methods of data collection

Prior to the fieldwork data collection at the four tertiary art schools, the public documents pertaining to
each institution’s overall and final year programs, were analyzed. This analysis established the
educational context of each institution (see Chapter 3). The aim of the data collection methods used
during the fieldwork was to offer new understandings of the influences of visual culture in my own art
making and that of the participants. Prior to the fieldwork I trialed each method as a participantresearcher to ensure its trustworthiness. Each method was inter-connected and included
photographic and video documentation which was used as data and to represent data (Leavy, 2009).
This method of visual documentation linked to the methodologies of a/r/tography by integrating the
visual and textual through a qualitative paradigm (Creswell, 2003). The methods also reflected the
framework of visual sociology and assisted in the understanding of social life of the participants. Many
theorists who are advocates for arts-based methodologies agree that the power of images can assist
researchers by revealing the hidden and unknown, and can support the ability to complement text,
reveal what text cannot, and reach a broader audience beyond the research community (Leavy, 2009;
Sturken & Cartwright, 2009; Weber, 2008). This position influenced the decision to use visual
methods as a key framework for data collection. All methods that were used featured photographic or
video recording. Consent was sought from, and given by, the participants who could also request that
the recording devices could be terminated at any time without giving a reason.
Interviews with participants
A semi-structured interview of up to 60 minutes was conducted with each student participant. The
interviews were documented with video and audio recording which helped with the accuracy of the
data collection phase. Leavy (2009) explains that images about research participants can provide
context and help expand on textual data during data collection and data analysis. The interviews were
conducted in the participants’ studio environments at their tertiary institutions. The semi-structured
interview questions [see Appendix C] were aimed at understanding the participants’ general
backgrounds, their art making and processes, cultural milieu, visual culture, and questions about the
tertiary institution in which they were studying. Some of the questions were open-ended and
exploratory to allow for a range of responses from the participants. This was aimed at understanding
their perspectives and influences. O’Toole and Beckett (2013) suggest that semi-structured interviews
can offer clarification and exploration of further questions. After the interviews were conducted, they
were transcribed and participants were given the opportunity to edit them to ensure the validity of the
transcription.
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Observations of participants
Three observations of 30-60 minutes with each participant were conducted over a period of about four
weeks to discover the influences of each participant’s art making processes. Interview and
observation times were arranged with each participant after meeting them for the first time. At this
point I discovered that no undergraduate students at one New Zealand institution had volunteered to
participate, but that two Masters students were willing to take part. In discussion with my supervisor it
was decided to accept this situation and proceed. The decision to observe the participants’ art making
over several occasions enabled me to document their processes at various stages since they could
not always create an art work from start to finish in sixty minutes. The observations took place in the
context of the participants’ studios/tertiary institutions and in the cultural milieu of their place/city.
Observations were documented by photographs and video recording to explore the possible
influences of visual culture on the participants’ art making. Video recording was particularly important
for documenting the observations accurately so that I did not miss such aspects as their tone of voice,
emotions, or contradictions (Weber, 2008). Field notes or written transcripts cannot always record
these extra nuances of information (www.visualsociology.org.uk, 2012). Furthermore, Duxbury (2008)
explains that visual art consists of knowing, thinking, using and, most importantly, doing, thus it was
important to observe art works and the art making process directly as a key source to elicit
understanding and meaning.
Informal discussions with participants
Informal discussions with the participants occurred throughout the period of four weeks, often before,
during and after observations. This allowed for further insights, meanings, perspectives and
interpretations about themselves and their institution. This method provided an opportunity to have a
dialogue with the participants as a participant-researcher, rather than merely recording and reporting
data from their perspective. This process allowed for personal voices and experiences to be explained
and compared (Drever, 1995). Discussions included the influences of my visual culture, background,
cultural milieu, tertiary institution in which I studied, visual diaries, art work and art processes. As a
participant-researcher, I could show the participants my art works and processes, as well as discuss
theirs, during the informal discussions. This led to a dialogue of openings for constantly evolving
questions which is one of the key components of a/r/tography (Irwin & Springgay, 2008).
Photographic images, video recording and field notes were used to document the informal
discussions.
Digital video presentation of participants
The images and video and audio recordings that were collected during the fieldwork were used to (re)
present the data because of its ability to communicate to a wider audience beyond the research
community (Fontana & Frey, 2003; Rahn, 2008). Each digital 4-6 minute video contextualized the
participant’s cultural milieu, art making practice and processes, tertiary institution, and influences of
visual culture that were reflected in their art works. Leavy (2009, p. 12) explains that arts-based
practice is particularly suitable for projects that “describe, explore and discover” in relation to
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capturing the process of social life between the art making and influences of visual culture. The video
presentations also added a more authentic account of the participants as unique individuals by
complementing meaning and text, thus offering a range of interpretations (Sinding, Gray & Nisker,
2008). Creating the video also empowered me to present my interpretations and understanding of the
data, and enabled me to build a bridge between the textual and visual and engage in other artists’
works (Collier & Collier, 1996; Irwin, 2004). Care was taken to meet ethics requirements to ensure
that participants and institutions were not identified. The participants viewed their raw footage and had
the option of excluding any footage they felt misrepresented them.
4.7

Ethical issues

Prior to commencing the research, written and informed consent was given by the heads of
department from each tertiary visual arts institution who were fully advised about the purpose of the
research. Voluntary participants were given participant information sheets that explained
comprehensively what the research was about, what was required for data collection, and possible
dissemination of the research in the future to the general public. As the participant-researcher my
identity was known but the student participants chose pseudonyms for themselves to protect their
identity from any harm that may have arisen from participating or publication of the research (Punch,
2009). In both Hong Kong and New Zealand the institutions were referred to as Institution 1 and 2.
Images of the participants and institutions were photographed and filmed so they could not be
identifiable. Participants and institutions were advised that anonymity could not be guaranteed, thus I
attempted to severe the link between image and identity to avoid the risk of identification (Sinding,
Gray & Nisker, 2008). Participants were advised that photographic images, video and audio
recordings would be handled with sensitivity and care. They had opportunity to view and edit the
transcribed interview and raw video recording before it would reach the public (Sinding, Gray &
Nisker, 2008). It was important to involve the participants to ensure the validity, accuracy and
trustworthiness of the data, but also to empower them as much as possible (Guillemin & Drew, 2010).
The voluntary process to recruit participants, with flyers posted around their visual arts
departments, avoided any biases in selection by their lecturers and kept the invitation to participate as
voluntary. This also avoided any pressure for participants to participate from a lecturer or any other
person in a position of power at the institution. Participants were also given the right to withdraw from
the research at any time without giving a reason. In accordance with The University of Auckland
ethics procedures all data collected from the participants and consent forms will be stored securely
with the Faculty of Education for a period six years, then destroyed. Each participant was advised that
after the thesis is examined, they can view an electronic version of the thesis which can be
downloaded from The University of Auckland’s ResearchSpace.
4.8

Data analysis

Document analysis
Used as a key framework for analysis, Wolcott (1994) suggests the ‘D-A-I’ method of data
analysis. This begins with ‘description’, by describing what was said by the participants, followed by
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‘analysis’ in determining the similarities and differences between them, and ‘interpretation’ of how the
data was understood to create meaning and draw the final conclusions. Data analysis began as soon
as the data collection commenced (Silverman, 2001). Documentation of the four tertiary art
institutions teaching programs was found through their online websites and analyzed prior to meeting
the participants in order to understand the unique differences and similarities between institutions.
The intention was to understand each institution to help frame the interview questions and to
determine what they purported to do, and what was actually delivered to the students. Reading about
the relevant program outlines of all four institutions helped the initial analysis and the final conclusions
drawn in Chapter 6 (Stake, 2010).
Each participant was interviewed and observed at different stages of the data collection
phase, thus this enabled the interpretation of data during the research rather than at the end
(Creswell, 2003). This helped to identify gaps in the research and inquire more deeply into the
participants understandings of visual culture in relation to their art making. After transcribing both the
semi-structured interviews and the informal discussions (which were both video recorded) all textbased data were broken down into key themes and concepts then categorized to allow for a
comparison (Punch, 2009). I began to look for the similarities and differences between responses and
understanding of the questions. Key comments that were made by the participants during the data
collection were recorded and used verbatim as quotes to express the participants’ ‘voices’.
Photographic and video documentation enabled me to cross check what the participants had done
and said to ensure its authenticity and validity. Gauntlett and Holzwarth (2006, p. 86) state:
Interpretation has to come from the person who made the artifact. My guesses or speculation
[as researcher] about someone else’s meanings are just that - guesses and speculations.
As Collier and Collier (1996, p. 169) explain, “the goal should not be to ‘decode’ or ‘translate’ visual
data (for example photographs) into verbal data per se, but rather to build a bridge between the visual
and the verbal.” Collier (2001) suggests that visual data should be observed as a whole and
conclusions should be based on what has been created and recorded. My role as the researcher was
to then theorize and see patterns that emerged from the data and to offer my view of the data
integrated in both text and image. Mair and Ciara (2007) point out that text-based data and visual data
should not be treated differently and should be analyzed simultaneously. This provided opportunity to
express my voice as well as the participants’ voices in the final conclusions (Rose, 2007). Following
the analysis of the text-based data and visual arts-based data, artful (re)presentation of the data was
created through a digital 4-6 minute video of each participant to gain an even richer sense of
understanding. This was informed by the interpretive qualitative paradigm and the arts-based
methodology of a/r/tography (Irwin, Springgay, & Kind, 2008; Punch, 2009). Thoughtful reflection was
given to interpretation of data to ensure that what I had experienced, viewed and learned was
interpreted genuinely and accurately without imposing my own judgements on the final conclusions
(Glesne & Peshkin, 1992).
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4.9

Limitations of the research

The design of this research highlighted potential limitations. Foremost was its small scale, with only
eight participants and myself as the participant-researcher. This raised the issue of validity, especially
since validity of interpretations has long been a key issue in debates over the legitimacy of qualitative
research (Creswell, 2003; Punch, 2009; Stake, 2010). Mishler (1990) argues, however, that
‘trustworthiness’ is a more useful reconceptualization of validity that better fits interpretive research.
Prior to the fieldwork I trialed each method as a participant-researcher to ensure its trustworthiness.
To determine trustworthiness of evidence gathered from the eight student participants, four criteria
recommended by Lincoln and Guba (1985) were used – credibility (establishing the ‘truth’),
confirmability (demonstrating links between data, analysis and claims), transferability (providing ‘thick
descriptions’ of relevant evidence’) and dependability (demonstrating reflexivity and responsiveness in
the field). These criteria were used to make validity relative to the purposes and circumstances of this
research.
A second limitation was the risk of generalization. Thomas (2003), for example, warns of the
possibility that generalisations drawn from one case (i.e. one tertiary art institution) cannot be applied
to other cases (i.e. all four tertiary art institutions). Wolcott (1994), on the other hand, argues that each
case is in certain aspects like all other cases, like some cases, or like no cases.
A third limitation of this research related to the participants. At three institutions the voluntary
participants were in the final year of their undergraduate degrees. No final year undergraduates at
New Zealand Institution 2 volunteered to participate, but two MFA graduates agreed to take part in the
research. It is acknowledged that using a mix of undergraduate and postgraduate students potentially
compromised the validity and comparative potential of the study
4.10

Summary

Using a combination of traditional qualitative research and arts-based methodologies, researchers
have an opportunity to extend beyond traditional methods and use new innovative ways of
conducting, interpreting, and (re)presenting research through creative and artistic forms that satisfy
the rigors of institutional professionalism. Arts-based methodologies can help data become richer,
gain more depth, and reveal what otherwise may have been hidden. Through the methodology of
a/r/tography, the integration between the art form and scholarly writing can create new ways of
reaching different audiences to yield interpretive insights. The methodology of visual sociology
extended the understanding of participants’ lives through the study of visual images that they
engaged with and the art works that they created. The visual documentation and interpretation of the
visual images during both data collection and data analysis can help frame questions to better
understand participants’ understanding of visual culture. It was also important that all the visual data
that was presented of the participants and art institutions did not reveal their identities, and that they
remained anonymous in order to protect them from any harm after the dissemination of the research.
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Chapter 5: THE RESEARCH FINDINGS: WHAT PARTICIPANTS SAID AND DID
5.1

Introduction

The aim of the research was to understand the influences of visual culture on tertiary students’ art
making through a comparative study in Hong Kong and New Zealand art institutions. The settings for
the research, as explained in Chapter 4, were four tertiary art institutions, two in Hong Kong and two
in New Zealand, with two participants in each. In addition, I was a participant researcher. The
students were studying in their final years in a visual arts undergraduate or postgraduate program.
The study aimed to examine each institution’s teaching program and to see whether or not they
delivered what they purported to do. It also aimed at understanding each participant as a unique
individual through their art making processes and whether or not visual culture was reflected in their
art work.
This chapter reports the findings from the research. All methods included audio and video
documentation alongside the written findings, accompanied and supported by a 4-6 minute video
DVD about each participant, including myself, which featured our individual perspectives. The findings
are presented in order of institution and the methods of data collection. Images of the student’s art
works and art making processes are used throughout the findings to help make connections between
the verbal, written and visual (Collier & Collier, 1996). The participants selected their own pseudonym
for the reporting of the research.
5.2

Hong Kong Institution 1

Participant 1 - Emily
Interview with Emily
•

General background

Emily is a Chinese female, in her early twenties, born in Hong Kong and currently studying in her
fourth and final year in visual arts. Having lived in Hong Kong her whole life her decision to attend art
school was influenced by her interest in fine arts and studying something different from her family
members who have “traditionally had conventional and stable jobs.” Her decision to study at this
particular art school was because she believed it was “the most famous for fine arts with an equal
emphasis on studio work and history” which, she believed, would help her develop a balanced art
practice.
•

Emily’s art making and process

Emily’s current art work in her final year is concerned with her personal emotion and perspectives
towards understanding pre-assumed duties and responsibilities within the family structure and social
system in Chinese society. Her earlier art work focused on the theme of nature with the exploration of
leaves, flowers and plants to understand the natural order of how they grew and how they wilted.
Emily explained that it was her choice to explore this new idea in her final year, but mentioned that the
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professors, her fellow students and potentially her surroundings influenced the development of her
thinking:
I think the inspiration mostly comes from the everyday life that I live in. Like where I have
been and who I have met, and events, or happenings in my home. I think sometimes maybe
the films, or TV programs that I came across at that time, maybe connected to my personal
experience will help me reinforce my feeling and explore more into what I have been
interested in.
Emily’s process includes sketching and photography with the idea resulting in a collage, painting,
sculpture, video or mixed media work depending on the best method that conveyed her idea. Painting
and collage were often used because these processes enabled her to work more intrinsically to
express her feelings. She also explained that she would like to work more with everyday “artificial
objects, and products in the market” to understand the “buying habit of citizens.”
•

Emily’s cultural milieu

When asked about her understanding of the term cultural milieu Emily said, “I have no idea”. She was
supported by peers and lecturers in the studio environment but explained that her studio space was
restricting in size. However, the limitations of space also challenged her to think and operate using
alternative methods of creativity:
I think due to this limitation of space I think there is a lot of interesting happenings around.
Like there have been students who use some cookie cans to create drums. That organic
mixture is somewhat another kind of creativity that I think inspiring...
Emily described the visual environment of her city as being quite boring because of the lack of nature
and trees in the visual landscape. She told me that all the streets and buildings looked the same with
an emphasis on being surrounded by shopping malls. When asked if the environment of Hong Kong
influenced her art making she said “yes.” Her images were derived from what she saw in the
cityscape, which were captured through photography, then translated into artworks.
•

Emily’s understanding of the influence of visual culture

Emily defined visual culture as “everything that comes to my eyes” which included architecture,
products, and anything that was artificially made, designed and or fabricated. She believed that visual
culture did influence her work, whether it was directly or indirectly, but she would not always be
conscious about tracing the influence. She indicated that when she walks around the CD shop, the
covers are something that stand out for her. Some CD covers are designed with a “particular mood,
emotion through colors and composition” and can sometimes influence the visual style of her
paintings. She cited, as an example, the design of “Wounded Rhymes by Lykke Li” and the interesting
mark making made on the cover and on the music disc inside.
•

Emily’s appraisal of the teaching program at Hong Kong Institution 1

In Emily’s final year of study the only compulsory course was a graduation workshop that is
supervised by one of the professors in the fine arts department. The undergraduate program is
usually three year’s full time but Emily was in her fourth year. In the previous year she had
participated in an exchange program in Pittsburg, U.S.A, for one semester which delayed the
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completion of her graduation workshop. As part of the general education requirements Emily studied
papers in humanity, science, Chinese culture and society. She also studied painting, printmaking,
contemporary visual culture and a course that merged art practice with biological experiments. Emily
explained that the institution had an equal emphasis on courses related to the art of China and
western art but it was up to the students to decide what they preferred to study. Emily gravitated
towards western art because she believed that the Chinese art taught at this institution was primarily
about ink media and painting, whereas her interests were more in the conceptual practice of western
art. Emily considered that the department of fine arts offered a wide range of courses but felt that the
department may be restricted with resources, equipment and professor expertise for students wanting
to work with media such as ceramics or sculpture. Students are encouraged to explore their own
ideas with Emily explaining, “I think I have the opportunity to express myself all the time.” Although
she was in her final year, Emily considered that she was not yet prepared to operate independently as
an artist, or work in an arts-related field, because her work was not mature enough but overtime it
would develop.
Observations with Emily
During three observations Emily discussed the two main themes of work she was creating and the
teaching program. Her most recent works were based on a still image taken from a video that was
filmed from her apartment window of her neighbor in the kitchen. She described her apartment blocks
as being very close to each other and almost exactly the same in design. Her process included a
transfer from paper to canvas by using transfer glue. After the glue dried she would rub off the paper
and reveal the transferred image on canvas. She eventually began working with transfer on cement
because it resembled the cool, hard edge surface and texture of the apartment buildings. This body of
work related to her exploration of the family structure in Chinese society.
Emily also gained experience in the exchange program by working with materials that
included print making with onions, cheese, fruit peels from the street, flower petals and bread as well
as more traditional materials such as oil paint, charcoal, and pencil. This was her exploration of
objects that fade away and change over time. She was interested in the ambiguous change within
these materials:
I like how every object is not that definite in the nature. It is not like this is born in nature so it
is nature and this is man made so it is never going to rot… so I think these two properties
coexist in one object and I like how every object balances these two characteristics.
Emily explained that in contrast to her Hong Kong institution, her exchange program in Pittsburg
offered more freedom of art making so the methodology of teaching was distinctly different to the
Chinese art courses. Her institution in Hong Kong promoted a broad range of visual arts education but
still focused on traditional fundamental skills of Chinese painting. She stated that she did not have an
interest in the art of China and did not feel very knowledgeable about Chinese art theory or history at
the end of her studies.
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Figure 1: Emily creating a cement cast.

Figure 2: Emily’s earlier work with leaves.

Figure 3: Emily’s painting on packaging.

Figure 4: Emily’s printmaking on bread.

Participant 2 - Cleo
Interview with Cleo
•

General background

Cleo is a Chinese female born in Hong Kong, in her early twenties and studying in her third and final
year in the Bachelor of Fine Arts. She decided to go to art school because her dream career at a
young age was to become an artist, but not necessarily in the world of fine arts. Cleo selected this art
institution because of its focus on “fine arts practical” and art history, theory and contemporary art.
Before beginning at university she had an interest in Chinese painting so studying at this institution
would offer her an opportunity to develop and explore her skills in traditional Chinese art.
•

Cleo’s art making and process

Cleo explained that in her first two years at art school she had not developed a coherent body of work
that showed what she was thinking in her mind. She was taking courses such as photography and
sculpture to learn new ideas and techniques. Cleo participated in an exchange program in Sweden in
her second year and explained that her experience in that country had a huge influence on her ideas
and the way she created her work. Cleo made illustrations, paintings, and ink prints by using media
such as acrylic and pencil. For her graduation work at the end of the year she was planning on
creating a moving image installation using the process of reflection. The work would relate to her
experiences, emotions, reality, and impressions of time and space in Sweden:
It’s like I’m trying to relate time and space and what this time and space means to me and
how does it relate to my memory or how do I feel like.
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Cleo had previously never considered, nor been taught, installation but after a visit to the
contemporary video museum in Oslo, Norway, she was inspired by the video installations she saw.
She said she had always had an interest in video but preferred to avoid the use of computers and
technology, “but now I realize that is impossible.” Cleo told me that when she was creating Chinese
paintings in the first and second years she was not focused on the context but more concerned with
the skill and visual outcome of how her work looked. Her recent illustrations are of photographs that
she took during her exchange that are primarily scenery of northern Europe. She chose to illustrate
these images to contrast the two environments of the big and busy city of Hong Kong with the
“peacefulness” of Europe. This included mountains and snow landscapes but with a Chinese painting
aesthetic to present her “imagination of how it is like an ideal place to live in.” She found that living
alone, isolated and traveling to unfamiliar environments while in Sweden and abroad, gave her time to
understand herself, to reflect on the past, be independent, and to figure out the “meaning of life.”
•

Cleo’s cultural milieu

When Cleo was asked about the term ‘cultural milieu’ she replied, “I don’t really understand.” She
considered the studio environment a welcoming place for students to help each other and discuss
ideas but also said that her space was small and wished it was larger. Cleo described the city of Hong
Kong as small, packed, and fast paced, with everybody always being in a rush. In contrast to the city
environment her university was located on a mountaintop from which “you seldom see so many
(much) greenery in the city which is why it is relaxing here and you can look at the harbor.”
•

Cleo’s understanding of visual culture

Cleo defined the term visual culture as a style that represents the people who live in a particular
place. Her definition included “everything you can see, like fashion or like architecture or like graffiti.”
She believed that Hong Kong had a “mix of everything” and said she could not define what a
distinctive Hong Kong style was because it was a crossover of many different styles. She believed
that visual culture did not impact on the general public but may potentially influence people who are
interested or related to the arts. She said her environment did influence her but also explained:
I don’t have a particular emotion when I see advertisements or like if I see fashion on the
street or architecture along the street. I don’t have particular feelings like I want to do
something about that. Maybe it is because it’s like there is too many choices… like I mean
there is too many varieties and when there is too much you are seeing you are kind of
confused and there is a lot and you don’t really have a connection between these stuff.
Her other non-visual influences were music, poems and texts. She explained that she would create
illustrations inspired by song lyrics, or if she couldn’t express herself through a visual medium she
would turn to writing text and poems.
•

Cleo’s appraisal of the teaching program at Hong Kong Institution 1

Cleo explained that in the final year of study students are required to complete a graduation
workshop. Being a three year undergraduate program, she told me that some students often extend
their studies for an extra year to develop their graduation work. Cleo had previously studied some
compulsory courses such as fundamental drawing, oil painting and Chinese painting. She also
studied molding, sculpture, photography, printmaking and figure sketching. For theory she believed
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that there was an equal emphasis on Chinese art and western art but she chose to study art in Hong
Kong, art in China, and art history from western Europe. Only in the first year are students required to
study the fundamentals of Chinese and western art history. Cleo also studied a range of general
education papers that included the appreciation of western music, bio-chemistry and foundations in
public health.
Cleo believed that visual culture was not related to the teaching program although the
institution always encouraged her to explore her own ideas, focus on the meaning behind her work,
and “train you up to think more about yourself.” For graduation Cleo was required to participate in the
graduation exhibition, submit an artist statement and include a portfolio of previous developmental
works. At this stage she didn’t feel prepared as an artist and has considered continuing into
postgraduate studies, potentially in graphic design.
Observations with Cleo
During the three observations Cleo explained how the exchange program in Sweden promoted more
self study and peer interaction with minimal scheduled class time. In contrast, at the Hong Kong art
school there were scheduled classes almost every day with other general education courses that she
found were distracting her from her major. The Swedish exchange program offered a combination of
workshops and courses ranging from digital media in animation and design to editorial illustrations
with water color, experimental drawing and sketching. She was also taught how to visually analyze
and interpret the art of western Europe in her art history course. Cleo explained that the professors in
Hong Kong would help her to clarify and articulate her work by questioning and exploring new
methods or solutions to her art making. She said there was not much emphasis on skill-based
learning, and more on conceptual thinking and how your work would relate to contemporary society.

Figure 5: Cleo painting over her photograph.

Figure 6: Cleo’s earlier Chinese paintings.

Figure 7: Cleo’s Woodcut illustration.

Figure 8: Cleo’s illustration from Europe
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5.3

Hong Kong Institution 2

Participant 3 - Angela
Interview with Angela
•

General background

Angela is a Chinese student in her early twenties completing her third and final year in a Bachelor of
Visual Arts, majoring in drawing and painting. She was born and raised in Hong Kong and decided to
study at this institution because she wanted a future career in the arts as well as previously studying
visual arts at secondary school. The art institution that Angela is studying at was chosen because of
the range in different options and choices she could study without the need to major in a particular
discipline.
•

Angela’s art making and process

During the past three years Angela has been developing a body of work that explored the relationship
between people and herself. She created paintings that examined and experimented with figurative
and facial expression, portraiture, bodily movement and a sense of isolation and aloneness:
I keep on thinking every moment when I’m staying alone so most of my thoughts are about
myself and how I’d like to be or how others look at me so I keep on exploring my inner self.
She sometimes used herself as the model for reference. By inserting herself into the painting this
allowed her to visualize her thoughts. Angela explained that she studied performance art at secondary
school and this may have influenced her interest in using the body as a visual language to translate
her ideas. Angela explained that she also drew influence from English and Chinese literature in
history books, novels, and pop music. She has a love for Chinese words and using the lyrics from
music and poems helped her to imagine, visualize, interpret, and express her thoughts through
illustration and paintings. She explained that while reading the books and listening to the music, they
were not just text and sound but also thoughts from other people which became an opportunity to
learn about different generational perspectives. A range of media such as pencil, oil paint, acrylic, ink,
coffee and tea was used to capture her thoughts:
I try to use those paints and colors to create my world, to let others see how my world looks
like, how beautiful it is or how ugly it is.
•

Angela’s cultural milieu

Angela’s definition of the term cultural milieu was described as an “environment of a place” or the
“style or characters of a place or a society”. She described her studio environment as messy and said
“I love my academy but I don’t like my university.” She visualized the environment of Hong Kong as
being rich with color, filled with narrow streets, and overcrowded with people. Angela felt that her
environment did influence her art making, but not in an intentional way that she would draw reference
or influence from.
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•

Angela’s understanding of visual culture

When Angela was asked to define the term visual culture she described it as the “visual attraction of a
place” such as a community, district or location that was unique and different from any others. She
then provided examples of visual culture in Hong Kong and suggested things such as the red, white
and blue plastic bags and the turning lights of the hair salon. She considered visual culture to not
influence her work because it did not visually interest her. Referring back to her art making she
explained it was not what was in the city that influenced her, but rather the emotional experience of
being lost in her surroundings and the engagement with unfamiliar places and faces that inspired her
to reflect on her personal thoughts.
•

Angela’s appraisal of the teaching program at Hong Kong Institution 2

In the final year of study Angela majored in drawing and painting but was not limited to using specific
media. She believed there was an equal emphasis on the study of both contemporary Chinese art
and western art with students having the freedom to choose. The western art courses included a
diverse range of practices such as jewelry, glass blowing, fashion design and sculpture. In
comparison, the study of Chinese art was more traditional and included art history, Chinese painting
and calligraphy. Angela had also studied a range of different general education courses that included
Chinese, English, Mandarin, physical education, philosophy, and information technology. She
understood the institution’s reasoning behind studying general education courses but believed it was
a waste of time as she had already learnt about some of these subjects at secondary school.
Angela was unsure if visual culture had influenced the teaching program but she believed that
her teachers were local artists of Hong Kong and they are interested in the culture of the place. She
explained that the teachers may bring their own ideas into the program structure but nothing that she
was aware of was related to visual culture. As part of the program outline, the institution aims to teach
students less about professional skills and more about cultural education. Angela agreed with this
statement. She explained that the institution definitely focused on helping students to become
creative, open minded, challenged to think more, and work in a cross-disciplinary manner. She
believed that the latter was both good and bad because it meant that although students could try out
more approaches, they actually had less time to develop a particular skill or focus. After graduating
Angela hoped to continue working as an artist and share her happiness with other people through her
art.
Observations of Angela
During the observations Angela explained more about her influence from the Chinese literature books
and poems she was reading. A book she was particularly interested in was called ‘Jee June’ by a
Japanese writer, a story about his loneliness, love and sex. She was also drawn to another book that
contained large Chinese characters with some Chinese philosophy and meaning. Magazines were
also used, but primarily to reference subject matter. Angela explained that in her recent works:
I put myself for the model of all my drawing. I took the picture of myself and use my body to
present the idea and try to turn it into pictures. I think when I’m working on my art work all the
time it’s very lonely and calm. Maybe that’s why my work has given out such feeling.
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After discussing her works Angela read a Chinese poem to me which she translated into English:
You’re standing on a bridge and watching the view. A person who is watching the view is right
looking at you from the top of the building. The moon decorates your window and you
decorate somebody’s dream.
Angela explained that one of her earlier projects was a performance with gestural body movements.
While she was wearing a white shirt and skirt she used the melody of different songs to guide her
movement to paint Chinese ink on herself.

Figure 9: Angela in her studio space.

Figure 10: A close up of Angela’s drawing.

Figure 11: Angela’s painting for graduation.

Figure 12: Angela’s painting for graduation 2.

Participant 4 – Felice
Interview with Felice
•

General background

Felice is a Chinese female in her early twenties, born and raised in Hong Kong. She is currently
studying in her third and final year in the Bachelor of Visual Arts. Felice explained that at a young age
she liked to draw and paint but did not like examinations or tests so she chose to study visual arts at
university. She selected this particular institution because of the variety of choices in art making which
included photography, illustration, and craftsmanship. She wanted to experience a range of different
possibilities first, before specializing in what she liked.
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•

Felice’s art making and process

In her first year at this institution Felice began with Chinese painting, clay making and small metal
jewelry, exploring ideas about daily life and experiences. Her most recent work is a combination of
jewelry and glass kiln forming which uses materials such as copper, bronze and silver. She was
drawn to jewelry because of her love for small things and the idea of the hand made. Her process
often begins with researching on the internet to reference other artist’s ideas and also visiting
museums and galleries. Felice explained that one of the themes in her final project was about being
homesick. In her final year she participated in an exchange program in the United Kingdom and after
arriving there she felt very lonely and missed her life in Hong Kong:
I’m searching for something to represent this feeling and then I find the moon can be the main
character in my art work and now I’m still having observation.
Felice’s association and use of the moon in her art work represents the Chinese tradition of the midautumn festival. Usually an occasion for celebration with the family and friends, she used the moon
symbol to represent her feelings of loneliness. Felice’s intention is to create this idea through
photography or video rather than her usual media. She explained that the moon represented light,
space and darkness and the best way to “give the audience a real experience” was with media that is
the most appropriate, such as photography and video, although she had never been taught or
explored this type of media before.
•

Felice’s cultural milieu

Felice said she did not understand the term cultural milieu. She explained that her classroom
environment was well spaced in size and filled with equipment and tools. Felice created her work
primarily in the workshop which had all the equipment, so she seldom worked in her actual studio
space. She told me that if she was ever confused about her work, or needed any advice or feedback,
she was well supported by her lecturers and classmates. In contrast to her art-making environment at
university Felice described her home environment as very small and crowded. She believed her
limited physical space dictated the scale of work she created. While living in the United Kingdom she
wanted to create installations and large sculptures, but after returning to Hong Kong she realized she
would not have the space for it, so has reverted back to smaller works. Felice explained that the Hong
Kong environment is fast paced, money driven, and “everybody does things in a hurry.”

She

described Hong Kong as a small place with skyscrapers and narrow streets. She also said, “you can’t
see any abundant land here… houses, or shopping mall, or schools and that’s it.” Felice did believe
that the environment influenced her by providing different experiences in her memory, and those
memories of experience could inspire her to have some ideas in her art making.
•

Felice’s understanding of visual culture

Felice described visual culture as “something you can see” and referred to advertisements. She
understood visual culture to be the unique way in which things were designed for specific people. She
explained that on the streets of Hong Kong there are large posters that are designed in a particular
way to appeal to the local culture of the local people, which only they would understand. She also
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suggested that visual culture was a form of cultural exchange to impress the audience, but felt that
she was not influenced nor interested in visual culture herself.
•

Felice’s appraisal of the teaching program at Hong Kong Institution 2

Felice explained that in the first year students study a combination of Chinese and western art theory
and a range of general education and practical courses such as philosophy, Hong Kong craft and
public art, museum studies, clay making, and jewelry. She believed there was not much emphasis on
teaching skills and techniques, but rather on the development of thinking, with an emphasis on
creativity and conceptual ideas. She believed that this institution enabled her to study across majors
and try out things she had never done before, but there were disadvantages:
The disadvantage is you can’t concentrate in a particular major so I feel sometimes confused
which media I should be concentrated in.
When asked if she believed visual culture had influenced the teaching program Felice replied, “I
guess so.” The program outline explains that it aims to prepare students by being self-directed with an
open-mind that can help them with a “successful life within the creative sector after university.” Felice
explained that she was not yet prepared to work independently as an artist because the first year was
a foundation, which was fairly generalized; the second year was about learning the skills and
techniques; in the third year she was in her exchange program. This had left her only one semester to
create her final honors project and develop an art practice.

Observation with Felice
During the observations of Felice in the workshop, which she shared with other students, she was
creating intricate pieces of jewelry and multi-layered ceramic bowls and plates. Due to the noise
generated by the machinery and other equipment being used, it was difficult to have a discussion with
her about the artwork in that environment.

Figure 13: Felice cutting copper for her jewelry.

Figure 14: Felice’s forks created for her jewelry.
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Figure 15: Felice in the ceramics workshop.

5.4

Figure 16: Felice and her ceramic plates.

New Zealand Institution 1

Participant 5 - Laura
Interview with Laura
•

General background

Laura, a female born in England, moved to New Zealand when she was fifteen years old. In her early
twenties, she is currently studying in her third and final year in the Bachelor of Visual Arts while
majoring in paint and print. Laura was influenced to study at her chosen institution by her secondary
school art teachers who recommended that this institution was one of the best art schools to study at
in New Zealand.
•

Laura’s art making and process

Laura’s first semester of study in year one was quite broad, with exploration into painting, sculpture,
moving image, photography and print. A particular print brief stood out for her in the first year and it
was called the “barriers of communication.” She considered this to have had a significant influence on
the direction of her current work. By using old books and braille paper to hide the meaning found
within the text she could break down the visual language of the written word. She explained that text
normally contains meaning, and is automatically read, but her aim was to disrupt the meaning so it
could not be read or understood. This meant that viewers would have to appreciate the text for its
aesthetic value of shape, line and pattern. Laura used a combination of explorative media and
processes such as transfers, ink, acrylic, fabrics, and stitching. Working on fabrics enabled her to
create work that was more tactile and by layering her work she could reveal “glimpses of the text but
not enough to entirely understand what’s going on.” One of Laura’s projects in the second year
included asking her friends to close their eyes and tell her what colors and things they could see. She
would write these down and paint their responses on a series of large wooden door panels.
•

Laura’s cultural milieu

Laura provided her understanding of the term ‘cultural milieu’ to be:
Everyone being a cooking pot of different parts of their cultures. Like me being from England
but living in New Zealand and having friends in whatever countries. I feel like that goes in my
cultural milieu maybe?
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Laura found her studio at the institution provided her a specific environment, with no distractions,
where she could put on her “creative hat” and make art. It was an open environment where she could
discuss her work with other students and, if she was in need of advice, the lecturers would help by
pointing her in the right direction through verbal feedback or by mentioning an interesting article. She
described the visual landscape of her city as including billboards, shops, and posters for shows. She
said, “There’s just a lot of media thrown at you I guess.” She wasn’t sure if the visual environment of
her city influenced her art making but said that if it did it would have been done subconsciously.
•

Laura’s understanding of visual culture

Laura explained that the term ‘visual culture’ would be “more like the images that you are surrounded
by” and she made another reference to the billboards on the street. She considered that the billboards
she walked passed on a daily basis might have potentially influenced her decision to use text in her
art making but, once again, not intentionally.
•

Laura’s appraisal of the teaching program at New Zealand Institution 1

Laura’s core papers in the final year were studio, drawing, professional practice and theory. In the
final year of her studio brief Laura was expected to work towards a resolved body of work. She
described the final year as “making your own brief” which had fewer limitations and an opportunity for
her to clarify her interests. As part of course requirement’s students need to study a professional
practice paper which introduces them to artists and practitioners from the ‘real world.’ Laura has to
participate in a pilot exhibition with a group of peers from different majors, such as sculpture and
photography. Together they are required to curate an independent exhibition without the help of their
lecturers, who “encourage us to push our boundaries because then by broadening what we knew we
could narrow it down again and choose what we wanted.”
The program outline expects students to learn about theoretical, historical, and critical
contexts of contemporary art practice. Laura responded by explaining that she was given a balance
between traditional art history, such as the study of Renaissance painting, as well as contemporary
art that was relevant to what is happening now. This included art from Mexico, England and Asia. To
help better understand the critical contexts in contemporary art practice in the first and second year,
there were weekly lectures followed by tutorials either one-on-one or in groups.
Laura believed that when she graduated she would have created a developed body of work
and was on her way to an independent and self-directed professional practice. Laura explained that
after she graduated she was considering doing art therapy by helping children who have disabilities.
Observations with Laura
During the three observations with Laura we discussed in greater depth her ideas and processes.
Explorations and experimentations helped her develop ideas rather than coming up with the ideas
first, and then creating the works afterwards. Her interest in line and color influenced her choice to
use cotton as a medium with which to sew. As well as the process of sewing, Laura explained that her
father’s occupation was working with guide dogs and he had provided an excess of scrap braille
paper that she could use in her art making:
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With the braille, most people won’t know what braille says so it is more about the line. So I
guess line and pattern is really important to me in my work.
By sewing into the braille paper Laura described her working process as creating a barrier that
represented getting “lost in translation.” The raised bumps in the paper could still be felt but it was
also distorted because of the cotton that was sewn through. The use of braille paper was also inspired
by an essay written by Oliver Sax called “The Mind’s Eye.” Laura described this as being “about how
blind people actually see through the mind rather than the eyes.” With reference to her previous work,
painting on the door panels, the idea was to paint the text as large as she could so that it became
completely illegible. A key shift in her art making was her separation from earlier figurative work:
I guess I got bored with drawing what was there and I guess making something or putting
something there that wasn’t there before is more interesting than copying something.
When asked about support from her lecturers Laura explained that they were available most days in
the studio to discuss the students’ art work. In her last discussion with her lecturer they talked about
the presentation of her work and how it was very sculptural, three dimensional and the idea of
materializing language. As well as discussions with other students and the lecturers she found the
process of learning theory while doing studio important for informing her practice, particularly in the
third year when she found them to be interconnected. She explained that the first year was more
about art history and the second year was more about modern and contemporary art. Laura was
asked if she was ever taught about how to engage with her visual environment. She responded by
saying:
I don’t think specifically that they’ve given us that but they certainly encourage us to look ...
changing the way we look at things so that we can actually see everything really.
She explained that she would previously overlook visual things in her environment but she now
looked and noticed everything differently.

Figure 17: Laura sewing into braille paper.

Figure 18: Laura’s artwork using braille paper.
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Figure 19: Laura’s hand painted text on doors.

Figure 20: Laura’s earlier experimentations with text.

Participant 6 - Marie
Interview with Marie
•

General background

Marie is a Chinese female born and raised in Malaysia and in her early twenties. She is currently
studying her third and final year in the Bachelor of Visual Arts. She chose to come to this country
primarily because of financial reasons but also because she had family and friends who resided here,
so it was like a “second home.” She explained that her brother had previously studied at this
institution, which is why she chose it. She worked mostly in painting with some photography, screenprinting and sculpture.
•

Marie’s art making and process

Marie’s art making dealt with abstraction, ornamentation and the decorative arts. She was still in the
process of contextualizing her ideas but was also interested in printmaking and how viewers
experience and respond to colors. Her first year of the undergraduate degree was much more
experimental, with less time to develop her work, but in the second year Marie began specializing in
paint / print which had led to the development of her recent works. Conversations with her printmaking
technician gave her the initial ideas about working with textiles and patterns. Secondly, she found a
key artist model, Olarfur Eliasson, whom she found to be very experimental in his practice. Being
process driven, she would create multiple screen prints on colored photo proofing paper. After
accumulating a variety of different prints she mixed and matched them through the intuitive process of
adding and subtracting layers. Marie believed that her art work reflected her personality because it
was organized, categorized, gridded and colorful.
•

Marie’s cultural milieu

Marie understood the term ‘cultural milieu’ to be “someone’s cultural surroundings.” She described her
studio environment at her institution as very communal and open plan for one-on-one or group
conversations with other students. She primarily worked in the print lab, which gave her an
opportunity to get away from the studio environment if she ever needed to focus on creating a large
body of art work. Although she would discuss her art making with other students she believed she
was not influenced by others’ work.
Marie described the visual environment of the New Zealand city as clean, quite small, buzzing
with people everywhere and billboards that changed regularly. She added that outside of the city it
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was very green, peaceful and she enjoyed the parks that had large trees. Marie was asked if she
believed her art work was influenced by the visual environment of her adopted city and she replied
“No.” She believed her influences were from her memories and experiences of places she had been
during her travels beyond New Zealand. She said that her memories and experiences would not be
used in a conscious way in her work but thought there was, perhaps, a connection.
•

Marie’s understanding of visual culture

Marie defined the term ‘visual culture’ as “images that have been influenced by society or
environments, surroundings.” She wasn’t sure if visual culture such as the billboards, posters and
advertisements had an influence on her art making but said she did notice when they would get
changed. If there was any influence it would be looking at the color in the design, rather than the
content and message. Marie was also asked if she believed her teaching program had been
influenced by visual culture:
I can only think of times when the tutor would give an example of something that is happening
in New Zealand like an event or a new gallery show or just a place like a certain beach and
how there’s something in there that reminds me of someone’s art work.
•

Marie’s appraisal of the teaching program at New Zealand Institution 1

In the first semester of the first year, Marie explained that it was compulsory for students to study
sculpture, photography, printing and painting, followed by specializing in a particular discipline. In the
first year there are compulsory theory papers, which help students “research appropriately” and “write
clearly.” In the second year, Marie said she really enjoyed a paper called “curate and critique” which
let her create an exhibition proposal followed by a presentation to her classmates. In the final year
students are given an open brief so that they may continue with their studio work from the previous
year, but in more depth and more research-informed. Linked to her research are required theory
courses and lectures. Marie explained that in the final year students are required to complete an
annotated bibliography. She believed this was helpful for her and particularly for those intending to be
full time practicing artist’s after they graduated.
In the program outline it suggests that students are taught the “theoretical, historical, and
critical contexts of contemporary art practice.” Marie felt the teaching program was quite
contemporary and had an awareness of today’s art. She told me that a lot of the learning would come
from talking to her lecturers and from their specific expertise and knowledge. She explained that the
weekly theory lectures were “the most informative because it’s just a block of information and a
tutorial after that.” For professional practice Marie was put into a group with students who were
studying in other disciplines such as sculpture and photography. She believed the purpose of this pilot
exhibition was to prepare her for the ‘real world.’
Marie had not decided what she would do after she graduated but had considered working in
the field of teaching and education because of her previous working experience. She felt prepared to
work in an arts-related field after she graduated but was not sure she could work independently as an
artist for the time being. When she gained more confidence in her work she definitely would.
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Observation with Marie
Marie primarily created work using print making methods and processes and described herself as a
perfectionist. She found that using printmaking enabled her to work faster and create art works with
more flexibility. She was drawn to patterns, abstraction and colors. Marie began printmaking on
colored plastic sheets and after a conversation with her print technician began printing on old fuji-film
photo proofing paper. After printing on the photo proofing paper she intends to cut them up and
transform them into different collages and blocks of color. Marie mentioned two artist models that she
used for reference. The first was Olafur Eliasson who creates art works mostly through installation
and sculpture alongside architects, engineers and scientists. She was inspired by his diversity in
practice and one of his art works that related to the experience of color. The second artist model was
Laura Berman who works primarily with print media and cut outs of organic colored shapes. This artist
overlays the shapes on each other to create interesting abstractions. Marie’s intention was to use a
similar process and methodology to create her art works, with the potential of presenting her work in a
form of installation and even moving image.

Figure 21: Marie in the printmaking workshop.

Figure 22: One of Marie’s screen-prints.

Figure 23: Marie’s screen-prints overlapped.

5.5

Figure 24: Marie’s earlier cutouts of transparent film.

New Zealand Institution 2

Participant 7 - Steve
Interview with Steve
•

General background

Steve is a New Zealand Pakeha/quarter Māori in his early forties currently studying his second year
part-time in the Master of Fine Arts. He came to New Zealand Institution 2 because he had previously
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studied for his undergraduate degree there, as well as for convenience and locality. Following
graduation he worked in the advertising industry for nearly fifteen years. He was also impressed with
who was teaching at his institution. He said, “It seems like it’s actually even better than what it was
when I first came here.” Steve is studying part-time and has two more years until he completes the
program.
•

Steve’s art making and process

In the past two years Steve has focused on “creating oil paintings of figures, portraits, mundane
objects and environments.” His recent work explores nostalgia and ancestry. He said that during his
undergraduate studies his work was much more playful, with less care, but his present work is serious
and laconic. He said that at an early age his cousin was really good at drawing so he aspired to be
able to draw like him:
He could draw Hercules and you know, kind of comic book super heroes and I would always
try and copy him but I could never do it. I still couldn’t actually.
After explaining why he had chosen to continue painting Steve said that the lecturers had also spoken
about how “we’re in a post-medium phase.” In the previous year of his study not many students were
painting, whereas installation and moving image had become increasingly popular. Steve understood
why those forms of media had become so popular. He explained that it was “one of the most relevant
mediums today” because it is a big part of our visual culture. He believed that contemporary art was
not so much now about the media and technical skill, but rather the conceptual ideas.
Steve explained his influences in art making as film, photographers, designers, fine artists,
architecture, illustrators, commercial artists, graphic artists, and sign writers. He also drew reference
from photographs of ancestors, old modernist buildings, and a range of archival photographic footage.
Some key artist models he mentioned were Gerhard Richter, Neo Rausch, Luke Twyman and some
more traditional artists like Manet and Degas. Steve said that photography played a large part in his
process for reference material before beginning his paintings. The photographs he used were
“everyday snap shots” of various objects, people and locations in his environment such as work,
university, home, nature, and mundane objects like trees. The images that he photographed became
a form of documentation of places he had been, seen and which reflected the people he had been
with and knew. While watching films and videos on the internet, he would also take screen shots of
particular scenes that he thought he could use in his paintings. He kept his selection of images that he
painted on his computer. These were then cropped, and gridded onto the canvas.
•

Steve’s cultural milieu

Steve understood the term ‘cultural milieu’ to mean “cultural landscape.” When asked about his studio
environment, he explained that because he was studying part-time he would often come in at night
time so there would be fewer students in the studio, but he would always get inspired when he saw
other students’ work around him. He believed the studio was an environment with good energy for
him to create art work and get away from the corporate culture of his other profession in advertising.
He was interested in the pohutakawa trees, parks, and the domain with a particular liking for the old
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museum’s building structure. By photographing and painting buildings that resembled an older
generation he could capture and express a sense of nostalgia and documentation of the past.
•

Steve’s understanding of visual culture

Steve defined the term ‘visual culture’ being:
[C]ulture that is surrounded by, or dependent on, or lives with all this visual information. As
opposed to a literary culture where it lives on the written word. Now it’s more what you see.
He listed examples of visual culture prevalent in his city as “billboards, signage, posters, advertising,
yeah a lot of advertising...fashion.” Steve believed that visual culture did influence his art making
because he worked in an advertising environment where he was partially creating advertisements
himself. He believed there was a similarity and correlation between his occupation as an art director
and the process of being an artist. This included the skill of photography, selection of appropriate
imagery, editing, drawing, composing and then creating a finished product. In the previous year Steve
had begun using Photoshop to help him compose his paintings before beginning on canvas. He
mentioned how influential digital media was and how photographs could be captured on people’s
smart phones. He found the idea of modern digitization and analogue an interesting conversation for
informing his painting:
You’re taking this digital image, you’re pulling it out of the digital and making it analogue again
so you’re kind of bringing it to life and weirdly preserving it.
Steve also commented on the relevance of being a designer:
It seems that anything creative more than ever seems like a really solid career path. It feels
really relevant with game developers, app designers, design is just everywhere.
•

Steve’s appraisal of the teaching program at New Zealand Institution 2

As a part-time student Steve had to produce 80% studio work and 20% in the form of a 5000 word
written essay that contextualized his ideas and practice. Accompanying the studio work is a journal,
portfolio of previous works and an exhibition in the final year with resolved art works. This year Steve
was assigned one supervisor throughout the year with only one required weekly lecture. The lectures
would include a diverse range of guest speakers and afterwards students were usually given readings
or participated in group critiques. He believed the lectures helped him understand how professional
artists are practicing as well as providing motivation and inspiration for his own practice. The rest of
the time in studio was very self-directed and “you are pretty much left to your own devices,” but if he
needed help, supervisors would be readily available. Steve believed the program was very
contemporary and idea-focused, but at the same time he could explore any ideas he wanted to. He
explained “you get support, no matter what you’re doing.” Steve thought the program had definitely
supported him working towards creating a developed body of work. He had real confidence in the
institution’s brilliance and said, “They do foster really serious professional artists or you know, the
making of those.”
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Observations with Steve
An important part of Steve’s process was not only the painting but also using photography as a form
of “recording visual information”, followed by a careful process of selection and digital cropping.
During one of the observations Steve used a set of screenshots on his computer which he had taken
from a French film called “Woman on the Sixth Floor.” He admired the cinematographers ability to
compose the frame and he snap-shot multiple scenes throughout the movie and used them as scenes
for his paintings. He stumbled across this photo selection process by accident but thought he could
use these screenshots as a way of documenting what he was doing and what he was seeing. He
concluded by saying, “It’s probably more about me watching TV than the actual image.” Some of the
other paintings Steve had created were from his recent trip to his mum’s farm which is out of his city.
One of the paintings featured his mum’s cow, his son picking blackberries and his son getting out of
the pool. On the way back to his city Steve took a snapshot of a massive macrocarpa tree. He said
that he did not really know how to paint trees but he thought trees and forestry were relevant subject
matter for his background and living in New Zealand. Using images from his environment enabled him
to use them in and out of context in his paintings by playing with simple compositional devices such
as collage and scale.

Figure 25: Steve photographing his surroundings.

Figure 26: Steve’s painting of his son.

Figure 27: Steve’s painting of a screenshot from a film.
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Figure 28: Steve working in his studio.

Participant 8 - Ah Yee
Interview with Ah Yee
•

General background

Ah Yee is a Chinese female currently studying in her final year of the Master of Fine Arts. Ah Yee is
her nickname, which she is called by her family and it stands for ‘number two.’ She was born and
raised in Hong Kong where she studied her BA degree in English and Comparative Literature then
moved to England for six years to study her Postgraduate Diploma in Arts Administration. After
returning to Auckland she studied her Bachelor of Fine Arts Honors degree at the same institution at
which she is currently studying. The reason for studying here was because of its reputation and
because a number of leading contemporary New Zealand artists were graduates of this institution.
•

Ah Yee’s art making and process

Ah Yee’s art making focuses on two key themes. First is her interest in mark-making and the other is
the depletion of energy. Within her first set of art works, the hand-made bodily gesture of markmaking are explorations of the gesture and mark made by a living body in the world:
Your hand-made gesture is a mark of your existence or your presence in the world and your
painting is a documentation of the gesture.
As each mark is made Ah Yee explained that it was also a documentation and recording of time and a
sense of declaration in her hand and body where “materiality actually dictates the speed of
production.” Ah Yee’s second key theme was related to depicting depletion and loss by using ink and
acrylic. She was drawn to the natural phenomenon that occurred in painting and it’s similarities to life
and nature. She soaked stacks of blank paper in a book with ink, with each page representing the
sense of slow depletion. Her other work comprised large single marks on canvas with a large readymade brush that was the size of the canvas. The gestures also depicted depletion and ideas related
to atrophy, traces, memories, absence, the breaking down of materialized ghosts, the dying of life, or
the disappearance of life. She preferred to let the materials guide her process rather than imposing
the idea on her art making. Through her experiences and her life lessons, Ah Yee wants to look
inwardly and critically at herself and “express about the depth of my being.”
After attending a Max Gimblett workshop Ah Yee explained that she became fond of using
Japanese and Chinese ink on paper. Working in monochrome, her work continues to develop and
resemble a simplistic eastern aesthetic with a sense of melancholia and impurity. She was particularly
drawn to western abstract painting, contemporary Chinese art and Korean abstract painters from the
1970’s because of their fusion between western and eastern aesthetics and philosophy. Ah Yee
explained that the written word and language were defining underpinnings of her life, thus she
decided to develop her next series of work using ancient characters from a Chinese calligraphy
manual. She began using Photoshop to layer multiple Chinese characters with various transparencies
on top of each other. Her aim was to create a conversation related to the instantaneous production of
an image, which could then be reproduced, appropriated, and taken in and out of context through the
“cold media of the computer.” In contrast to her gestural works, these new works would be more
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layered, abstract geometric shapes with more ambiguity, complexity and richer meaning for the
viewer:
It’s layering like in life. You have the layering of experiences, sensations, thinking, your past,
your present, your future.
•

Ah Yee’s cultural milieu

Ah Yee understood the term ‘cultural milieu’ to mean a “cultural template that we operate from” and a
“set of conditioning which we receive from birth.” Explained in greater depth, she said that it was
related to the sensory preferences that people are familiar with because it had been ingrained or
embedded in us before we even know it. She discussed her understanding of cultural milieu in
relation to her art practice:
If you appropriate from your cultural milieu you are using cultural signifiers in your work but if
you want to depart from it, you can reject it, you can rebel against it, you can break it down or
you can recompose it and transform it.
Ah Yee believed that culture was a “living thing” and not something fixed but always interchanging.
She suggested that when cultures are mixed, then new, interesting and creative things could be
produced so “the cultural milieu can be anything.” Ah Yee described the visual environment of her
city as a place with clean air, lots of space and nature, quiet, and a city with plenty of natural light.
Whether it was a natural environment or a man-made environment she believed the colors in her city
were not as intense compared with Hong Kong. When asked if the visual environment of her city
influenced her work, she said it was possible. She did not believe it would necessarily be through
what she saw but how she worked with reference to materials or people from New Zealand, such as
paper, sounds, and performance artists.
•

Ah Yee’s understanding of visual culture

Ah Yee’s definition of the term ‘visual culture’ was explained as a “set of standard of appreciation or
recognition of composition of images which share a commonality of people living in a place.” She
suggested that “Maori-oriented or influenced images” were examples of some other visual culture in
her city. In her third year of study during her undergraduate degree she was creating mountain
paintings. She was not sure why she was influenced to do so but believed it may have been because
of her Chinese background and it’s connection to Chinese landscape paintings, or possibly because
she was surrounded by and had visited many mountains around her city.
•

Ah Yee’s appraisal of the teaching program at New Zealand Institution 2

Ah Yee explained that in her Master of Fine Arts she is required to produce 80% studio work and 20%
written work in the form of a 5000 word essay explaining her ideas related to art practice. There are
weekly lectures and regular critiques either one-on-one or in groups, which she believed to be very
important. There were also reading groups at which the students were given contemporary art articles
to read, discuss, and help contextualize their art practice. In the program outline for this degree it
states that students are taught original creative thinking. Ah Yee responded by explaining that by
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spending time “thinking, doing and materializing” in her art practice, it would help her search for
questions and self-discovery of something relevant to her.
Ah Yee explained there was an emphasis on criticality towards the development of practice,
conceptual ideas, and material thinking through making rather than technical training. She said that
her institution was a very multi-disciplined art school but there were institutional preferences towards
more popular mediums such as sculpture, photography and video. Ah Yee’s past and present
supervisors have always been open to her ideas, but were always critical when they believed
something was not working. She was pushed to answer her own questions. Her only criticism was
that while she was still locating her practice within the eastern and western aesthetic her work was
only viewed through a Eurocentric perspective at the institution:
I feel I have a lot of me and a lot of my references or note preferences but something that is in
me that is common sense or knowledge to me is not recognized or understood simply
because the supervisors are looking at my approach, not so much my work from a very
Eurocentric, from a mono lingual / mono cultural point of view.
Ah Yee’s intention after graduating is to continue operating as a trans-national artist working both in
New Zealand and Hong Kong, with the potential of more study in China. She believed that by the end
of her studies she would have developed a set of guiding principles to her art making practice.
Observation with Ah Yee
Ah Yee explained that she became very interested in “the power of the stroke” and it’s relation to the
gestural body movement being encapsulated into her art work. She decided to focus on limiting the
colors and kept a monochromatic palette so she could focus on the physical and performative act of
mark-making. Taking a minimalist approach, a key artist model for Ah Yee is Korean artist Lee Ufan
who has a similar aesthetic and conceptual framework. Her aim was to integrate an eastern aesthetic
in her work but to go beyond the traditional Chinese calligraphic approach. “It’s an intention to
somehow incorporate something in my background which I can relate to.”

Figure 29: Ah Yee painting in her studio.

Figure 30: Ah Yee’s gestural paintings.
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Figure 31: Ah Yee’s digital paintings.

5.6

Figure 32: Ah Yee’s earlier gestural paintings.

Participant-researcher

Participant Researcher - Bobby
Self-Interview with Bobby
•

General background

My name is Bobby and I am a 28 year old Chinese male who previously studied an undergraduate
degree called the Bachelor of Design where I majored in visual arts. I moved from Hong Kong to New
Zealand when I was three years old and have been living in Auckland ever since. I selected this
particular institution at the suggestion of my parents and to gain more qualifications. Since graduating
from this program in 2010 I have continued postgraduate studies within education where I am
currently studying my Master of Education.
•

Bobby’s art making and process

My earlier art work made during the time at my undergraduate art institution was focused on
portraiture and landscapes through the medium and process of oil painting. I would often draw
portraits that were referenced from fashion magazines, books and the internet. Alongside my studio
art practice was an interest in graffiti and street art which I had held since my teenage years. I create
graffiti art with aerosol spray paint and house paints where the art works are usually made outdoors
with an emphasis on abstract lettering and colors. The traditional framework for graffiti was to write
your name in as many places as you could, and become as prolific as possible in the public eye. I
was drawn to graffiti because I saw it on the street and all my friends at high school were doing it. At
the time, tagging and graffiti were extremely prevalent in my neighborhood. My current body of work
explores the differences and similarities between Chinese and Māori culture through the medium of
painting. The work looks primarily at mythology and stories, symbols, motifs, colors and folklore
traditions, and in some cases, the appropriation of these two cultures into my art work. Still in its
developmental phase, the shift in ideas in my recent work was influenced by multiple factors. Firstly,
having studied a postgraduate diploma in secondary teaching I learnt that visual arts can be about
cultural enquiry, with a focus on learning about other’s cultures as well as my own. This postgraduate
program changed my whole perception of art education and I finally understood what my
undergraduate program was trying to teach me. The second idea was that my work should represent
or say something about myself and who I am, thus I chose to incorporate my Chinese ethnicity. My
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Chinese culture is a topic that I have never previously explored, although I have had every opportunity
to do so. The third and most important development was how to merge my graffiti art, which was
predominantly an outdoor art practice, with my studio practice indoors. This was always a struggle for
me but through the shift in media to acrylic paint, an underpinning of contextual framework, and use of
an illustrative aesthetic my new art making practice has begun. My different experiences in, and out of
the art institution in which I currently teach, have ultimately changed my approach, thinking and
understanding about art making.
•

Bobby’s cultural milieu

I understand the term ‘cultural milieu’ to mean my cultural surroundings or environment. Within my
immediate living environment, which is outside the city centre of Auckland, I am surrounded by an
abundance of nature that includes trees, greenery and parks. The visual landscape of Auckland city,
in contrast, is dominated by large buildings, architecture, retail shops, advertisements, posters and
billboards. The saturation of visual media present in our environment and surroundings is not only
overwhelming, but has become so embedded into the visual make-up of the city that people do not
notice it in their daily lives.
•

Bobby’s understanding of visual culture

My definition of visual culture is all the visual imagery/objects that are in our environment which have
the power to influence who we are, what we do, and how we understand the world. I believe that
visual culture does influence my work but mostly through the mediation of the internet, rather than my
immediate visual cultural environment. In my art making, as well as researching artist models related
to my practice, a significant influence on my practice is looking at contemporary visual culture such as
graffiti art, street art, illustration, fashion, cartoons, TV, movies, and tattoos. These are all visual
components that are influencing my art making.
•

Bobby’s appraisal of the teaching program

By default, I chose to paint and never thought to use other mediums to explore my ideas. This was
most likely because of my deeply embedded impression and perception of what I thought the term
‘art’ was, and how it was supposed to look. I had always been encouraged to explore my own ideas in
any way, shape or form and my lecturers from the undergraduate program had always facilitated my
learning and tried to push me to develop art works. The core teaching program in the final year
consisted of studio, drawing and theory. I believe that the visual arts program at this institution
operated within a fine arts paradigm with a focus on traditional art practice, art history and art making
processes. From memory we were not taught about how to engage with our cultural milieu or visual
culture.
In the previous years of the undergraduate program, the studio spaces were shared with
other students but in the final year we had individual rooms. Lecturers would walk around on a daily
basis to check our art making and give feedback on our progress. The environment of the institution
was very inviting and open for students to look at other’s artworks, and discuss with them about our
own work. Having graduated from the undergraduate degree I am unsure if I was prepared to operate
as a practicing artist. Nor did I believe I had a developed body of art work. My journey in the visual
arts was just beginning.
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Figure 33: Me painting at an art festival.

Figure 34: My painting in Christchurch.

Figure 35: Me on the scissor lift in Christchurch.

Figure 36: My painting for a friend in Toronto.
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Chapter 6: AN EVALUATION OF THE FINDINGS – CONCLUSIONS DRAWN
6.1

Introduction

The research findings generated a number of conclusions in the context of the research questions
and the data collected in New Zealand and Hong Kong. This chapter offers critical perspectives on
the definitions and understandings of visual culture expressed by the participants in relation to current
literature that supports a clear paradigm shift in visual arts education towards visual culture art
education (VCAE). The participating institutions are reflected on to understand if their programs
delivered what they purported to do. This chapter also includes my critical interpretation of what was
learned, said, experienced and observed during the research process that has led to the
recommendations and my suggestions about future challenges presented in the final chapter.
6.2

Did the participants think critically about their surroundings and cultural milieu?

It was evident that participants, including me, did engage with our studio and institutional
environments but most of us did not critically engage with our broader milieu – our environment,
neighborhood or social surroundings - of Hong Kong and New Zealand. Of the four participants in
Hong Kong, Cleo and Felice did not understand the term ‘cultural milieu’, possibly because of the
language barrier. Although Emily said “I have no idea”, she was engaged with a project about an
aspect of her neighborhood through observing her neighbor across the road in order to examine the
norm of the family structure in Chinese society. The fourth Hong Kong participant, Angela, aptly
described this term as the characteristics or style of an environment, place or society.
The four participants from New Zealand used key words that defined their understanding of
‘cultural milieu’ as the characteristics of an individual’s landscape, environment and surroundings.
There were two more individualistic interpretations of ‘cultural milieu’. Laura described this as a
“cooking pot of different cultures,” with reference to a place that has many different cultures of people.
Ah Yee explained cultural milieu as a “cultural template or a set of conditioning” which suggested that
local people are embedded with a set of beliefs, understanding, general knowledge and customs of a
place in which these customs are normal to those people and may only be strange to outsiders. Ah
Yee’s explanation aligns with the interpretation of the term ‘culture’ by Howells (2003), which states
that culture is a set of systems, customs and beliefs that are relative to the actions and thoughts of the
people that use or give meaning to them.
The Hong Kong environment was notable for the significant presence of man-made visual
culture while New Zealand was less confined physically and surrounded by more nature. The Hong
Kong participants explained that their city was very small in size and was filled with shopping malls,
houses, masses of people, fast paced living, and an absence of nature in the visual landscape.
Similarly, the New Zealand participants believed that their city was predominately occupied by
billboards, shops, and architecture, with the exception that outside the city there was an abundance of
physical spaces, parks, trees, and nature. While there was certainly less visual saturation of media in
New Zealand, compared with Hong Kong, there was little evidence in the findings that suggested that
the participants were critically engaging with what they saw in their environments and social
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surroundings. Marie believed that her environment did not influence her at all and Laura, who was
unsure, explained that it might have subconsciously affected her art making. Mitchell (2002) claims
that, anybody who lives in any culture lives within visual culture. In this research I concluded that the
participants’ surroundings were used merely as a point of reference for subject matter in their art
work. Emily’s exploration into the family structure in Chinese society was the only instance which
used her visual experience to inform a social issue. This sense of critical thinking connects to Sturken
and Cartwright’s (2001) claim that the daily visual experience can be used to challenge an individual’s
own, as well as others’, preconceptions. It was clear that the other participants had little interest,
feeling or need for critical analysis towards their visual surroundings in the city. This confirmed how
deeply embedded visual images, media, sites, and artifacts are in our environments. We simply do
not challenge our viewing habits, but passively accept the visual information that saturates our daily
lives, experiences and understanding of the social world. This finding aligns with Duncum’s (2002)
claim that our daily visual experiences and encounters are so familiar they are left undisputed.
6.3

How did tertiary art students define the term ‘visual culture’?

Each of the eight student participants articulated slightly different definitions of the term ‘visual
culture’. These included all the visual images, objects, and places that people can see in their
environment and surroundings. In Hong Kong Institution 1, Emily’s interpretation of visual culture was
anything that was visually man made, designed or fabricated, for example CD shops and food
packaging, television, and architecture. This understanding was similar to the interpretation by Kuru
(2010), and Smith’s (2003) list of visual culture examples that included clothing, buildings and
photographs. Both Felice and Cleo explained that it was a particular style that is designed or created
that appeals to certain people, such as an advertising poster made specifically to attract local people
or a type of fashion that is worn by, for example, the youth population. Angela described it as the
“visual attraction” of a place, district or community.
New Zealand participants, Laura and Marie, considered visual culture to be all the images
that you are surrounded by in your environment. Steve made reference to this term as the people or a
culture of people that live in or use the visual information around them, while Ah Yee suggested that
visual culture was a set of recognizable images or features of images that relate, represent, or identify
certain people, places or origins. She acknowledged that New Zealand was a place that had a range
of Māori-oriented and influenced images. Reflective of these findings was the participants’ proposition
of the relationship between the individual and a visual image, site or artifact. This relationship
between the viewer and the environment in which something is viewed is the fundamental framework
that underpins the intention behind visual culture art education (Illeris & Arvedsen, 2011).
Four participants from New Zealand and two from Hong Kong named types of visual culture
that were prevalent in their city. The most commonly mentioned were billboards, advertisements,
architecture and posters. I concluded that there was not a significant difference between the
definitions of visual culture found in Hong Kong and New Zealand. Unlike the lack of familiarity with
the term ‘cultural milieu’, I was surprised at the accuracy of the participants’ interpretation of this term,
given that they said they had never been taught about visual culture. Their list of definitions was very
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similar to the extensive array of arguments and justifications made by the key advocates of visual
culture art education (VCAE), such as Duncum (2013) and Tavin (2009). However, because the
students had not been taught at their tertiary institutions about visual culture, I believe there was
some confusion as to the extent of what is defined as visual culture, and how broad this list can be.
The participants seemed to differentiate their definition of visual culture between their visual
environment (in which they were not interested) and the visual culture that influenced their art making.
6.4

What did influence participants’ art making?

The findings show that the participants were influenced by a range of stimuli and sources of
inspiration with visual culture being very visible in the participants’ environments and their daily lives. I
considered that visual culture played a significant role for six participants’ art making, while four
believed visual culture did not influence them at all, and two were unsure. Three participants from the
four who believed that visual culture did not influence them had given me a list of influences in their
art making that fell under the visual culture category as defined by the literature. At the same time,
when they were asked if visual culture had influenced them they replied “no”. I can only assume that if
they had an understanding of how visual culture is clearly defined they would suggest that they are
influenced by visual culture. Without the student’s understanding of the parameters of visual culture, I
ascertained that these six participants were influenced by a range of images, sites, and artefacts
found in visual culture as well as other forms of knowledge and information traditionally found in fine
arts institutions. The type of visual culture that influenced the six participants’ art making was different
from the list of visual culture that was described in their surroundings of Hong Kong and New
Zealand.
Emily, from Hong Kong Institution 1, explained that she was influenced by everyday life,
events, people, and in particular CD shops. She used a broad range of processes that included
painting, photography, collage, video, and transfers with a range of traditional media and everyday
materials such as cheese, cement and leaves. She explored her understanding of personal emotion,
family structure in Chinese society and the natural order of life. Cleo mentioned the influence of
poems, songs, and literature, which she used to help her create illustrations, prints and paintings that
related to time and space, memories, meaning of life and her experiences while staying in Europe.
Similarly, Angela from Hong Kong Institution 2 mentioned the influence of English and Chinese
literature, books, music, paintings and magazines. She used these influences to inspire her paintings,
drawings and performance that dealt with ideas related to emotion, body movement, relationships
between herself and others, and the visualisation of her personal thoughts. Felice was influenced by
the internet, galleries, museums and a range of artist models. She created work primarily through
jewellery, clay making and photography. Her ideas were an exploration of her daily life, experiences,
and most recently the theme of loneliness and being homesick. Emily, Cleo and Felice also
participated in an overseas exchange program in America and England for one semester which they
believed had greatly influenced their art making.
New Zealand participant, Laura, explained her interest in text books and essays which were
reflected in her exploration through line, shape, and disruption of the textual language. Her recent
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works were created primarily through the sewing of cotton onto brail paper and in some cases mixed
media with acrylic paint. Marie explained that she drew influence from textiles, patterns, memories
and experiences from her travels, and also from artist models. Marie hand printed on sheets of
coloured photo-proofing paper to create abstract patterns, colour and line, with the potential of
creating her final work as an installation. Steve from New Zealand Institution 2 was interested in film,
photography, design, commercial art, sign writing and artist models. He used his daily visual
experiences as a process to create oil paintings to document his memories, nostalgia, people he had
met, and things he had seen. Ah Yee, in contrast, was much more drawn to Chinese and western
artist models who were primarily painters and she was interested in their philosophy and process.
This helped her create her large ‘zen like’ ink paintings that explored the bodily gesture, ghosts,
depletion of life and recording of time. I was personally interested in graffiti, film, artist models, tattoos,
and illustration. From these influences I created abstract illustrative and typographical graffiti pieces
with aerosol and acrylic paint, both outdoors on a large scale, and indoors on canvas.
Each participant was influenced by visual culture in different ways but there were similarities
between their approaches to certain themes, ideas and processes. Cleo, Angela, Ah Yee, Steve and I
continued to paint while the other participants were making art with different media, but still relatively
within the traditions of the fine arts. Evident in the findings were the influences of both visual culture
and the traditional model of teaching found in visual arts education. All four participants from New
Zealand, and Felice from Hong Kong, used ‘artist models’ as a point of reference. This was not
unexpected for the New Zealand participants since the concept of studying the established practices
of artist models is central to the secondary school art curriculum for senior students. There was
evidence that the use of artist models helped these participants’ art making with the selection of their
media and ideas.
Participants drew on a range of influences beyond fine arts to inform their art making. Mitchell
(2002) and Efland (2005) state that distinctions between high art and low art forms should no longer
take precedence or be differentiated between, suggesting the need to broaden the domain of study
beyond the traditional institutional parameters to help students engage with everyday images, sites
and artifacts that foster habits of critical thinking. Methods such as photo-elicitation helped with the
discussion of images and references that the participants used in their art making. My assumption,
before the research began, was that the participants in Hong Kong would be influenced much more
by visual culture and their visual environment than those in New Zealand. The findings showed,
however, that there was an equal range of influences of many different types of visual culture on all
participants’ art making. I concluded that participants in both Hong Kong and New Zealand were not
particularly interested in their visual surroundings because their environments were so saturated with
visual culture that they simply did not know how to make meaning or interpret the visual overload.
6.5

How did globalization and digital media influence the participants and their art

making?
A surprising finding was that there were very few participants using digital media as their main mode
of art making, despite each of them using a form of digital technology in their lives. Emily, Cleo and
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Felice all mentioned the use of photography as part of their process, but not as the final medium for
presenting their work. Rather, photography was used as device for capturing images primarily of their
environment. Emily, for example, took photographs of her next door neighbor and used this image in
her transfers onto cement. Cleo created paintings that merged her photographs from Europe with her
imaginary Chinese-styled landscapes.
For the New Zealand participants, both Steve and Ah Yee used Photoshop to create their art
works. In Ah Yee’s latest series of works she had begun creating digital inkjet printed artworks that
layered Chinese characters on top of each other by editing those images on this computer program.
Her reason for using this media was to explore the idea of instantaneous mass reproduction. Her aim
was to paint over the digital prints with her Chinese and Japanese inks to develop more intricate
layering. Steve used Photoshop differently by beginning with photography to document his daily
experiences, visual landscape and mundane objects. His next step was to create digital collages on
Photoshop and play with various visual devices such as scale and composition to create a rough
mock up, before painting these images on canvas. Steve was creating his own realities by
manipulating images from his environment. His idea relates to Freedman’s (2003) and Sweeny’s
(2004) claim that when an image is taken or used out of context then the boundaries of reality is
blurred and forged representations of reality can be created.
An alternative form of digital media that participants in both Hong Kong and New Zealand
engaged with was an ‘app’ on the iPhone, called ‘Instagram.’ During my informal discussions with
Felice, Angela and Marie we all mentioned that we were users of this app. This ‘app’ is a photosharing application in which the users contribute images and short videos to the wider digital
community. The images that are being posted are operating as a daily visual diary that documents
and presents the way in which we are actively living, participating, and viewing by showing our
understanding of the world, ourselves, and our art work (Wilson, 2008). As well as having people that
follow them on Instagram, the participants can also follow other people which may include their
friends, artists, celebrities, and fan pages.
This interaction with digital media technologies, and the temporality of the internet, reflects
the ‘community of self-controlled shared experiences’ stated by Duncum (2013). Information is shared
and experienced through a different platform than previously taught in institutions and individuals are
no longer just consumers but described as ‘prosumers’. Individuals are creating their own contentdriven media that continues to filter into the saturated and globalized visual world. This engagement in
digital media technologies is particularly relevant for art institutions because it operates very
differently from the educational system of teaching and learning that I found in the tertiary art
institutions of Hong Kong and New Zealand. Duncum (2013) also states that visual arts educators
need to engage and support these types of digital sites of visual culture to enhance the students’
critical understanding of knowledge, rather than their pre-packaged ideas and views. It is clear from
the findings that for six of the participants, digital media is being used within a participatory
community, used to influence their art making but, at the same time, not as a platform for art
production that responds to the critical engagement of visual culture.
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6.6

Did the teaching programs at any or all of the four institutions support students'

understanding of visual culture?
All four institutions were very accommodating to the development of their students’ art making needs,
but only Hong Kong Institution 2’s program was cited as supporting an understanding of visual
culture. There was no evidence of this at the other three institutions. In Hong Kong Institution 1 both
participants believed that visual culture was not present in their institutions while in Hong Kong
Institution 2, both participants suggested that visual culture was present in their teaching program.
Angela said that because her teachers are Hong Kong artists themselves they may bring their own
ideas to the teaching program, while Felice’s response was, “I guess so.”
New Zealand Institution 1 states that students will engage in discussions about ‘visual arts
culture.’ Laura suggested that while ‘visual culture,’ per se, was not taught within their program she
had opportunity in her theory course to learn about art images from different visual arts cultures.
Laura’s lecturer also encouraged her to “look so we can see things differently” in relation to images,
objects and places on the street. She explained that this took place during a discussion with her
lecturer, and not in an actual course devoted to the conditions of looking (Duncum, 2006; Tavin,
2009). Marie’s lecturers suggested that students should visit galleries and exhibitions. In comparison,
participants from New Zealand Institution 2 believed that the teaching of visual culture was not
present in their program.
While the two students from Hong Kong Institution 2 suggested that there was a possibility
that their institution taught visual culture, there was no evidence that I saw which supported the
learning or teaching of the types of visual culture that they were engaging with. This accounts for why
six participants explained that their institution did not support visual culture. Rather, the programs’
prescriptions aligned with the education of historical and contemporary fine arts images. As the
literature suggests, these institutions may need to take the first step towards promoting the teaching
and learning of visual cultural forms that are not normally categorized within western arts (Illeris and
Arvedsen, 2011). From my perspective, all four institutions were still located within a visual arts
paradigm that focused primarily on art production, art criticism, art history and contemporary art within
a mode of learning and teaching that resembled discipline-based art education (Smith, 2003).
According to Efland (2005) and Marriner (2006), visual culture art education can support students in
the creation of knowledge that parallels the traditions of fine arts with contemporary visual culture.
This suggests that institutions could well move beyond the parameters of fine arts to help students
engage with different visual forms found outside the traditional learning environment, to encourage
them to be critical observers. By doing so, tertiary students can challenge their discourses,
assumptions and beliefs, or they will continue to passively accept the information that surrounds them
(Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005).
6.7

Did the institutions deliver what they purported?

The institutions did deliver what they purported to do, although this was qualified by some comments
about the programs from participants. At Hong Kong Institution 1, there was an equal emphasis
between the teaching of eastern and western art, with students having to choose what they preferred
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to study. The program outline explained the emphasis on learning about the art of China, but both
participants expressed little interest in this topic. Emily mentioned that the institution promoted
multidisciplinary studies, yet the facilities and equipment were less accommodating for students
wanting to create sculptures or ceramics. Both Emily and Cleo were also required to study general
education courses in which Emily studied anthropology, science and cultural studies while Cleo
studied appreciation of western music, biochemistry and foundations in public health. Both
participants believed that their lecturers challenged them to think and question the ideas that helped
develop their art making. They were confident that after they graduate from their institution they would
be working towards a career in an arts field, which is the ultimate outcome of the program. At Hong
Kong Institution 2 there was also an equal emphasis between the study of eastern and western art.
Angela and Felice had opportunities to work across disciplines without needing to major in a particular
pathway. This reflected the institution’s mission statement for hybrid practices and interdisciplinary
studies. Both participants said that although it was an advantage to explore many different pathways
this simultaneously made it harder for them to focus on a particular practice. Teaching technical skills
was not a priority. Instead, there was focus on the development of their thinking and ideas along with
the support of a range of different general education courses. Angela, for example, studied Mandarin,
computer science and philosophy while Felice studied languages in English, Chinese and
Putongwha.

3

At New Zealand Institution 1, Marie and Laura explained that majoring in one discipline still
enabled them to work within a broad range of media. The program outline states that students will
engage in discussions about historical and theoretical issues related to visual arts culture in their first
year. Laura noted that through lectures, discussions, and tutorials, they studied a range of historical
and contemporary art that included art from Mexico, England and Asia. Both Marie and Laura
explained that the professional and exhibitions practice course was highly important in preparation for
their entry into the creative industries. The lecturers and technicians were also viewed as highly
influential on the development of their art practice by giving the students feedback. Another aim of the
program was for students to develop a resolved body of work in their final year that both the
participants were working towards. At New Zealand Institution 2, the only postgraduate program in
this research, both Ah Yee and Steve rated the program very highly. As a very self-directed program
the participants engaged in critiques with groups of their peers and one-on-one critiques with their
highly professional supervisors.
I concluded that all the institutions delivered their overall program outline, with the lecturers
being particularly influential, respectful and supportive of the development of their students’ art
practice. New Zealand Institution 1 was the only one that made mention of visual culture, but more
specifically ‘visual arts culture’. However, this was not within the context of the visual culture being
discussed in this research. While it was clear that the current visual arts education model is very
successful for students developing an art practice, it was evident from the findings that there is a

3

Although it was not a criterion for the interviews and observations, the small studio spaces described by the Hong Kong
participants influenced the more intimate scale of their art works.
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critical component missing that can challenge students to respond in different ways to their visual
experiences and influences in their art making.
6.8

Did the research offer self-reflection for me and the other participants?

The research offered opportunity for my self-reflection as an artist, visual arts educator, and
participant-researcher. It allowed me to examine my perceptions, understanding and influences
towards engaging in contemporary visual culture and it’s relation to my art making. Responding to the
literature enabled me to reflect on the broad range of visual culture that was a part of my daily life,
and my lack of critical engagement with these visual forms. I became aware of how embedded visual
media is in the man-made environment for me, and all the participants involved in this research.
Informal discussions with participants created dialogue that showed how they engaged with visual
culture that ultimately helped me inquire more deeply into my own art practice.
The research prompted me to make connections between the literature and whether visual
culture art education was being implemented in a small sample of teaching programs in both Hong
Kong and New Zealand. Once the research was completed I came to the realization that all four
institutions, as well as the tertiary art institution in which I had studied as a student, were still
positioned largely within the contested paradigm of teaching visual arts. It revealed how prevalent the
use of artist models was, particularly in the New Zealand institutions, while across all four institutions
the focus was predominantly upon art images. Reflecting now on the world and how my perceptions,
understanding and knowledge were created, I realized that most of this knowledge and information
was learned, as well as shared, outside the classroom and beyond art images. I became more
conscious about the relevance of teaching visual culture and how it could benefit my professional
practice, as well as having implications for future students. I concluded that teaching solely about
visual arts images found in the art world will not adequately equip visual arts educators or students to
work towards social, political, and cultural change (Freedman, 2003).
As a participant-researcher, the reflecting, writing and reporting of this research was much
more meaningful for me. It brought me closer towards integration between the roles of
artist/researcher/and teacher, highlighted by the methodology within a/r/tography. Previously, I had
believed that these roles were very separate. During, and at the conclusion of the research, I
understood how they can inform each other. Learning about others’ art practice, as well as my own,
has created opportunities for critical thinking in relation to the improvement and development of my
future professional practice. By making connections between my art and teaching the research was
the platform in which I could reflect on the fusion of these two roles. What was also fascinating was
the opportunity, suggested by a/r/tography, to create my own artistic interpretation and representation
of the data I had gathered. This added another dimension to the possibilities of dissemination of the
findings to readers beyond the research community.
A limitation of this research is that I did not ask the participants to formally reflect on their
participation and learning through this study. My evaluation is therefore based on the findings
reported in Chapter 5 and the conclusions I have drawn in this chapter. While there was a general
understanding of what visual culture is by the participants, on reflection I concluded that their
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understanding did not reflect their actions in thinking critically about how they engaged with their daily
visual experiences, or informed their art making. I am uncertain, at this point in time, whether the
participants will reflect on why they would need to learn about this topic and how it could be relevant
to their lives. I am unsure whether this research awakened them to a new awareness of their visual
surroundings (Darts, 2004). Without reading this thesis, or being taught about visual culture by their
institution, I suggest that they will likely continue to passively accept their visual surroundings with
very little change in viewing habits of and about the world in which they live. I remain hopeful that
when the participants are given the opportunity to read this thesis they may take the chance to reflect
about themselves, their perceptions, and the relevance that visual culture has in their lives and in their
art making within and beyond their institutional settings.
6.9

Has the research provided opportunity to generate new knowledge and offer

possibilities for change in art making and professional practice?
The findings from the research have provided new knowledge and understanding for me as an artist,
researcher and visual arts educator in a tertiary institution. This new knowledge will inform and
ultimately change my approach and understanding towards art making and professional practice. The
literature and research provided strong evidence for the rationale of teaching visual culture art
education (VCAE). The lack of critical engagement in visual culture by the participants has prompted
me to question how my teaching can support both tradition and innovation in and beyond my
institution. What is encountered outside of the classroom needs to be engaged with inside the
classroom (Bolin, 1996, 2000; Kuru, 2010; Walker, 2006). Duncum’s (2002, 2009) four key strands for
teaching visual culture art education (see Chapter 2) are an ideal starting point for changing
professional practice that is reflective of a visually saturated world in which students are now living.
These include the broadened study of images beyond the art world, the context in which an image is
viewed and created, how images can be used for analysis and discussion for deeper social, political,
historical, cultural issues, and how to respond to visual culture with the different types of media being
engaged with.
6.10

Summary

The conclusions I have drawn, and the critical perspectives offered about this research, point to the
tertiary art students in Hong Kong and New Zealand understanding and defining the term ‘visual
culture’, but not engaging to any large extent with their cultural milieu. Influences of traditional fine arts
teaching programs in both countries, within a modernist paradigm, outweighed a direction towards
postmodern conceptions. What these findings present for visual arts educators in both the tertiary
and secondary school sectors is that the continuation of narrow prescriptions of western fine arts
practice and theories do not serve to adequately help students become critically engaged with the
contemporary world in which they live. Nor will this help students to become critical citizens in society
and challenge beliefs, perceptions and understandings that are generated in the present imagesaturated era.
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Chapter 7: RECOMMENDATIONS AND FINAL THOUGHTS
7.1

Recommendations

The ultimate purpose of this research was to learn how understandings of visual culture influence
tertiary students’ art making in Hong Kong and New Zealand. Understanding was gained through
interviews, observations and informal discussions that revealed the participants’ perspectives of visual
culture and the true impact of living in an image-saturated era. The findings aimed to gain insights into
the institutions’ visual arts programs, in which the students were studying, and whether these
institutions supported the learning and teaching of visual culture. I concluded, in relation to the
findings, that none of the institutions taught or supported the teaching of visual culture in ways that
reflected the theoretical and educational perspectives found in the literature. This research has the
potential to enhance professional practice for visual arts educators and tertiary institutions. It offers
the possibility of being informative and transformative for students studying visual arts in tertiary
institutions, and the wider research community. The recommendations below emerge from the
findings. They place visual arts educators and institutions at the forefront of change towards a visual
culture art education paradigm by:

•

responding to, and understanding, the range of different types of visual culture that students
engage with on a daily basis

•

broadening the teaching domain of art images and history that is normally found in western
art to the history of images, sites, artifacts found within contemporary visual culture

•

using visual culture that students engage with as a springboard for developing a deeper
understanding of critical, social, historical, cultural, and political issues, perspectives and
viewpoints

•

reassessing the delivery of teaching to move beyond textbooks and narrow prescriptions so
that students do not passively accept information, but learn how to develop critical habits of
thinking for themselves

•

teaching students how to respond to visual culture with art production that is relevant to the
types of visual forms that they engage with, so that that students are not limited or bound to
the traditions of the fine arts

•

teaching students skills in visual literacy so they can critically engage in the many different
ways of ‘looking’ at and deciphering visual images, sites, and artifacts that are found in their
daily visual experiences and cultural milieu
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•

responding to new online communities of sites where knowledge and information is shared,
created, engaged with and learned about in different ways that extend beyond the classroom
environment

•

implementing professional development programs for the teaching of visual culture art
education to support visual culture art educators

7.2

A/r/tography and interpretation of the visual data

Using a/r/tography as the arts-based methodology to underpin the research has allowed me to
integrate “knowing, doing and making” (Irwin, 2004, p.31). Involving myself as a participantresearcher enabled my voice to be heard within the findings, and empowered me to engage with the
principles of living inquiry for the improvement of both my personal and professional practice. The
power of the image used throughout the findings helped represent the participants more truthfully and
as individualistic people unique from each other (See Chapter 5). Using the visual data that was
gathered I created nine videos, each of which features a participant. Key quotes were selected during
the interviews and informal discussions that sought students’ understandings of visual culture, their
institution and cultural milieu, and how these factors influenced their art making in their final year.
Each video is aimed at prompting art educators to examine and question their professional practice,
and to challenge institutions to work towards the visual culture art education paradigm. Vital to my
a/r/tographic interpretation and creation with visual data was the intention of showing what words
cannot express with the purpose of revealing something deeper, and able to be disseminated beyond
the research community (Springgay, 2002).
7.3

Final thoughts

Despite the lack of teaching and support for visual culture at the four institutions in Hong Kong and
New Zealand, it was clear that most of the students had a generalized understanding of what it could
mean. Although six participants from both Hong Kong and New Zealand were influenced by visual
culture they were not engaged with visual culture as a point of departure for critical, social, historical,
cultural and or political change, but rather as visual reference for their personal themes and ideas in
their art making. The continued positioning within the limited study of art images will not serve to
challenge students to become critical thinkers or viewers. Nor will they learn how to perceive and
challenge their understanding of the world any differently. I believe that re-presenting the findings with
both visual and written data can offer art educators and institutions a clearer perspective of the ways
in which the students of this generation understand the world, and how this can motivate them to work
towards embedding the rationale for visual culture into teaching and learning programs.
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Appendix A1
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy
74 Epsom Campus
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue
Auckland, New Zealand
Telephone 64 9 623 8899
Facsimile 64 9 623 8811
www.education.auckland.ac.nz
The University of Auckland
Private Bag 92601, Symonds
Street
Auckland 1150, New Zealand

Participant Information Sheet - Head of University Art Institution, Hong Kong
Head of Institution:
Institution:
Researcher: Wing Tai Hung (Bobby Hung)
Supervisor: Dr Jill Smith
Title of Research: The influence of contemporary visual culture on tertiary students’ art making: A
comparative study in New Zealand and Hong Kong
Date:
Dear …..
My name is Wing-Tai (Bobby) Hung. I am a 28 year old postgraduate student at The University of
Auckland, New Zealand, studying for a Master of Education degree and am about to embark on
research for my thesis. The research will involve investigating and comparing the influence of
contemporary visual culture on tertiary art students’ art making, positioned in their particular artistic
and cultural contexts of Hong Kong or New Zealand. This topic is of particular interest to me because
I am originally from Hong Kong, and have permanent residency there, although I have lived in New
Zealand most of my life.
I am aware that my supervisor, Dr Jill Smith, contacted you in March 2013 regarding my
potential research and that you have agreed that I may conduct a small-scale research project at your
institution. I also understand that Dr Smith approached you regarding the ethical implications of doing
research at your university, and that you have agreed that I do not need to make a separate Ethics
application. I will, of course, familiarize myself with your institution’s ethics guidelines. Thank you very
much for these agreements.
Dr Smith and I have also decided that it would be sufficient to recruit two, rather than three,
final year art students to participate in the project. The aim is to have fewer, more in-depth, case
studies in the two tertiary art schools in Hong Kong and two in New Zealand. My data collection will
employ a range of inter-connected methods. Each method will include visual documentation because
of the power of the image, and because the ‘visual’ is an essential component of the a/r/tographical
methodology underpinning my project. These methods are:
•

•

Observations and informal discussions – Three-four observations/discussions of 30-60
minutes with each participant over a period of 6 weeks to discover the influences on each
participant’s art making processes. These will take place in the participant’s studio/tertiary
institution and in the cultural milieu of their place/city
Interviews (semi-structured) – One interview of up to 60 minutes with each participant to gain
further insights into the influences on the participant’s art making processes and outcomes.
These will take place at a venue decided by each participant
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•

Moving image/video – A final 4-6 minute video/digital presentation about each participant
which captures the essential data collected. The differences/similarities in each presentation
will offer perspectives for comparison between New Zealand and Hong Kong in terms of the
influence of visual culture on their art making.

All data collection will be digitally recorded through photographic documentation and video-recording.
Participants will be asked to give consent for each method. They may request that the recording
devices be turned off at any time. Once I have transcribed the interview scripts participants will have
the opportunity to edit these. They will also be able to view raw video footage. To protect the identity
of the two participants at your institution they will be invited to nominate a pseudonym. Their identities,
and that of the Department, will be disguised using digital photographic techniques. However, I cannot
guarantee that anonymity can be assured. Once editing of digital material is completed each
participant will be given a copy of their final moving image/video. They will be asked to give their
consent for the research outcomes, including the digital material, to be presented at conferences and
other presentations, and in research publications. Once the thesis is examined and the outcomes are
known, you and the student participants will be informed of the electronic URL from The University of
Auckland’s ResearchSpace to view/download the thesis.
You have the right to withdraw your permission for the art student participants to participate in
this research at any time up until data collection ceases on 15 March 2014, without giving a reason.
Consent Forms will be securely stored separately from the research data for six years at the Faculty
of Education after which both will be destroyed.
I have noted the dates for the first semester in 2014 on your university’s website. My plan is
to conduct the research in Hong Kong during a period of six weeks from 1 February-15 March 2014. I
have prepared a recruitment flyer, which is appended, to be used to attract two final year tertiary art
students from the Department to participate in my project. I would appreciate it very much if the
Programme Leader for final year students, or a nominated Administrator, would post the flyer on
notice boards or on the Department’s student intranet. The flyer invites volunteers to email me,
following which I will send them a formal Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form. If you have
any further queries please contact my Supervisor.
Although you have sent Dr Smith a letter agreeing for me to undertake this research at your
institution the Ethics requirements at The University of Auckland require me to ask you to sign a
formal Consent Form. This includes seeking your consent for access to your department to distribute
a flyer to recruit the participants, permission for part of the research to be conducted in the
studios/work spaces of the two voluntary participants, and that the decision of the students to
participate or not will not affect their relationship with your institution.
I would appreciate it if could send this Consent Form electronically please. I look forward to
meeting you in Hong Kong.
Yours sincerely
My contact details are:
Wing-Tai (Bobby) Hung
University email: whun024@aucklanduni.ac.nz
My supervisor is:
Dr Jill Smith
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy
Faculty of Education
The University of Auckland
j.smith@auckland.ac.nz
For ethical concerns please contact:
The Chair
The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee
The University of Auckland
Office of the Vice-Chancellor
Private Bag 92019
Auckland 1142
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE ON 1 JULY 2013 FOR 3 YEARS, 1
JULY 2016, Reference Number 2013/9860
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School of Curriculum and Pedagogy

74 Epsom Campus
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue
Auckland, New Zealand
Telephone 64 9 623 8899
Facsimile 64 9 623 8811
www.education.auckland.ac.nz
The University of Auckland
Private Bag 92601, Symonds
Street
Auckland 1150, New Zealand

Consent Form - Head of University Art Institution, Hong Kong
This form will be held for a period of six years

Head of Institution:
Institution:
Researcher: Wing-Tai Hung (Bobby Hung)
I have read the Participant Information sheet and understand the nature of the research. I understand
why I have been asked to give permission for the researcher to conduct his research in the
Department and to give him permission to recruit two final year art students to volunteer to be
participants. I have had the opportunity to ask the researcher’s Supervisor questions and have them
answered to my satisfaction.
•
•

•
•
•
•

•

•

I agree that the researcher may have access to the department to distribute a flyer to recruit
two final year art students to volunteer to participate in this research
I agree to grant the researcher access to the studios/work spaces of the two participants and I
agree to them participating in the data collection methods outlined, and for the duration of
time specified, between 1 February-15 March 2014
I understand that I may withdraw my permission for the students to participate up until data
collection ceases on 15 March 2014, without giving a reason
I understand that the participants may request that recording devices be turned off at any
stage during the data collection
I understand that this Consent Form will be stored securely and separately from the research
data for six years at the Faculty of Education, after which both will be destroyed
I understand that the identity of my institution and the art student participants will be protected
through the use of pseudonyms and photographic techniques, but that anonymity cannot be
guaranteed
I understand that the participation of the two art student participants is entirely voluntary and I
give my assurance that their decision to participate or not in the research will not affect their
relationship with the institution
I understand that the thesis will be available to view/download, and that the research,
including the digital material, may be presented at conferences and other presentations, and
in research publications.

Signature:

Date:

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE ON 1 JULY 2013 FOR 3 YEARS,
Reference Number 2013/9860
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Appendix A2
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy

74 Epsom Campus
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue
Auckland, New Zealand
Telephone 64 9 623 8899
Facsimile 64 9 623 8811
www.education.auckland.ac.nz
The University of Auckland
Private Bag 92601, Symonds
Street
Auckland 1150, New Zealand

Participant Information Sheet - Head of University Art Institution, New Zealand
Head of Institution:
Institution:
Researcher: Wing-Tai Hung (Bobby Hung)
Supervisor: Dr Jill Smith
Title of Research: The influence of contemporary visual culture on tertiary students’ art making: A
comparative study in New Zealand and Hong Kong
Date: …..
Dear …..
My name is Wing (Bobby) Hung. I am a 28 year old postgraduate student at the Faculty of Education,
The University of Auckland, New Zealand. I am studying for a Master of Education degree and am
about to embark on research for my thesis. The research will involve investigating and comparing the
influence of contemporary visual culture on tertiary art students’ art making, positioned in their
particular artistic and cultural contexts of New Zealand or Hong Kong. This topic is of particular
interest to me because I am originally from Hong Kong although I have lived in New Zealand most of
my life.
Underpinning my study is the fact that young people, including tertiary art students, live in an
image-saturated era. This has motivated me to investigate how the participants and their visual
landscapes in both nations will offer a comparison for understanding the impact of their visual
surroundings on their art making processes and art works.
I am writing to seek your permission for access to the site to recruit two students who will be
in their final year of study in your department during semester 1, 2014, and who will be invited to
volunteer to participate in this research. [I am also recruiting two students from a second tertiary art
institution in New Zealand, and have already gained permission to recruit two participants from each
of two tertiary art institutions in Hong Kong]. I am also seeking your permission for part of the
research to be conducted in the studios/work spaces of the two voluntary participants. Furthermore, I
am seeking your assurance that the participants’ decision to participate or not will not affect their
relationship with your institution.
My data collection will employ a range of inter-connected methods. Each method will include
visual documentation because of the power of the image, and because the ‘visual’ is an essential
component of the a/r/tographical methodology underpinning my project. These methods are:
•

Observations and informal discussions – Three-four observations/discussions of 30-60
minutes with each participant over a period of 6 weeks to discover the influences on each
participant’s art making processes. These will take place in the participant’s studio/tertiary
institution and in the cultural milieu of their place/city
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•

•

Interviews (semi-structured) – One interview of up to 60 minutes with each participant to gain
further insights into the influences on the participant’s art making processes and outcomes.
These will take place at a venue decided by each participant;
Moving image/video – A final 4-6 minute video/digital presentation about each participant
which captures the essential data collected. The differences/similarities in each presentation
will offer perspectives for comparison between New Zealand and Hong Kong in terms of the
influence of visual culture on their art making.

All data collection will be digitally recorded through photographic documentation and video-recording.
Participants will be asked to give consent for each method. They may request that the recording
devices be turned off at any time. Once I have transcribed the interview scripts participants will have
the opportunity to edit these. They will also be able to view raw video footage. To protect the identity
of the two participants at your institution they will be invited to nominate a pseudonym. Their identities,
and that of the Department, will be disguised using digital photographic techniques. However, I cannot
guarantee that anonymity can be assured. Once editing of digital material is completed each
participant will be given a copy of their final moving image/video. They will be asked to give their
consent for the research outcomes, including the digital material, to be presented at conferences and
other presentations, and in research publications. Once the thesis is examined and the outcomes are
known, you and the student participants will be informed of the electronic URL from The University of
Auckland’s ResearchSpace to view/download the thesis.
You have the right to withdraw your permission for the art student participants to participate in
this research at any time up until data collection ceases on 8 May 2014, without giving a reason.
Consent Forms will be securely stored separately from the research data for six years at the Faculty
of Education, after which both will be destroyed.
I have noted the dates for the first semester in 2014 on your university’s website. My plan is
to conduct the research in New Zealand during a period of six weeks from 20 March-8 May 2014. I
have prepared a recruitment flyer, which is appended, to be used to attract two final year tertiary art
students from your department to participate in my project. I would appreciate it very much if the
Programme Leader for final year students, or a nominated Administrator, would post the flyer on
notice boards or on the Department’s student intranet. The flyer invites volunteers to email me,
following which I will send them a formal Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form. If you have
any further queries please contact my Supervisor, Dr Jill Smith.
I hope you will agree to this research taking place in your institution. If so, I would appreciate
you signing the Consent Form and returning it to me in the self-addressed envelope provided.
I look forward to meeting you during my research.
Yours sincerely
My contact details are:
Wing (Bobby) Hung
University email: whun024@aucklanduni.ac.nz
My supervisor is:
Dr Jill Smith
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy
Faculty of Education
The University of Auckland
j.smith@auckland.ac.nz
For ethical concerns please contact:
The Chair
The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee
The University of Auckland
Office of the Vice-Chancellor
Private Bag 92019
Auckland 1142
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE ON 1 JULY 2013 FOR 3 YEARS, 1
JULY 2016, Reference Number 2013/9860
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School of Curriculum and Pedagogy

74 Epsom Campus
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue
Auckland, New Zealand
Telephone 64 9 623 8899
Facsimile 64 9 623 8811
www.education.auckland.ac.nz
The University of Auckland
Private Bag 92601, Symonds
Street
Auckland 1150, New Zealand

Consent Form - Head of University Art Institution, New Zealand
This form will be held for a period of six years

Head of Institution:
Institution:
Researcher: Wing Tai Hung (Bobby Hung)
I have read the Participant Information sheet and understand the nature of the research. I understand
why I have been asked to give permission for the researcher to conduct his research at the given
institution and to give him permission to recruit two final year art students to volunteer to be
participants. I have had the opportunity to ask the researcher’s Supervisor questions and have them
answered to my satisfaction.
•
•

•
•
•
•

•

•

I agree that the researcher may have access to the department to distribute a flyer to recruit
two final year art students to volunteer to participate in this research
I agree to grant the researcher access to the studios/work spaces of the two participants and I
agree to them participating in the data collection methods outlined, and for the duration of
time specified, between 20 March-8 May 2014
I understand that I may withdraw my permission for the students to participate up until data
collection ceases on 8 May 2014, without giving a reason
I understand that the participants may request that recording devices be turned off at any
stage during the data collection
I understand that this Consent Form will be stored securely and separately from the research
data for six years at the Faculty of Education, after which both will be destroyed
I understand that the identity of my institution and the art student participants will be protected
through the use of pseudonyms and photographic techniques, but that anonymity cannot be
guaranteed
I understand that the participation of the two art student participants is entirely voluntary and I
give my assurance that their decision to participate or not in the research will not affect their
relationship with the institution
I understand that the thesis will be available to view/download, and that the research,
including the digital material, may be presented at conferences and other presentations, and
in research publications.

Signature:

Date:

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE ON 1 JULY 2013 FOR 3 YEARS,
Reference Number 2013/9860
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Appendix A3
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy

74 Epsom Campus
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue
Auckland, New Zealand
Telephone 64 9 623 8899
Facsimile 64 9 623 8811
www.education.auckland.ac.nz
The University of Auckland
Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street
Auckland 1150, New Zealand

Participant Information Sheet - Tertiary art student in Hong Kong
Name:
Institution:
Researcher: Wing-Tai Hung (Bobby Hung)
Supervisor: Dr Jill Smith
Title of Research: The influence of contemporary visual culture on tertiary students’ art making: A
comparative study in New Zealand and Hong Kong
Date:
Dear ….
Thank you for responding to my recruitment flyer which was circulated to final year art students in at
your university. This sheet will give you further information which I hope will lead to your participation
in my research.
My name is Wing-Tai (Bobby) Hung. I am a 28 year old a postgraduate student at the Faculty of
Education, The University of Auckland, New Zealand. I am studying for a Master of Education degree
and am about to embark on research for my thesis. The research will involve an investigation and
comparison of the influence of contemporary visual culture on tertiary art students’ art making,
positioned in their particular artistic and cultural contexts of New Zealand or Hong Kong. This topic is
of particular interest to me because I am originally from Hong Kong although I have lived in New
Zealand most of my life. I am also a practicing artist.
Underpinning my study is the fact that young people, including tertiary art students, live in an
image-saturated era. This has motivated me to investigate how a sample of tertiary art students and
their visual landscapes in both nations will offer a comparison for understanding the impact of visual
surroundings on their art making processes and art works.
I am seeking two students who will be in their final year of study at your institution in Hong
Kong, during semester 1, 2014, to volunteer to participate in the research. I am also recruiting two
students from a second tertiary art institution in Hong Kong, and two students from each of two
tertiary art institutions in New Zealand.
To collect my data I will be using a range of inter-connected methods. Each method will include
visual documentation because of the power of the image, and because the ‘visual’ is an essential
component of the a/r/tographical methodology underpinning my project. These methods are:
•

Observations and informal discussions – This would involve you in 3-4 observations and
discussions of 30-60 minutes each over a period of 6 weeks to discover the influences on
your art making processes. These observations would take place in your studio/tertiary
institution and in the cultural milieu of your city;
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•

•

Interviews (semi-structured) – This involves one interview of up to 60 minutes to gain further
insights into the influences on your art making processes and outcomes. The interview would
take place at a venue decided by you;
Moving image/video – I will also be making a final 4-6 minute video/digital presentation about
you, and each of the other seven participants, which captures the essential data collected.
The differences/similarities in each presentation will offer perspectives for comparison
between New Zealand and Hong Kong in terms of the influence of visual culture on each
person’s art making.

All data collection will be digitally recorded through photographic documentation and video-recording.
I will ask you to give consent for each method. You may request that the recording devices be turned
off at any time during the data collection. Once I have transcribed the interview scripts you will have
the opportunity to edit these. You will also be able to view raw video footage. To protect your identity
you will be invited to nominate a pseudonym. Your identity, and that of your institution, will be
disguised using digital photographic techniques. However, I cannot guarantee that anonymity can be
assured. Once editing of digital material is completed you will be given a copy of your final moving
image/video. You will be asked to give consent for the research outcomes, including the digital
material, to be presented at conferences and other presentations, and in research publications. Once
the thesis is examined and the outcomes are known, you will be informed of the electronic URL from
The University of Auckland’s ResearchSpace to view/download the thesis.
You will have the right to withdraw from participating in this research at any time up until data
collection ceases on 15 March 2014, without giving a reason. The head of department has given his
assurance that your decision to participate or not will not affect your relationship with the Department.
Your Consent Form will be securely stored separately from the research data for six years at the
Faculty of Education, after which both will be destroyed.
I have noted the dates for the first semester in 2014 on your university’s website. My plan is
to conduct the research in Hong Kong during a period of six weeks from 1 February–15 March 2014.
If you have any further queries please contact my Supervisor, Dr Jill Smith. I hope you will
agree to participate in this research. If so, I would appreciate you signing the Consent Form and
returning it to me by email.
I look forward to meeting you during my research in Hong Kong.
Yours sincerely

My contact details are:
Wing-Tai (Bobby) Hung
University email: whun024@aucklanduni.ac.nz
My supervisor is:
Dr Jill Smith
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy
Faculty of Education
The University of Auckland
j.smith@auckland.ac.nz
For ethical concerns please contact:
The Chair
The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee
The University of Auckland
Office of the Vice-Chancellor
Private Bag 92019
Auckland 1142
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE ON 1 JULY 2013 FOR 3 YEARS,
Reference Number 2013/9860
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School of Curriculum and Pedagogy

74 Epsom Campus
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue
Auckland, New Zealand
Telephone 64 9 623 8899
Facsimile 64 9 623 8811
The University of Auckland
Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street
Auckland, 1150, New
Zealand

Consent Form - Tertiary art student in Hong Kong
This form will be held for a period of six years

Participant:
Institution:
Researcher: Wing-Tai Hung (Bobby Hung)
I have read the Participant Information sheet and understand the nature of the research. I have had
the opportunity to ask the researcher’s Supervisor questions and have them answered to my
satisfaction.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I understand that my participation in this research is entirely voluntary
I give my consent for all the data collection methods outlined, for the duration of time
specified between 1 February-15 March, 2014
I understand that I may withdraw my participation up until data collection ceases on 15 March
2014, without giving a reason
I understand that I may request that recording devices be turned off at any stage during the
data collection
I understand that this Consent Form will be stored securely and separately from the research
data for six years at the Faculty of Education, after which both will be destroyed
I understand that my identity and that of my institution will be protected through the use of
pseudonyms and photographic techniques, but that anonymity cannot be guaranteed
I understand that the Director of your department has given assurance that my decision to
participate or not in the research will not affect my relationship with the institution
I understand that the thesis will be available to view/download, and that the research,
including the digital material, may be presented at conferences and other presentations, and
in research publications.

I agree to participate in this research
Please indicate your decision

YES

Signature:

NO
Date:

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE ON 1 JULY 2013 FOR 3 YEARS,
Reference Number 2013/9860
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Appendix A4
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy

74 Epsom Campus
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue
Auckland, New Zealand
Telephone 64 9 623 8899
Facsimile 64 9 623 8811
www.education.auckland.ac.nz
The University of Auckland
Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street
Auckland 1150, New Zealand

Participant Information Sheet - Tertiary art student in New Zealand
Name:
Institution:
Researcher: Wing-Tai Hung (Bobby Hung)
Supervisor: Dr Jill Smith
Title of Research: The influence of contemporary visual culture on tertiary students’ art making: A
comparative study in New Zealand and Hong Kong
Date:
Dear …..
Thank you for responding to my recruitment flyer which was circulated to final year art students at
your university. This sheet will give you further information which I hope will lead to your participation
in my research.
My name is Wing-Tai (Bobby) Hung. I am a 28 year old a postgraduate student at the Faculty
of Education, The University of Auckland, New Zealand. I am studying for a Master of Education
degree and am about to embark on research for my thesis. The research will involve an investigation
and comparison of the influence of contemporary visual culture on tertiary art students’ art making,
positioned in their particular artistic and cultural contexts of New Zealand or Hong Kong. This topic is
of particular interest to me because I am originally from Hong Kong although I have lived in New
Zealand most of my life. I am also a practicing artist.
Underpinning my study is the fact that young people, including tertiary art students, live in an
image-saturated era. This has motivated me to investigate how a sample of tertiary art students and
their visual landscapes in both nations will offer a comparison for understanding the impact of visual
surroundings on their art making processes and art works.
I am seeking two students who will be in their final year of study at your institution, during
semester 1, 2014, to volunteer to participate in the research. I am also recruiting two students from a
second tertiary art institution in New Zealand, and two students from each of two tertiary art
institutions in Hong Kong.
To collect my data I will be using a range of inter-connected methods. Each method will
include visual documentation because of the power of the image, and because the ‘visual’ is an
essential component of the a/r/tographical methodology underpinning my project. These methods are:
•

Observations and informal discussions – This would involve you in 3-4 observations and
discussions of 30-60 minutes each over a period of 6 weeks to discover the influences on
your art making processes. These observations would take place in your studio/tertiary
institution and in the cultural milieu of your city
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•

•

Interviews (semi-structured) – This involves one interview of up to 60 minutes to gain further
insights into the influences on your art making processes and outcomes. The interview would
take place at a venue decided by you
Moving image/video – I will also be making a final 4-6 minute video/digital presentation about
you, and each of the other seven participants, which captures the essential data collected.
The differences/similarities in each presentation will offer perspectives for comparison
between New Zealand and Hong Kong in terms of the influence of visual culture on each
person’s art making.

All data collection will be digitally recorded through photographic documentation and video-recording.
I will ask you to give consent for each method. You may request that the recording devices be turned
off at any time during the data collection. Once I have transcribed the interview scripts you will have
the opportunity to edit these. You will also be able to view raw video footage. To protect your identity
you will be invited to nominate a pseudonym. Your identity, and that of your institution, will be
disguised using digital photographic techniques. However, I cannot guarantee that anonymity can be
assured. Once editing of digital material is completed you will be given a copy of your final moving
image/video. You will be asked to give consent for the research outcomes, including the digital
material, to be presented at conferences and other presentations, and in research publications. Once
the thesis is examined and the outcomes are known, you will be informed of the electronic URL from
The University of Auckland’s ResearchSpace to view/download the thesis.
You will have the right to withdraw from participating in this research at any time up until data
collection ceases on 8 May 2014, without giving a reason. The head of departmment, has given his
assurance that your decision to participate or not will not affect your relationship with the Department.
Your Consent Form will be securely stored separately from the research data for six years at the
Faculty of Education, after which both will be destroyed.
I have noted the dates for the first semester in 2014 on your university’s website. My plan is
to conduct the research in New Zealand during a period of six weeks from 20 March–8 May 2014.
If you have any further queries please contact my Supervisor, Dr Jill Smith. I hope you will
agree to participate in this research. If so, I would appreciate you signing the Consent Form and
returning it to me by email.
I look forward to meeting you during my research.
Yours sincerely

My contact details are:
Wing-Tai (Bobby) Hung
University email: whun024@aucklanduni.ac.nz
My supervisor is:
Dr Jill Smith
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy
Faculty of Education
The University of Auckland
j.smith@auckland.ac.nz
For ethical concerns please contact:
The Chair
The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee
The University of Auckland
Office of the Vice-Chancellor
Private Bag 92019
Auckland 1142

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE ON 1 JULY 2013 FOR 3 YEARS,
Reference Number 2013/9860
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School of Curriculum and Pedagogy

74 Epsom Campus
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue
Auckland, New Zealand
Telephone 64 9 623 8899
Facsimile 64 9 623 8811
www.education.auckland.ac.nz
The University of Auckland
Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street
Auckland 1150, New Zealand

Consent Form - Tertiary art student in New Zealand
This form will be held for a period of six years

Participant:
Institution:
Researcher: Wing-Tai Hung (Bobby Hung)
I have read the Participant Information sheet and understand the nature of the research. I have had
the opportunity to ask the researcher’s Supervisor questions and have them answered to my
satisfaction.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary
I agree to participate in the data collection methods outlined, and for the duration of time
specified, between 20 March-8 May, 2014
I understand that I may withdraw my participation up until data collection ceases on 8 May
2014, without giving a reason
I understand that I may request that recording devices be turned off at any stage during the
data collection
I understand that this Consent Form will be stored securely and separately from the research
data for six years at the Faculty of Education, after which both will be destroyed
I understand that my identity and that of my institution will be protected through the use of
pseudonyms and photographic techniques, but that anonymity cannot be guaranteed
I understand that the Head of Department has given assurance that my decision to participate
or not in the research will not affect my relationship with the institution
I understand that the thesis will be available to view/download, and that the research,
including the digital material, may be presented at conferences and other presentations, and
in research publications.

I agree to participate in this research
Please indicate your decision

YES

Signature:

NO
Date:

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE ON 1 JULY 2013 FOR 3 YEARS,
Reference Number 2013/9860
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Appendix B - Recruitment flyer
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Appendix C – Indicative interview questions
Preamble
To find out how understandings of contemporary visual culture are reflected in the students’ art
making at differing tertiary art institutions, located within their cultural milieu of New Zealand and Hong
Kong, the following questions will be asked:
Personal/professional warm-up questions
1) Please introduce yourself with a pseudonym and what you are studying.
2) What is your ethnicity or cultural background?
3) Were you born in this city? Or did you come here to study art at this university?
4) What made you decide to go to art school? What influenced this decision?
5) How did you select the art school you are attending? What influenced this decision?
Questions about their art making processes and outcomes
6) What are some of the themes and ideas that are you exploring in your art making now that
you are in your final year at art school?
7) What, or who, has influenced your choice of these themes and ideas?
8) Have these ideas changed over time as you have advanced through art school? If so, in what
way?
9) What are your favourite media for your art making? In what ways have these influenced your
style and ways of working?
10) How do you think your art reflects who you are as a person and artist?
Questions about cultural ‘milieu’
11) What do you understand by the term ‘cultural milieu’?
12) How would you describe your own cultural milieu (prompts = your personal environment,
setting, background, surroundings)?
13) How would you describe the cultural milieu of the city in which you live?
Questions about ‘visual culture’
14) How would you define the term ‘visual culture’?
15) What are some examples of visual culture that are particularly evident in the city in which you
live?
16) In what ways, if any, has visual culture influenced your art making?
17) If so, what types of visual culture in particular have influenced your art making?
18) What are some other influences on your art making?
Questions about the teaching programme at their tertiary institution
19) What type of teaching programme is taught at your art school in the final year?
20) In what ways, if any, do you think visual culture has influenced the teaching programme?
21) What opportunities have you been given in the programme to express your own cultural
milieu in your art making?
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