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ABSTRACT: A ‘SNAPSHOT’ 

 
In this thesis I explore critical thinking through the visual as a means to confront issues of equity. 
This exploration is underpinned by an appraisal of the current impact of the ‘visual’ on how we 

relate to the world and a critique of education as a site that privileges efficiency and individual 

success, both notions that undermine criticality. A problem with the power of the visual lies in the 

fact that it is often used to portray dominant views or a consumer culture in persuasive ways, thus 

increasing its potential to influence thinking. I argue that there is a need to embody a critical 

approach towards our everyday visual experiences, yet the primary emphasis on students’ ‘efficient 

performance’ does not support them sufficiently to develop a reflective stance. I believe that visual 
arts education offers a vital arena for supporting students’ critical thinking through the visual by 

enabling them to develop a critical voice, increased awareness and potential social involvement. I 

contend that the reflective and disruptive potential of visual arts education is hindered by prominent 

discourses of efficiency. Adopting a postmodern position I interrogate how critical thinking is 

understood and enacted in the context of conflicting principles of performativity and equity in visual 

arts education in New Zealand. My position is founded in the notion that it is equally important for 

young people to be critical in order to participate in their communities in ways that transform 

society towards more equitable ends. As an artist and visual arts teacher coming from Chile, a 
country whose educational system continues to strive to restore ideals of equity lost during the 

dictatorship from 1973-1990, New Zealand’s bicultural and increasingly multicultural context 

appeared to offer an alternative vantage point from which to explore critical thinking. This led me to 

explore through visual and written means the possibilities of critical thinking in three secondary 

schools in Auckland, New Zealand - a girls’, a boys’ and a co-educational school - in the context of 

visual arts education from years 9-13. My analysis comprises examining whether discourses of 

efficiency and equity have influenced the orientation of critical thinking in national policies, the 

schools’ philosophies and art department schemes. It involves an examination of whether and how 
the visual arts teachers’ understandings and approaches encourage critical thinking as a 

transformative dimension and whether the students embody this dimension through their stories 

and art making. The aim of this thesis is to offer a critical discussion and problematize different 

points of view about critical thinking by (re) imagining these understandings through the visual. 
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CHAPTER 1 

LOCATING MYSELF AS A CRITICAL THINKER AND RESEARCHER 

 

Visual arts education is a vital site for embodying critical thinking in schools. The impulse to 

research critical thinking in visual arts education is influenced by my personal background and 

social imaginary1 and educational issues associated with my homeland, Chile. My desire to explore 

critical thinking is motivated by my introduction to visual arts education in Aotearoa New Zealand,2 

the power of the visual in the current context and is propelled by a passion for photography as a 
means of visualising and (re)imagining my worldview. 

 My camera is an essential part of who I am as an artist, teacher, researcher and person. It is 

through its lens that I have reflected on the importance of supporting critical thinking through the 

visual at schools (Duncum, 2010; Freedman, 2007) as a way to potentially generate more 

equitable forms of education (Freire, 2005; Giroux, 2005; hooks, 2010). The visual enables me to 

reflect on the people, places and events that have shaped my worldview. Real-life experiences and 

visual ways of knowing affect my vision and constitute the differing lenses through which I visualise 

the everyday as a researcher. Events, images and shared stories were the first stimuli to awaken 
my sensitivity to certain social issues, which later led me to appreciate philosophies around critical 

thinking and to research this dimension in visual arts education in secondary schools in New 

Zealand. Like Sullivan (2010), I believe that in some situations “theories are based on experience, 

which helps us understand more complex things. This kind of theorizing involves understanding … 

that is informed by our experiences … whereby who we are and what we know shapes our 

interactions and transforms our awareness” (p. 96). 

My understandings about critical thinking which propelled this research are contextualised in 

this chapter. I introduce the background to the research and what motivated it. The intention is to 
offer a contextual and philosophical background that leads the reader into the complex world of this 

thesis, and thereby providing a sense of how my Chilean political and personal context inflects my 

research and theoretical trajectory. It is often said that all research is biographical in some way, 

and my thesis is no exception. In Chile, I experienced first-hand the transformational process of a 

population that was locked in a visual and political narrative dictated by authoritative power. As 

both a witness and participant, I watched as the reintroduction of democracy opened society to a 

burgeoning political identity. Next, I examine the ‘power of the visual’ and the importance of 
supporting criticality towards visualities in visual arts education. Following this, I focus on what 

prompted me to investigate critical thinking in New Zealand. Always at the heart of my research 

                                                        
1 ‘Social imaginary’ refers to “something much broader and deeper than the intellectual schemes people may entertain when 
they think about social reality in a disengaged mode. [It rather relates to] the ways in which people imagine their social 
existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are 
normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations” (Taylor, 2004, p. 23). 
2 Aoteroa, or ‘long white cloud’, is the Māori name for New Zealand (hereafter referred to as New Zealand).   
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into critical thinking in this country lies my Chilean story of the importance of the visual in 

stimulating new ways of seeing and being. I illuminate why I came to New Zealand with a rather 

utopian view of this country and why this impression shifted a number of times. Finally, I provide an 

outline of each chapter and how my compass pointed to equity.  

Introducing my lens and social imaginary  

The reason for contextualizing the conditions of my country is to reveal my political stance as 

Chilean, a position that has prompted me to find ways to support critical thinking in Chile’s visual 

arts education in the future and which led me to this study.  

The fact that I was born in Chile in 1973, a few months after the coup d’état, and was raised 

in a country ruled by a military dictatorship that lasted 17 years, has undoubtedly influenced the 
socio-political lens through which I view the world. In the context of the Cold War, the first election 

of a socialist president was seen as an ideological threat. As a consequence, the Chilean élite 

conspired to overthrow the government in an army coup with the support of the United States 

(Volk, 2013). Drawing on Agamben’s (2005) notion of a ‘state of exception’, Groot (2015) 

elucidates how the military coup ‘suspended’ the constitution on the false grounds of a civil war. In 

a ‘state of exception’, norms are temporarily interrupted and the “distinctions between law and 

violence become blurred” (p. 13). In my country, that ‘state of exception’ meant years in which 

human rights were systematically violated as many intellectuals and people from the community 
were persecuted, tortured, killed or forced into exile for supporting oppositional ideals. Thinking 

differently, debating and being involved in politics, and hence in social issues, was considered a 

minefield in most environments in Chile, where life became tied to a daily curfew. In a similar way, 

art, mass media and especially visual media, were bound by strict censorship. Errázuriz (2009) 

describes how this form of symbolic violence included ‘cleaning practices’ that aimed to erase any 

legacy of Marxism by removing monuments and painting over murals, including one by Chilean 

artist Roberto Matta3. Art with political content was supressed, thus this period was regarded as a 

‘cultural blackout’4 (Preda, 2017). Likewise, the privatization of public services initiated during the 
1970s engendered a profound transformation of the country. Barder (2013) argues that Chile was 

turned into “the first large-scale neoliberal laboratory … [which] subsequently legitimized neoliberal 

discourse that would prove to be highly malleable in different contexts” (p. 112).  

Matus Cánovas (2013) explains how in education, during the 1973-1990 dictatorship, the 

management of state schools was passed to councils and corporations under the logic of 

improving competitiveness. The corporatization of education led to “a decrease of educational 

quality, the loss of teachers’ work rights, a decrease in public school enrolments, and an increase 
in the number of students in the new private subsidized school system” (p. 113). Slachevsky 

                                                        
3 Roberto Matta’s was one of Chile’s best-known artists. He supported the socialist movement and his paintings combined 
political ideas with semi-abstract surrealist elements. In 1971 he painted a large mural, The first goal of the Chilean people, 
together with Brigada Ramona Parra, an artistic group of resistance, to celebrate the election of the socialist Chilean 
president Salvador Allende. In 1973 this artwork was painted over by order of the dictatorship (Bozovic, Koerner, & Luke, 
2017). 
4 ‘Cultural blackout’ is an expression that “was advanced by the Chilean press, and referred initially to the 20% VAT applied 
on books by the [dictatorship of] Pinochet” (Preda, 2017, p. 124).  
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Aguilera (2015) claims that education underwent radical ideological control, and neoliberal 

discourses were imposed through principles of ‘freedom’, public choice, efficiency, performativity 

and a strong accountability culture. Beyond praising instrumental and conservative Catholic values 

and academic outcomes there was, however, a complete lack of philosophical orientation which led 

to contradictory schemes. The absence of an educational project prompts me to think that the 

dictatorship’s primary goal was to instil hegemonic neoliberal thinking, compliance and 

individualism, all aspects which deter critical thinking and contribute to social inequity.  
In 1990, following a strong economic crisis and significant international pressure, the country 

was opened once more to democracy and people came out of silence, empowered by the right to 

think and voice their ideas. For a teenage girl who had not been encouraged to be critically 

involved in her cultural context, but to remain silent, this new setting was strange. I felt lost about 

the possibilities. Freire’s (2005) words resonate with my experience: 
If men are unable to perceive critically the themes of their time, and thus to intervene actively in their 

reality, they are carried along in the wake of change. They see that times are changing, but they are 
submerged in that change and so cannot discern its dramatic significance. And a society beginning to 

move from one epoch to another requires the development of an especially flexible, critical spirit. (p. 6) 

My Chilean background led me to see how social injustice is linked to relations of power, but I still 
felt out of my depth to interrogate this context. In my search to find my place, art and education 

offered me a critical lens for self-reflection. Years after the dictatorship, while studying fine arts at 

the university in Chile, I captured these still frames with my hand-held video camera. While editing 

the video I noticed that the backlit figures almost vanished in a blurriness caused by my unsteady 

pulse. For me, the ghostly shapes, posed waiting in a line, and the sharp shadowy frames of the 

wharf timbers, evoked images of those who had disappeared in terror. I realized at that moment 

that the visual has the power to recall deep emotions from our memory (Leavy, 2015).      

 

Figure 1. Blurred by terror 
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As a visual artist, photography offered me the ability to think critically about how images can evoke 

emotions, affect our lives, portray multiple layers of meaning and even influence thinking on a large 

scale (Kellner, 2004; Leavy, 2015; Sturken & Cartwright, 2009). From my experiences of teaching 

visual arts in a secondary school in Chile, prior to 2011, when I came to New Zealand as an 

international student I could see the learning possibilities for supporting students’ critical thinking 

through the visual. I perceived the need for adolescents to reflect on imagery from their everyday 

context as these have become a major means of communication (Duncum, 2009; Freedman, 
2007). In my pursuit to foster criticality I realized, however, that there was scarce orientation 

towards this in Chile’s national visual arts programme (Ministerio de Educación [Mineduc], 2004). 

Instead, a strong emphasis on compulsory content and techniques underpinned by a traditional 

understanding of the field continued. As Errázuriz (2009) argues, the implications of Chile’s military 

coup run deep and, since 1990, its debris remains in tension with the re-establishment of 

democracy. Remnants of the dictatorship are evident in all spheres of Chilean social imaginary, 

including education. Neoliberal discourses and conservative religious beliefs imposed under the 

military coup continue to some extent as a force with and against ideals of equity.  

Chilean education: The inheritance of political ghosts and consensual transformations 

Chilean education inherited a number of political ghosts from the dictatorship: the absence of a 

philosophical vision, an apparently depoliticized curriculum, utilitarian ideas about learning and an 

emphasis on individual success, all resulting in symbolic and material inequity.  

Cox (2001) describes how the coup’s focus on ideological control, rather than on theorizing, 

led to curricula guidelines from the 1960s-1990 based on Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy. Relevant for 

my research is that many perspectives towards critical thinking known as ‘cognitive skills’ stem 

from this stance. Davies and Barnett (2015) contend that critical thinking from the cognitive 
perspective comprises a set of skills which are thought to support logical argument, judgment and 

reflection. These authors posit that the problem with this vision is that it defines thinking as mental 

actions for acquiring knowledge and understanding, but is devoid of a socio-political stance. In 

Chile, understanding thinking as a neutral and depoliticized process is problematic because its 

conflict-ridden past presents educators with the imperative to restore principles of equity 

disregarded by the ideological practices of the coup. 

A number of educational reforms have been implemented since the 1990s to restore 
principles of equity and ‘quality’, but these continue to focus on technical agendas (Rubio, 2012) 

rather than critical theoretical grounds for democracy. ‘Quality’ refers to an emphasis on students’ 

achievement. It is expressed through the aim of ‘excellence for all’ and responds to aims of 

efficiency (Gillies, 2007). These reforms have been partial, each covering different educational 

sectors, thereby contributing to the co-existence of differing policies. In the mid-1990s the first 

curricula reform aimed to improve quality and efficiency (Cox, 2006). New values were included but 

these focused on personal and social dispositions. Subsequent curriculum reviews analysed 

international settings, including New Zealand, to update compulsory schooling in light of the global 
economy and the rise of new technologies. As a result, mandatory content was reduced in some 
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year levels and replaced with learning objectives that focus on skills, including critical thinking 

(Mineduc, 2012). The dominance of an instrumental rationale in Chilean education may prompt 

people to think that neoliberal narratives of competiveness and individualism have pervaded our 

social imaginary. Instead, the basis of inherited constructions imposed during the dictatorship 

continues in tension with democratic values. This is expressed through manifestations of dissent 

and shifts in orientations. The Chilean public-school students’ movement of 2006, known as the 

‘penguin revolution’ due to their uniforms, offered a challenge through extensive takeovers of 
schools and protests that sought to subvert inequity in education. While some of their demands 

were addressed, the Penguins also questioned the neoliberal politics of education. This set the 

stage for the students’ ‘winter protests’ of 2011, which aimed to cease the corporatization of 

schools. Although a longstanding neoliberal model continues, narrow understandings of education 

seem to be shifting. While the logic of the market is evident in the continuous marginalization of 

visual arts education in Chile due to its potential for disruption, vitality and intangibility, an emergent 

move towards criticality is taking place against dominant neoliberal forces that undermine 

principles of equity.  

The place of visual arts education in Chile: The struggles of a marginalized field  

For almost two centuries, visual arts education in Chile was oriented towards the development of 

technical skills of representation which contributed to its marginalization to a utilitarian role 

(Errázuriz, 2001). While a belated influence of ‘art as expression’, prompted by Read’s (1943) and 

Lowenfeld’s (1947) views, impacted on the field in the 1960s its reappraisal was interrupted by 17 

years of dictatorship in which secondary visual arts education was focused on nationalism, 

traditions and the appreciation of ‘masters’ from the past. Read (1943) understood the arts as 

having a central role in emotional and mental development, hence his model emphasised creativity 
and self-expression. Through this lens, teaching practices aim to encourage, without restrictions or 

training, creative processes and experimentation.  

Since the dictatorship, and up to the present, visual arts education holds a marginalized 

position in Chilean curricula. Lack of support is most evident in the minimal time allocated to visual 

arts compared with other subjects. With the advent of democracy in 1990 a slight increase in time 

has been given to visual arts at primary years, but secondary education remains the same, 

reflecting an instrumental model concerned with students’ futures in the labour market. At 
secondary level it is compulsory for students to choose between music or visual arts with two 

sessions of 45 minutes per week (Mineduc, 2017). Within a weekly timetable containing 42 time 

slots per week, this allocation is tokenistic. Although ‘the arts’ were diversified during democracy, 

with the addition of elective specialized art fields to be offered in the final two years of secondary 

education (Mineduc, 2007), their implementation is optional and because these courses require 

specific equipment and spaces their inclusion is rare. A reality is that the arts are predominantly 

implemented in private schools which provide more financial support and perceive them as a form 

of attracting a middle-to-upper class clientele. However, my experiences of teaching in a private 
school, prior to 2011 when I came to New Zealand, were at odds with what I experienced. While 
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the school enjoyed a specialized art classroom, in which I taught photography, design and general 

visual arts courses, the subject was generally perceived as a mindless activity and an easy option 

for students to gain high grades. This frequently led to a lack of investment from students who saw 

the course as an opportunity to merely improve their final scores.  

A further reality for me as a visual arts teacher in Chile was that the post-dictatorship 

framework, reconceptualised under democracy (Mineduc, 2004), is influenced by views that align 

with modernist appraisals concerned with ‘aesthetic appreciation’ and the production of artworks. 
This understanding reflects Eisner’s (1972) vision of art education that was influential in the 1980s 

in Western contexts. His perspective pointed to appreciate ‘aesthetic’ values by encouraging art 

criticism, the study of masterworks, interpretation and creation of meaning (Carpenter & Tavin, 

2010). Smith (2007) suggests that while this approach has contributed to supporting art educators’ 

background knowledge, it rests predominantly on modernist conceptions of beauty, taste and 

aesthetics, which are assumed as inherent values of the ‘fine arts’. The problem with modernist 

notions is their preservation of dominant ideological assumptions through a universalist language 

(Tavin, 2007). This perspective is considered restrictive in content and theory, doctrinarian, 
Eurocentric, and gender biased (Carpenter & Tavin, 2010). Furthermore, the modernist focus on 

the ‘fine arts’ as having a higher status than other cultural forms disengages visual arts education 

from students’ daily experiences (Duncum, 2009).  

Another reality for me as a visual arts teacher in Chile was that Read’s (1943) and 

Lowenfeld’s (1947) viewpoints on ‘art as expression’, together with modernist views, remained 

influential. This stance influenced the expectations of the field and contributed to conceiving visual 

arts education as a recreational pursuit, indifference by students, and teachers’ maintenance of 

formalist rather than critical approaches towards worldviews. The issue with the ‘self-expression’ 
position is that it retreats from critical thinking because it ignores that cultural artefacts and their 

understandings are shaped by socio-political contexts and a subjective lens. This apolitical, 

discrete and biased discourse remains in force in Chilean visual arts programmes for the final two 

years of secondary education. 

I have discovered, since leaving Chile in 2011, that a new visual arts curriculum for the first 

two years of secondary has been developed. Significant for my research, a move towards a more 

critical conception of the field is indicated (Mineduc, 2015). The new framework is underpinned by 
the need to develop students’ awareness about diverse visual practices in an image-saturated 

world. It includes the concept of ‘visual culture’ and critical thinking as central dimensions for 

supporting students’ reflective and art making processes, and promotes opportunities to examine 

social issues associated with adolescents’ lives and conveyed in youth culture. Nevertheless, this 

policy shift towards ‘criticality’ still appears to be conflated with modernist ideals of ‘aesthetic 

appreciation’ and a prescriptive emphasis on the use of new technologies. Despite these issues, 

the recent reform of the visual arts education framework presents a reflective foundation for 

possible new transformations. This may emancipate this area from its marginalization and 
engender opportunity to question dominant ways of seeing in the form of visualities. 
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The visual context: My experiences of critical thinking towards visualities  

They lived to see their dreams. And when they slept, they dreamed about their dreams. They had 
arrived at the island of dreams together, but in a short time they were oceans apart, drowning in their 

nocturnal imagery (Felsberg, Taplin & Wenders, 1991). 

As a teenager, I recall that going to a small old cinema was one of my favourite haunts. Some of 

the movies I watched still resonate with me deeply. Visual experiences can have that effect on our 
memory when they envisage a possible future. A world saturated by images, smart phones and the 

selfie phenomenon were still unrealized when the German film director Wim Wenders portrayed a 

future dominated by wireless visual technologies in Until the end of the world (Felsberg, Taplin & 

Wenders, 1991). The movie’s story includes a camera that records images from dreams which can 

be seen later through a visual device. For the main characters, watching this imagery becomes 

addictive as they alienate themselves from others to stare at their portable screens. The film 

envisions how the mediation of visual technologies can influence the global future in the way we 

see and relate to the world as a second-hand experience. Mirzoeff (2009) claims that today, 
“Human experience is much more visual and visualized than ever before” (p. 1). As the visual 

increasingly permeates society, it increases the necessity to understand it (Duncum, 2007, 2008).  

 During my tertiary fine arts experiences I became aware that the visual is often used to 

portray either consumer culture or dominant views of the world through the display of a range of 

‘spectacles’. For Debord (1994), “the spectacle is not a collection of images; rather, it is a social 

relationship between people that is mediated by images” (p. 12). He perceives the ‘spectacle’ as 

embedded in capitalism, a system that demands the consent of a depoliticized society that has 
been absorbed in a false dream. Debord argues that, “The spectacle is the bad dream of modern 

society in chains, expressing nothing more than its wish for sleep. The spectacle is the guardian of 

that sleep” (p. 18). French sociologist, Baudrillard (1993), refers to the domain of spectacle as 

‘hyperreality’, a concept that considers images to be persuasive simulations that continually refer to 

other imageries, and which come to be seen as more real than the lived experience:  

We draw ever closer to the surface of the screen; our gaze is, as it were, strewn across the image. We 

no longer have the spectator's distance from the stage – all theatrical conventions are gone. That we 
fall so easily into the screen's coma of the imagination is due to the fact that the screen presents a 

perpetual void that we are invited to fill. Proxemics of images: promiscuity of images: tactile 

pornography of images. Yet the image is always light years away. (p. 55)  

Through my engagement with photography as my specialization, I realized that the power of 

images relies, in part, on their propagation through visual technologies via global coverage that can 

influence how we see the world (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009). As Virilio (2000) asserts, the 

immediacy with which diverse material is transmitted by new technologies has established them as 

information bombs, which can dislodge and instil ideas at high speed. An eloquent example of this 

concept is the massive dissemination of images that captured the 9/11, 2001 attacks. Kellner 
(2004, p. 42) describes them as “spectacles of terror” which later operated as conceptual 
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instruments for supporting a war. Thus, visual discourses, as manifestations of ‘visuality’, can have 

a strong impact on our gaze.  

In an early study, Foster (1988) refers to visuality as “how we see, how we are able, allowed, 

or made to see, and how we see this seeing or the unseen therein” (p. ix). Mirzoeff (2011) informed 

and captured my interest in visuality as a discursive practice that expresses authority by gathering 

and classifying knowledge, including images. It is an exercise of power which categorizes and 

segregates information making these classifications seem right and aesthetic. In art, this is 
expressed through aesthetics that maintain the existent state of affairs, what seems correct, 

pleasant and beautiful (Mirzoeff, 2011). As a Chilean who experienced the dictatorship’s ‘cultural 

blackout’, I identify with Heywood’s and Sandywell’s (2012) claim that visuality is the product of a 

range of visual practices which mediate human experience and identity construction by supporting 

assimilation of dominant ways of seeing. Grushka (2005) identifies a further issue that resonates 

with me. She claims that imagery is often profit-driven and engages pictures of youth to sell their 

ideas. As a consequence, images that adolescents are exposed to can produce fleeting desires to 

fit in with certain models, thus producing confusion and anxiety in their search for both individuality 
and conformity. It seems to me that this notion is crucial when promoting critical thinking through 

mass media images because, as Dyer (2012) states, they usually spread stereotypical portrayals 

of certain individuals. Sturken and Cartwright (2009) maintain, however, that the belief that viewers 

are entirely deceived by images should not be overstated because these are subject to negotiation. 

Sontag (2003) concurs that “The photographer’s intentions do not determine the meaning of the 

photograph, which will have its own career” (p. 39). For Chrosniak (2009), developing a critical 

approach towards images implies cultivating deep awareness about their impact whereas 

Freedman’s (2003) rationale for encouraging critical thinking towards images is concerned with the 
effects of the visual on ‘identity’. This is a particular concern of adolescents. This issue is further 

complicated by the phenomenon of self-imagining, a visual practice in which subjectivity becomes 

a fetish that is continually self-fashioned as a product of consumer capitalism (Duncum, 2007).  

As a visual arts educator, ‘visual culture’ provides me with the lens of critical theory for 

considering critical thinking as a possible means for enabling students’ mediation of diverse 

imagery and visualities. My Chilean background awakened me to issues of power and its effects on 

validating dominant ways of thinking. In critical theory, critical thinking is essential for mediating 
such ideas because they are widely spread, easily taken for granted and hard to recognize. 

Brookfield (2012) claims that dominant worldviews are “submerged, such as white supremacy, 

patriarchy, or heterosexism” (p. 10). This viewpoint is concerned with how the gaze is ideologically 

constructed through the effects of varied visual artefacts because these may structure the way 

people relate in their daily lives (Rose, 2012). The concept of visual culture is not limited to the 

investigation of artists because most information today is visually transmitted and involves art 

history, crafts, mass-media imagery and a range of visual practices of everyday life (Dikovitskaya, 

2005). The relevance of this sphere of study is that it includes cultural manifestations that are 
significant for adolescents’ lives and is focused on how these affect their construction of ‘self’ 

(Grushka, 2009). For Duncum (2009), visual culture challenges the traditional modernist focus of 
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visual arts education. He suggests the need for art educators to take responsibility for the formation 

of critical thinkers and adopt a position which enables ‘disruption’. From this, I can see that 

students’ critical engagement with visual culture could be used to challenge dominant ideas. 

I vividly recall images from the 2011 Chilean students’ ‘winter protests’, for which they 

organized a massive flash mob next to the national presidential palace. The students suddenly 

broke into a choreographed and costumed zombie-like dance based on Michael Jackson’s Thriller. 

Their intention was to persuade the Chilean government to support a better educational system, 
which they declared was ‘rotten and dead’. Here lie my reasons for supporting students’ critical 

thinking through the visual as a potential transformative dimension: mediating dominant ‘visualities’ 

and disrupting their embedded ideological discourses. Both have the potential to contribute to (re) 

imagining equity in education. The power of the visual in the present, and my experiences in Chile 

in the past, convinced me of the importance of promoting a critical approach towards and through 

the visual, and motivated the research I embarked on when I came to New Zealand.              

My journey to New Zealand: Utopian narratives and images of equity 

My journey to New Zealand was propelled by utopian narratives and images of equity. Ricoeur 

(1986) argues that the social imaginary which defines any society is linked to the imaginative 

functions of ideology and utopia. These two dimensions have negative and positive aspects that 

work as dialectic. While ideology can perpetuate the status quo through its discourses, it is also 
constitutive to communities’ identity integration. Similarly, while utopia tends to point to unrealizable 

fantasies, it can also provide a critical position from which ideology can be examined. As an 

outsider coming from Chile, a country whose identity was shattered by the dictatorship, and whose 

democratic transformations continue to look to restoring ideals of equity, New Zealand’s egalitarian 

image appeared to offer a utopian vantage point from which I could critically view education.  

Allessio (2008, p. 22) argues “that utopia was central to the nation’s culture and resulted in 

paradise emerging as one of its dominant tropes.” Old visual advertisements from the 1800s of 

idealized landscapes were instrumental in promoting New Zealand as ‘Arcadia’, a mythical idea of 
a promised land or Eden. Utopian narratives were replicated in the early 1900s through fantastic 

images that depicted the country as a fairy realm. Such idealized visions continue to exist, but in 

the present take the form of imagery that positions the country as a ‘clean green’ paradise. New 

Zealand’s isolation, its distance from Europe, the natural scenery and late colonization contributed 

to the impression of a land that could be kept distant from the errors of other colonies and where 

political experimentation was possible. For Allessio (2008), the early enactment of certain 

legislation nurtured the construction of New Zealand’s image as an egalitarian paradise. My 
utopian perception of this social imaginary was influenced by Te Tiriti o Waitangi-The Treaty of 

Waitangi, an agreement signed in 1840 between British settlers and 540 Māori chiefs to build the 

nation state. This non-mandated ‘understanding’ underpins bicultural policies for education. I was 

also drawn to ideals of equity evident in the philosophical foundations of public education. This 

places significant attention on community values and critical thinking, and on the respected position 
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that visual arts education enjoys in the curriculum. These aspects contributed to the image I held of 

New Zealand when I arrived.  

Once I began my Masters studies in New Zealand, significant experiences occurred through 

which I witnessed the thought-provoking possibilities of having a critical basis in visual arts 

education. In this research, The visual as a thinking tool, I discovered how The New Zealand 

Curriculum (Ministry of Education [MoE], 2007) supports the construction of critical thinkers (Garcia 

Lazo, 2012). I discovered how a sample of year 13 students developed critical thinking skills 
through images in their art programmes, and how their visual arts teachers in secondary schools 

encouraged students’ critical thinking through the visual. This research prompted me to think 

further about diverse cultural manifestations, beyond the arts, to include a wider diversity of visual 

mediums, such as mass media imagery, popular visual culture and contemporary art (Duncum, 

2006; Freedman, 2003; Gude, 2007; Hogan, 2006; Smith, 2008). This resonated with my Chilean 

experience and critique of its framework as I discovered that to promote students’ critical thinking 

through the visual, visual arts education must be driven by a reflective approach, not a technical 

focus (Charman & Ross, 2006; Duncum, 2010; Gude, 2007; Hardy, 2006; Hogan 2006). From my 
examination of the national curriculum, the Achievement Standards for the National Certificate of 

Educational Achievement (NCEA) (New Zealand Qualifications Authority [NZQA], 2014), and the 

findings from my Masters, I concluded that thoughtful and flexible philosophical foundations and 

strong pedagogical support underpinned teaching practices. From this encounter, I learnt that 

‘critical thinking’ has the potential to be understood and manifested in multiple ways (Garcia Lazo, 

2012). This first experience of research inspired me to pursue a deeper and wider exploration to 

gain understanding of how this small sample of year 13 students had become such highly, but 

individually different, critical thinkers. I set out on this doctoral journey to investigate how, and in 
what ways, critical thinking is conceived and supported for 13 to 18 year-olds from the beginning of 

secondary schooling at year 9, until the end at year 13.  

The bewildering aspects about critical thinking that I found in my Masters were still confusing 

when I embarked on my doctoral journey, and were further problematized throughout the research. 

This led me to an increasingly complex scenario in which utopian thinking appeared to be distorting 

my vision. Despite this, I believe that a dose of utopian thought was essential for prompting my 

journey from Chile to New Zealand in search of an alternative vision for visual arts education. This 
thesis recounts the story about how I intuitively recalibrated my lenses over and over again to re-

examine my vantage point of ‘critical thinking’ and ‘the visual’ while engaging with ideological and 

utopian narratives embedded in the data and within my own understandings.   

Thesis outline: My compass pointed to equity 

My compass pointed to equity. This principle set my course and critically guided me towards 

whatever arose and was relevant to exploring in-between intersecting lines. This thesis emerges as 

an organic process that followed its own inner logic, informed by a variety of theories and grounded 

in my socio-political experiences as a Chilean and visual arts educator. While the perspectives of 

critical pedagogy and visual culture underpin this research, both positions provided a starting point 
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only for examining critical thinking in schools. Critical pedagogy was instrumental for understanding 

‘critical thinking’ as a means of empowering ‘student voice’ and sense of equity (hooks, 2010, 

Giroux, 2005). Visual culture helped me articulate this aspect in relation to the visual (Duncum, 

2008; Freedman, 2007). While these two viewpoints served to guide my initial vantage point of 

critical thinking and the visual, subsequent models of thought overlapped multiple times as I 

readjusted my lenses according to contingent circumstances. Exploring critical thinking demands 

the examination of complex worldviews, which at times comprise assumptions about education, 
gender, class, sexuality, race, culture, art, etc. As hooks (2010) states: “Critical pedagogy 

encompasses all areas of study that aim to redress biases that have informed ways of teaching 

and knowing” (p. 23). As a consequence, a transformative theoretical orientation guides this thesis. 

This explains why the literature is embedded throughout my thesis rather than expressed at the 

outset in a compartmentalized section and why each of the following chapters has its own 

assemblage of critical lenses underpinning the interconnection of fragmentary ideas and imagery. 

A flexible direction enabled me to continuously and organically formulate ideas in response to a 

wide range of data and through my multiple interactions with them. It elucidates why my analytic 
orientation varies and the emphasis on critical thinking in each chapter differs. While this is 

expressed through uneven chapter lengths, styles and interwoven philosophical positions, each is 

connected to my central concern with ‘critical thinking’ in education, and how this might be 

manifested and investigated as a transformative dimension. My interest in how critical thinking may 

be articulated with and through the visual became a linking thread. The selection of visual methods 

for arguing, collecting, analysing and producing data offers a connection between chapters. This 

imagery provided me with a critical means for positioning diverse materials together and potentially 

suggest new understandings.  

In this first chapter, I have introduced my personal lens and Chilean social imaginary as 

experiences that awakened my eyes to issues of equity and drove me to study the possibilities of 

‘critical thinking’ in visual arts education as a transformative dimension. I suggested the need for 

visual arts education in Chile to move towards criticality in the context of a hyper-visual world, a 

scenario that prompted me to pursue critical foundations in New Zealand. I offered my initial 

vantage point of critical thinking and present the experiences that propelled my research journey. 

The following chapters are outlined in three parts. 

Chapters 2 and 3 in Part One: Opening the lens, introduce the theoretical and contextual 

lenses on my research journey.  

In Chapter 2, I examine the postmodern position from which my study of ‘critical thinking’ 

through the visual takes place. I justify this position as one that allowed me to continually shift my 

orientation and guide the reader to the methodological approach for analysing the data. I present 

postmodern principles of fragmentation and liminality as instrumental to my critical engagement 

with diverse data, philosophies and subjectivities. I introduce the notions of a bricoleur and 

a/r/tography, two conceptual approaches that have enabled me to move in-between multiple 
theories, methodologies and fields to appropriate fragments of them and (re) imagine these as 
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intersubjective assemblages. To keep my orientation flowing, I draw on Irwin’s (2013) appraisal of 

a/r/ography as a language of possibility in which uncertainty is central. In Chapter 3, I guide the 

reader to the research aim, questions and policies, The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007) and 

The National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) (New Zealand Qualifications Authority 

[NZQA], 2012) that informed this research. I introduce the educational settings and methods for 

collecting and producing data. 

Chapters 4, 5 and 6, introduced as two-part stories in Part Two: Focusing the lens, present 
the research settings and participants, how critical thinking is conceived, enacted and embodied in 

each school, and my a/r/tographical collages through which I (re) imagine the data.  

In Chapter 4 – Part 1, my focus is on School A. At this girls’ school I explore the possibilities 

of critical thinking through the visual. Through visual and written mediums I capture the unique 

character of the school, whose vision of education is to find the source of each student to ‘excel’ 

and to value a holistic sustainable future. I contemplate the understandings, stories, identities, and 

vision for visual arts education and critical thinking of three visual arts teachers. I draw on Giroux’s 

(2005) and hooks’s (2010) views of critical pedagogy, and Duncum’s (2006) work on visual culture, 
to examine the extent to which the year 9-13 students’ critical thinking took the form of a 

transformative dimension through their stories and art making.  

Chapter 4 – Part 2 is dedicated to the intersubjective connections that occurred at School A 

between the participants’ vision and my viewpoint through the creation of a/r/tographical collages. 

Drawing on La Jevic’s and Springgay’s (2008) view of intersubjectivity as a relational and 

overlapping understanding, I present a series of images. These comprise multiple fragments of 

data that I appropriate to (re) imagine the reciprocal insights about critical thinking that took place. 

These collages encapsulate my encounter with the school’s holistic visual arts framework, critical 
pedagogies of the teachers (Giroux, 2005), and thinking journeys of the students.  

In Chapter 5 – Part 1, I examine critical thinking in School B. At this boys’ school, whose 

distinctive character is envisaged under Catholic caring values and an emphasis on students’ 

futures, I examine critical thinking through the visual. Images complement my writing of this 

school’s story. I reflect on the conceptualizations and experiences of the teachers and their 

students and how different factors affect their views of criticality. I examine the teachers’ concern 

about their students’ futures and assumptions about gender as relevant issues that led to the 
creation of a tailored visual arts scheme for ‘boys’. I draw on Giroux’s (2005) transformative notion 

of critical pedagogy, and on Duncum’s (2006) conception of ‘visual culture’, to explore classroom 

interactions and pedagogy in relation to a broad range of visual artefacts produced by students. 

Chapter 5 – Part 2 focuses on visualizing the encounters at School B through a/r/tographical 

collages. I apply “relational aesthetic” approaches contingent with the conditions of each event 

(Sinner, 2017, p. 40) in the creation of images to suggest the circumstances in which threads of 

ideas and subjectivities interconnect. I draw on the art making concepts and approaches used by 

students in design. My intention is to make a first critical move towards understanding the teachers’ 
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practices and students’ thinking journeys in the context of theories which draw from mass media 

and culture studies.  

In Chapter 6 – Part 1, I explore the potential of critical thinking at School C. At this co-

educational school I use images to contextualize its particular identity, whose vision aims to nurture 

creativity and critical thinking for students’ well-being and future success. I present the school’s 

concern with community values, contemplate the cultural identity, experiences and perceptions of a 

teacher and her students and explore how these factors influence their understanding of critical 
thinking. I introduce the school’s inclusive visual arts scheme as a device conceived to support 

students’ critical voice. I draw on hooks’s (2010) view of criticality and briefly examine the 

possibilities of dissent and agency in education.  

Chapter 6 – Part 2, is dedicated to the intersubjective encounters at School C. These drove 

me to create a/r/tographical collages as a way of performing the emergence of continuous 

possibilities that took place at this school. I present a series of images that are conceived as 

assemblages in which participants voices and my perceptions interact. I draw on relational 

understandings and incompleteness to present this imagery as a means to trigger the viewer’s 
possible and constant becomings (Irwin, 2008). These fragmentary pictures present an invitation 

towards liminal spaces in which potential thoughts may emerge.  

Chapters 7, 8 and 9 in Part Three: Thinking in-between multiple lenses, present my analysis 

of findings about critical thinking at Schools A, B and C. I examine these in the context of the 

curriculum in light of multiple interconnected theories, and offer possibilities for the future.  

In Chapter 7, my aim is to problematize critical thinking in the context of The New Zealand 

Curriculum (MoE, 2007) and the three schools’ philosophies by theorizing in-between multiple 

interconnected theories. I discuss the future-focus dimension in national policies and how this 
emphasis could affect conceptions of ‘critical thinking’. I draw on Benade (2012) to examine the 

presence of contradictory narratives of ‘success’ and ‘equity’ in the curriculum, and explore 

whether community values may enable the construction of ‘critical thinking’ as a transformative 

aspect. I argue, based on Nairn’s, Higgins’s and Sligo’s (2012) viewpoints, that discourses of 

success-oriented education towards individualism and economic aims retreat from equity. I 

examine whether principles of success and equity are reflected in the three schools, and underpin 

this discussion through diverse theories and a/r/tographical means.   

Chapter 8 draws on written, verbal and visual data from the schools which I examine as a 

bricoleur in the context of diverse theories. I engage with the challenges that emerged in Chapters 

4, 5 and 6. These issues arose from my engagement with the visual arts schemes of the three 

differing schools, the teachers’ approaches to critical thinking and students’ perceptions as critical 

thinkers. I draw on Lyotard (1984) to argue that the coexistence of different conceptions of visual 

arts education in the schools responds to the presence of overlapping paradigms that remain in 

force as a result of postmodern capitalism. I contend that the hybridization of these orientations 

towards the field, coupled with the presence of paradoxical discourses in the national curriculum, 
contribute to contradictory notions of critical thinking. These appraisals are clarified with and 
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against perspectives on critical thinking and multiple theoretical frameworks. I explore these issues 

through the creation of an a/r/tographical image whose construction intersects diverse critical 

theories.   

In Chapter 9 I reflect on what propelled my research, its main takeaways, and potential lines 

of flight. Rather than providing answers, I draw on Deleuze and Guattari (1987) to offer potential 

lines of flight in the form of open questions which aim to disrupt the logic of discursive patterns. In 

the context of (re) imagining critical thinking through the visual as a transformative dimension, 
these lines of flight are produced to unsettle common understandings of this aspect in visual arts 

education. My takeaways and potential lines of flight present possible beginnings to be explored by 

policy makers, visual arts educators and arts-based researchers.  

Each chapter engages with the complexities of critical thinking as a transformative 

dimension in visual arts education. My compass enabled me to move between diverse theories to 

examine the narratives embedded in the data and was instrumental in delving into intersectional 

viewpoints. I do not offer an ultimate conclusion through this stance. A significant feature of critical 

thinking is that it offers a certain comfort from the experience of uncertainty, an aspect that might 
prompt the transformation of worldviews with its leading potential at a socio-cultural level. In this 

research I endeavour to embrace a deep understanding of critical thinking, one that signals a 

responsibility towards supporting equity in education. Through my research, I aspire to have 

agency to reveal possible critical models to be explored in Chilean educational policies. I hope to 

inspire teachers to reflect on their practices in visual arts education in my country, and beyond, and 

to find ways which promote equity in education. It is my aspiration that others will find their own 

compass to create critical and healthier educational contexts.  
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CHAPTER 2 

IN-BETWEEN THEORIES AND METHODOLOGIES 

 

In this chapter I theorise in-between theories and methodologies, a postmodern position from 

which my study of critical thinking through the visual, as a potential agent for supporting equity, is 

possible. This position was motivated by my personal background as an artist, researcher and 

teacher in Chile and New Zealand, and by the current global visual context in which images are a 

powerful means for shaping thinking. My stance is grounded in the concepts of the bricoleur and 
a/r/tography, and in postmodern notions of fragmentation and liminal spaces in which 

understandings take the form of interconnected possibilities. Establishing this perspective meant 

locating myself within a postmodern framework. Fragmentation is a lived-experience in my 

homeland, Latin America, as our history has been shattered multiple times by the imposition of 

violent, overlapping power systems that have disarticulated gender, ethnic and class borders. Latin 

American identities can be seen as the result of “cultural fragmentation” which have been “further 

fractured by the … dynamics of late capitalism” (Neustadt, 1999, p. 20). In this context, hybridity is 

present in the coexistence of democracy and authoritarian political conventions. As a hybrid culture 
in Latin America we inhabit “the liminal spaces where multiple temporalities, identities, and social 

formations overlap” (Fernandes, 2012, p. 409). Lyotard (1984) notes that the rise of new 

technologies that undermined unifying worldviews, and led Western societies to embrace a state of 

scepticism, produced a proliferation of multiple and fragmentary discourses. In this condition, 

postmodern critiques of prevailing modernist perspectives and traditions, that have underpinned 

the gaining of knowledge within binary frameworks of objectivism and subjectivism, consider that 

totalizing narratives exclude equity from their discourses. Postmodern views posit that knowledge 

is inter-subjective, contextual, socially constructed and intimately related to power relations within a 
given community. Thus, meaning making among a group is a practice of consensus and resistance 

(Foucault, 1980).  

To explore possible conditions for supporting critical thinking in visual arts education in a 

sample of New Zealand secondary schools, as a dimension that can potentially strengthen equity, I 

embraced two conceptual tools: the bricoleur and a/r/tography. The concept of the bricoleur 

enabled me to engage with heterogeneous discourses experienced within the three schools and to 

appropriate fragments of visual and textual data to interconnect them with multiple theories. 
A/r/tography allowed me to shift in-between the boundaries of art, research and teaching, to move 

ideas between-across the three research settings, and to (re) imagine meanings within liminal 

spaces in which the participants’ views and my perspectives are encountered. Both approaches 

support ethical practices through ‘living inquiries’, a process through which new understandings are 

co-constructed. Sinner (2017) argues that a/r/tography acknowledges the limits of “scientific 

models which negate multiple forms of knowledge creation, like … artistic expression … [By] 
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refusing traditional research space it addresses power relations and how power is exercised in 

learning relationships” (p. 54).  

The first section of this chapter focuses on ideological perspectives about critical thinking. 

Next, I examine the concept of the bricoleur as a conceptual lens through a series of theories and 

how this enabled me to deal with multiplicity and fragmentation. In the third section I explore 

a/r/tography as a theoretical tool and how this allowed me to investigate critical thinking in-between 

the fields of art, research and education. I unfold how its potential offered me creative means for 
creating connections, as well as for embracing uncertainty and unsettling perceptions. In the fourth 

section I consider how the concept of rhizoanalysis supported me to disrupt conventional 

understandings of qualitative methodology in order to continually move in multiple directions. The 

final section brings together all the lenses that enabled me to articulate a postmodern theoretical 

approach to research.  

Critical thinking: Mapping theoretical perspectives 

My inquiry into critical thinking entailed mapping different theoretical perspectives about this 

dimension. This search was motivated by my pursuit for equity in education. To attain equity, the 

premise is that knowledge is not found, but created, and that creating it is an exercise of power that 

has derived from a range of understandings, including the view that it is socially constructed. This 

position calls for a postmodern perspective that contemplates multiplicity, openness, critical 
dialogue and contextual awareness. These principles led my inquiry to a relational position which 

understands “classrooms and schools [as] interconnected, interdependent living systems that 

adapt themselves to changing circumstances … [and conceives] learning events … in relation and 

within a complex system of action and reaction” (Springgay, Irwin & Kind, 2012, pp. 84-85). This 

stance and the current context, in which the visual is often used to persuade thinking, motivated 

me to explore conditions for critical thinking in visual arts education.  

 My research investigates whether it is possible to support students’ critical thinking through 

the visual at three different secondary schools in Auckland, New Zealand. One aim was to 
understand the theoretical framework under which ‘thinking’ is defined as a key competency in The 

New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007) and how this notion guided the enactment of ‘critical 

thinking’ at a girls’, a boys’ and a co-educational school. The encounters with multiple perspectives 

around critical thinking experienced at these settings led me to retrospectively examine a range of 

standpoints, broadly organized under three ideological frameworks: cognitive skills, disposition, 

and critical theory. Critical thinking from a ‘cognitive skills’ standpoint is defined in instrumental 

terms such as “reasonable and reflective thinking focused on deciding what to believe or do” 
(Ennis, 2011, p. 15) or, as Lipman (1988, p. 39) argues, “skilful, responsible thinking that facilitates 

good judgement.” From this position, critical thinking is described as a reflective, individual and 

deliberate process which enables the identification of others’ views in order to test diverse 

perspectives, negotiate opinions, and generate unique and logical understandings (Cottrell, 2017; 

Ennis, 2011; Facione & Gittens, 2013). The ‘dispositions’ perspective, differentiated from critical 

thinking, is described as ‘habits of mind’ or attitudes towards thinking. Davies and Barnett (2015) 
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explain that dispositions are emotional states which comprise a critical thinking mind-set and a 

sense of psychological openness. On the other hand, Harpaz (2015) posits that the dispositions 

stance complements the cognitive skills perspective in the form of supplementary socio-emotional 

positions. The perspective of ‘critical theory’, in comparison with cognitive and dispositional views, 

embraces critical thinking as a socio-political lens, which inverts the internal focus of the cognitive 

and dispositions perspectives into an external examination of the ideological structures that 

conceive particular ideas (Davies & Barnett, 2015). Brookfield (2012, 2015) argues that a political 
perspective is the most radical approach to critical thinking because it seeks to support equity by 

uncovering power relations and sustaining social involvement with the aim of producing change. 

Critical pedagogy derives from this approach to critical thinking and points to “overcome and 

unlearn the social conditions that restrict and limit human freedom” (Davies & Barnett, 2015, p. 18). 

The metaphor of the ‘bricoleur’ as a conceptual lens 

My investigation into critical thinking is grounded in the concept of the bricoleur5. The French term 

bricoleur is untranslatable into English but alludes to repairing and creating through a ‘do-it 

yourself’ approach. Anthropologist Lévi-Strauss (1966) was among the first to adopt the notion of 

the bricoleur as a metaphor for the way indigenous mythical thought functions as a bricolage, 

compared with scientific thought. For Lévi-Strauss, “the ‘bricoleur’ ... uses devious means ... it 

expresses itself by means of a heterogeneous repertoire which, even if extensive, is nevertheless 
limited” (pp. 16-17). He explains that bricolage in relation to science has unpredictable results as its 

instruments are not pre-conceived, but depend on what the bricoleur encounters at their disposal: 

The ‘bricoleur’ is adept at performing a large number of tasks, but … the rules … are always to make 

do with ‘whatever is at hand’ … a set of tools and materials which is always finite and … 

heterogeneous because what it contains bears no relation to the current project … but is the contingent 
result of all the occasions there have to be renew or enrich the stock or to maintain it with the remains 

of previous constructions or deconstructions. (p. 17)  

The bricoleur collects, recycles and deconstructs a series of objects at hand and by re-combining 
them attributes new meanings to them. While the bricoleur borrows from diverse sources, Lévi-

Strauss suggests that these are limited to what is accessible, thus, creativity is also bounded by its 

resources and residual meanings. Johnson (2012) contends that elements borrowed by the 

bricoleur are limited by their history, but admits the potential use of them is undetermined. While 

the metaphor of the ‘bricoleur’ enabled the formulation of a meaning-making framework for my 

research, its further expansion and adoption in other fields is also useful. As demonstrated through 

its re-appropriation of the social sciences, the arts, economics, punk and queer subcultures, the 

bricoleur has been re-constructed numerous times to fit into multiple and distinct bricolages. The 
concepts I borrowed as a bricoleur were affected by the context in which these were adopted, thus 

the deconstruction of this metaphor is relevant to understanding my research process.   

                                                        
5 The French term ‘bricoleur’ conveys the idea of a person “who undertakes odd jobs and is Jack of all trades or a kind of 
professional do-it-yourself ... but ... [it] is of a different standing from ... the English ‘odd job man’ or handyman” (Lévi-
Strauss, 1966, p. 17).     
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 Derrida (1993, p. 231) perceives Lévi-Strauss’s bricolage as the “discourse of the 

[bricoleur’s] method” and deliberated that its selection of certain tools within a system underlies a 

“critique of language in the form of bricolage, [which is then a] … critical language itself.” From a 

poststructuralist perspective, Derrida proposes that bricolage applies to any kind of critical 

engagement with discourse. The need to borrow concepts from others means that all discourses 

are based on the concept of bricolage, with even engineers and scientists being bricoleurs. 

Derrida’s critical appraisal of the bricoleur contributes to my interpretation of the discourses 
embedded in educational policies, the schools’ vision statements and my participants’ perspectives 

as types of bricolages, underpinned by residual theories. While Derrida’s deconstruction of the 

‘bricoleur’ provides a conceptualization that I could borrow as a researcher when looking at diverse 

theories, my interest in it also involved its operative aspects and what propels its practice. 

Deleuze’s and Guattari’s (1983) views were also useful for understanding the bricoleur as an 

interconnected apparatus driven by the desire for continuous production. For these authors, we are 

all bricoleurs, a form of desiring machine which simultaneously produces and devours something, 

while documenting the process. Deleuze and Guattari posit that production is inherently connective 
because there is always a flow caused by desire, which itself causes the current to flow pieces of 

an element. From their perspective, when the bricoleur recombines fragments from a set of 

materials into new fragmented arrangements, this works as a desiring machine connected to other 

apparatuses, which then consumes its flows and produces a renewed flux of meanings that are 

meant to be consumed. Thus, the bricoleur’s fulfilment lies in the principle of continual production 

and is related to late capitalism. This point was particularly important when I, as a researcher-

bricoleur, deliberated about my interactions with the schools, as these can also be understood as 

desiring machines which are hooked to a larger machine. Some questions remain unresolved, 
including what determines what is accessible to the bricoleur, what is selected or resisted and then 

fragmented, and how new configurations are enacted.  

Perspectives from cultural studies provided a platform for appreciating bricolage as a form of   

cultural negotiation. Atglas (2014) suggests that Lévi-Strauss’s ‘bricoleur’ is an attempt to discuss 

cultural change and how “cultures create something new out of something that already exists” (p. 

477). Atglas articulates this view through the idea of cultural syncretism in America, in which 

bricolage plays the creative role of restoring what is missed in the remnants of a shared memory 
that has been broken by colonization. Rather than being an eclectic critique, ‘bricolage’ from this 

perspective seeks a lost coherence through a dialectic relationship between cultures, one that 

implies different conversing parties. ‘Bricolage’ as a type of cultural negotiation is reflected in De 

Certeau’s (1984) view of Native Americans when subverting the imposed culture of colonizers: 

[They] often made of the rituals, representations, and laws imposed on them something quite different 

from what their conquerors had in mind; they subverted them … by using them with respect to ends 
and references foreign to the system they had no choice but to accept. (p. xiii) 

This appraisal of bricolage is relevant when considering the extent to which elements from the 

European-Pākehā and Māori worldviews in New Zealand’s educational context have negotiated 

neoliberalism in their culture in the context of bicultural policies (McMaster, 2013). This dialectical 
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view of culture as a form of bricolage was critical for me to appreciate the effects of late capitalism 

on the schools’ vision statements. As De Certeau (1984) acknowledges, cultural mediation is 

manifested in consumer societies in which the culture of an élite is disseminated and then adopted 

by people who use, manipulate and transform it according to their own purposes. In terms of 

popular culture, Fiske (2010) considers the industrial commodities that are appropriated into this 

form of culture are “those that get out of control … it is an inescapable element of popular 

experience in a hierarchal, power-structured society” (p. 84). Fiske recognizes this type of dynamic 
as inevitable but concedes a sense of mediation within the consumers’ productive process when 

turning commodities into popular culture. 

While Fiske’s (2010) view was useful for me to understand visual culture as a product of 

dialectical forces, a form of bricolage, I realized that the extent to which individuals have agency by 

choosing, or not, certain commodities is problematic. The ‘punk’ movement is an example of a 

resistant force that is rooted in mainstream culture. Hart (2003) argues that punk engages in a form 

of bricolage to purposely resist class and gender assumptions. In his view, “Bricolage involves 

playing with cultural elements in order to bend their established meanings to serve new (and 
frequently oppositional) purposes” (p. 31). This practice of bricolage plays with conventions in order 

to achieve a dissenting potential. A significant feature of disruptive cultural approaches is that at a 

certain stage its subversive elements are eventually re-appropriated and absorbed by mainstream 

culture to be turned into mass-produced consumer commodities (Hart, 2003). Relevant for my 

research, in relation to the use of visual culture by secondary school students, is that they delved 

into material which is already incorporated into mainstream culture and stripped from its 

oppositional potential, yet its subversive detritus remains. Here, bricolage endures. As Benjamin 

(1999) argues, cultural artefacts and practices dialectically carry traces from traditions as well as 
utopian hopes of emancipation from them. This point is particularly relevant when examining how 

students’ critical thinking is underpinned by popular visual culture because this source works as a 

bricolage of traditions from the past, whose debris remains in force and in conversation with 

dislodging ideas that contradict them. 

Jameson (2002) suggests that pastiche, an extrapolation of bricolage, ambiguously erases 

the boundaries between mainstream and subversive cultural elements. Referring to pastiche as 

‘imitation’, he argues that in the context of contemporary art in which originality “is no longer 
possible, all that is left is to imitate dead styles, to speak through the masks and with the voices of 

the styles in the imaginary museum” (p. 132). For Jameson, pastiche reinvents experiences that 

have vanished through aesthetic objects that satisfy a deep desire to experience them again. This 

imitation does not recreate the past, but a feel of it which is connected to certain objects. While 

pastiche refers to the past, its anomaly lies in its ambiguous reference to artefacts associated with 

late capitalism. This ‘relativism’ makes the limits between the past and the present vague. 

Jameson posits that pastiches illustrate how consumer societies are condemned in their inability to 

deal with the present. In contrast, Dyer (2007) claims that pastiche is a creative device through 
which the gap between high and low culture can be reduced by combining both domains.  
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Although notions of pastiche and bricolage are used as if they have equal meaning, 

Jameson’s (2002) and Dyer’s (2007) oppositional lenses enabled me to appreciate the potential for 

the bricoleur when engaging with data through practices of bricolage. Since pastiche carries 

negative connotations related to relativism and compromises relations with capitalism, but at the 

same time is praised for its heterogeneity, the selection of bricolage can also lead to ambiguous 

territories. While this context led me to wonder whether it was possible to resist the logic of 

consumerism embedded in practices of appropriation when engaging with bricolage as a 
conceptual research tool, this dilemma is unresolved. Drucker’s (2005) view of contemporary art as 

critical and complicit of capitalism assisted my understanding of these bewildering aspects: 

Artists in large part are working in recognition of their relations of compromise and contradiction, their 

more self-consciously positive––or nuanced and complex––engagements with the culture industry. A 

certain risk attaches to flirting with the potent instruments of capital. Artistic practice is always charged 
with a treacherous task when cultivating a dynamic relationship to mainstream power. But the dialectics 

of that relation suggest a mutual necessity that persists … The assumed values of administered culture 

and the insidious technologies through which they function have become invisible to us. (p. 8) 

While art has been frequently assumed as a site for resistance, Drucker describes a model in 

which artistic thought, as oppositional to mainstream culture, has collapsed. Bourriaud (2005) 

claims that artists who appropriate cultural elements that are spread through the market have 

played a part in blurring the conventional borders between production and consumption. Although 

a major part of contemporary art is compromised with consumer culture, Drucker (2009) argues 

that there is still the possibility of criticality through refamiliarization, a principle which demands art 

to disclose the forces that have driven its endeavour. An awareness of my compromised condition 
when engaging in practices of appropriation through bricolage was the entry point for performing a 

critical approach as an artist and researcher. ‘Refamiliarizing’ the bricoleur as a productive-

consumer or desiring machine helped me stay alert.  

How I adopted the bricoleur in this postmodern qualitative research 

The interpretation of the bricoleur in post-qualitative studies is important for understanding this 

metaphor as a conceptual and methodological tool that enabled me to embrace multiplicity 

(Denzin, 2012; Denzin & Lincoln, 2013; Rogers, 2012). It offered me a framework in which my 
diverse roles as a researcher could be encapsulated as a bricoleur. Drawing on Lévi-Strauss, 

Denzin (2012) identifies five types of researcher-bricoleur. The methodological-bricoleur is an 

expert in diverse methods and techniques, while the narrative-bricoleur knows that research is 

about recounting stories and that these might be framed within different genres. The interpretive-

bricoleur is aware that research is co-constructed and shaped by the personal background and 

identity of its research participants, whereas the theoretical-bricoleur examines a problem informed 

by and opposed to various perspectives. The political-bricoleur, on the other hand, is aware that 

knowledge is power and that research findings are potentially political. These five views allowed 
me to conceptualize my multiple researcher roles as a bricoleur and my practice as bricolage.  
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In my research, bricolage required more than using eclectic methods. I embraced multiplicity 

and was aware that, rather than discovering knowledge, this is produced by a “plethora of mutually 

informing contexts” (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2011, p. 1847). As an interpretive-bricoleur, I 

understand that the self is at the centre of the research, but that knowledge is always socially 

constructed (May, 2011; Merriam, 2009). From this standpoint, Denzin and Lincoln (2013) argue 

that interpreting is a creative practice where “making sense of … findings is both artistic and 

political” (p. 30). The purpose is not pursuing ultimate truths but deep insights into reality (Merriam, 
2009). Although my perspective as a Latin American woman, artist, teacher and researcher was a 

significant component that shaped interpretive practice, the new understandings I gained are the 

fruit of my interactions with the research context and participants who held unique views of critical 

thinking and education. The research process and findings in this thesis are the result of these 

encounters in which cultural, ethnic, political, gendered, sexual and religious views are enacted. 

This is not merely my story but a collage of multiple fragments with intersections, confrontations, 

complications, possibilities and even nodes which never meet.  

To examine themes that emerged from the schools, I adopted the role of the ‘bricoleur’ who, 
informed by diverse theories, methods and experiences, uses them as multiple lenses to bring 

meaning to the research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013; Rogers, 2012). In accordance with this position, I 

engaged with the data as a methodological-bricoleur through heterogeneous means, including 

analysis of policy documents, focus group discussions, individual conversations, classroom 

observations and visual and a/r/tographical approaches. As a theorist-bricoleur, I looked back to 

the data and delved into diverse perspectives and paradigms to work with and against their 

intersections across cultural, gendered, feminist, neoliberal, mass media and contemporary art 

theories which contributed to my exploration. As Lévi-Strauss (1966) states, the bricoleur’s “first 
practical step is retrospective. [It] turns back to an already existent set … of tools and materials, to 

consider … what it contains and, finally and above all, to engage in a sort of dialogue with it” (p. 

18). Thus, my research looked critically at the remnants of a number of paradigms and recycled 

them into a postmodern bricolage to appreciate the complex relations that became visible between 

them and the data collected. Having identified these links, as a political-bricoleur I simultaneously 

questioned the goals that drove the leftovers of modernist perspectives which remain in force in 

current visual arts education. For Steinberg and Kincheloe (2011), political bricolage entails 
questioning how modernist views perpetuate oppressive approaches: 

Expansionism … demands that individuals be programmed for the progress-oriented agenda even 

when it conflicts with … the best interests of the community. Modernist [perspectives are] committed to 

the production of profit and measurement … ideas, commodities, and people themselves are evaluated 
in light of their relation to profits. (p. 1487)  

This political lens helped me examine whether priorities in New Zealand’s visual arts education 

aligned with instrumental rationales derived from notions of progress and neoliberal views that 

point to individual success. It involved exploring how these discourses of success are interwoven 

as cultural bricolages with and against competing paradigms that point to values of equity. Through 

my research, I became aware that insights about the ideological positions embedded in the 
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schools’ vision statements, the art teachers’ views and approaches for supporting critical thinking 

could contribute to evaluating the forces that drove its presence in educational policies and 

teaching approaches. Similarly, I examined whether students can gradually become critical 

thinkers by exploring personal worldviews through art making inspired by diverse visual cultures 

and whether this might lead to a better understanding of the reflective and compromised 

possibilities entrenched in this practice.  

The multiple encounters of these perspectives, visual and written narratives, theories, 
ideological discourses, human interactions and voices took the form of a bricolage. As Denzin 

(2012) asserts, the work of the researcher bricoleur “is a complex, quiltlike bricolage, a reflexive 

collage or montage, a set of fluid, interconnected images … a sequence of representations 

connecting the parts to the whole” (p. 85). While I concur to some extent with Denzin, the quilt 

analogy is not sufficiently hybrid to evoke multiplicity and interconnectivity in all its dimensions. As 

a metaphor, it remains monotonous in terms of integrating heterogeneous materials and the way in 

which the diverse pieces are joined and arranged as a sequence. My intention was not only to 

inquire into multiplicity through bricolage as a bricoleur, but to problematize the interconnection 

between heterogeneity. While I cut and pasted countless visual and written pieces into a bricolage, 

the relations within these borders differ. In some their margins are blurred, in others these repel 

each other, but eventually find a point where they start ‘flirting’. Some edges move in distant 

trajectories that suggest they were never going to meet, until something unpredictable changes 

their direction. Through this process I became aware that beyond multiplicity it is in the boundaries 

where fragments most eloquently speak: persuading, imposing, listening, accumulating, silencing, 

opposing, transforming, in/validating, absorbing or attracting other pieces like magnets! It is in 

these boundaries between fragmented elements where critical thinking performs multiple, 
simultaneous and contingent processes through the visual. From the perspective of being a 

bricoleur, a/r/tography offered me a critical, creative and fluid conceptual framework in which to 

explore these borders as liminal spaces of interconnected possibilities.   

A/r/tography as a liminal space of interconnected possibilities  

A/r/tography opened a point of entry for me to investigate critical thinking through the visual 

because its foundation is based on the liminal spaces between artist, researcher and teacher 

identities, and on interconnectivity. Irwin (2004), a leading exponent of a/r/tography, initially 

conceived this arts-based theoretical framework as a means of inquiry through a continuous and 

interconnected creative and writing process in which art making is thought to strengthen new 

understandings about the relationship between artist/researcher/teacher. Drawing upon my 
multiple roles enabled me to simultaneously articulate them while disarticulating traditional 

hierarchical approaches which seek to accommodate what is researched under certain theories or 

practices (Springgay, Irwin & Kind, 2012). This framework allowed me to perform a dialogic 

relationship with my participants, diverse data and theories through an ongoing involvement with 

my multiple identities. It required me to be open to others and, to some extent, to the unpredictable.  
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A/r/tography enabled me to stand for uncertainty because it troubles traditional structures of 

research through multiple art making means (Springgay et al., 2012). It moves “away from the 

language of probability and plausibility to possibility” (Irwin, 2008, p. 26). Drawing on Deleuze’s and 

Guattari’s (1987) notion of the rhizome, Irwin (2013) argues that a/r/tographers embrace 

uncertainty when they alter the conventional relationship between theory and practice by 

continually shifting their point of assemblage. For Irwin, “theorizing rather than theory, and 

practicing rather than practice, transforms the intention of theory and practice from stable abstract 
systems to spaces of exchange, reflexivity, and relationality found in a continuous state of 

movement” (p. 199). From this perspective, researching implies a fluctuating process, open to 

change and likely to be unsettled by simultaneous interactions between theory, practice and art 

making (Leggo et al., 2011). Irwin (2008) draws on Plato’s Socratic dialogues in which Aristotelian 

distinctions between action (praxis) and production (poiesis) are implicitly questioned. The Greek 

terms praxis and poiesis, respectively, refer to enacting a theory and bringing something into 

existence. Using these ideas, Irwin (2008) argues that “knowing (theoria), doing (praxis), and 

making (poiesis) are folded together in a/r/tography to form rhizomatic ways of experiencing the 
world and creating the circumstances to produce knowledge and understanding through inquiry-

laden processes” (p. 26). Fendler (2013) clarifies that the rhizomatic practice of a/r/tography lies in 

its understanding of inquiry as a nomadic performance whose motion process has the same 

significance as the outcomes of its movement.  

I was introduced, through a/r/tography, to the concept of a living inquiry inhabiting the liminal 

space where possibilities and unsettling perceptions may emerge (Irwin & Springgay, 2008). 

Liminality refers to a relational link between elements, which in my research becomes the space in-

between the identities of the artist, teacher and researcher; theory, doing and creating; and the self 
and others. Irwin (2008) posits that living inquiry suggests the idea of knowledge as a continuous 

“state of becoming … [in which] artists and educators recognize that relationality permeates our 

existence” (p. 26). Inspired by Deleuze’s (1993) notion of un/folding, Irwin (2008) metaphorically 

conceives this liminal space as a fold that is exterior and interior at the same time. This position 

challenges the concept of impenetrable boundaries between multiple self-identities and relations 

with the other but advocates for a ‘relationality’ within shared borders. Although a/r/tography 

focuses on the self, Leggo et al. (2011) clarify that it is also about togetherness and community: 
“[T]hat relational aesthetic inquiry guides the exchanges between and among text and art, as well 

as practice and theory” (p. 240). In my research, the principle of relationality was consistent with a 

conception of critical thinking that responds to an ethical will in education, one that calls for coming 

together through open and interactive processes that question the meaning of boundaries, favour 

opposition, and accept dissent. It is a relationship in which the teacher becomes a student again 

and the student performs the teaching as well (Giroux, 2005; hooks, 2010). A/r/tography enabled 

me to frame my research as a dialogical and critical space in which the participants’ views and my 

perspective are negotiated. Within this framework, Sinner (2017) posits that aesthetics operates as 
an ethical encounter based on the dialogue with participants. A/r/tography connects this 

perspective of living inquiry to Deleuze’ and Guattari’s (1987) concept of assemblage. What 
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distinguishes their logic of assemblage is the refusal of unity and essence in favour of multiplicity 

and event respectively6.  

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) believe that pieces of an assemblage subsist regardless of 

changing the relationships between its components. In contrast, units made up of multiple 

elements do not allow further re-combinations of its components without destroying the parts and 

the whole because these are subordinated to an organizing principle. Thus, the parts of an 

assemblage may change ad infinitum, shifting its structure. For these authors, assemblages are 
not mere arrangements of heterogeneous elements. In Dialogues, Deleuze (1987) argues, further:  

In a multiplicity what counts are not the terms or the elements, but what there is ‘between’, the 

between, a set of relations which are not separable from each other. Every multiplicity grows from the 

middle, like the blade of grass or the rhizome. (p. viii)  

Another distinctive characteristic of assemblages is that they lack essential features but are 

contingent to the event with which they are connected. This relational principle was instrumental to 

understand policies and schools as assemblages of particular discourses and desires.   

In my research, this concept of assemblage served to address multiplicity and the temporary 

relationality present in the liminal spaces in which diverse ideas relate, particularly during the 

creation of my a/r/tographical collages. These collages do not follow a linear narrative, but a cyclic 

approach to the data in which I (re) imagined myself into the discourse of others, articulating 
diverse pieces to create a narrative as an artist-bricoleur. Through the construction of collages, I 

decontextualized pieces of data, theories and views, and reconnected these into new 

configurations to suggest heterogeneity and the encounters between them. These collages include 

multiple references to the participants’ visions and imagery, appropriations of theoretical notions 

and reverberations of my experiences. Together, they capture how thought intersects with 

ephemeral images as points of becoming. For Deleuze and Guattari (1987), ‘becoming’ is not 

evolutionary or an outcome derived from the relation between one thing to another, but an alliance: 

If evolution includes any veritable becomings, it is in the domain of symbiosis that bring into play 
beings of totally different scales and kingdoms, with no possible filiation. There is a block of becoming 

that snaps the wasp and the orchid, but from which no wasp-orchid can ever descend. … Becoming is 

involutionary, involution is creative. (p. 238)  

Fragments of borrowed concepts mutate alongside my writing and art making, not as an evolution 

of these notions, but transformed and (re) imagined in relation to new contingent problems. I 

collaged visual and/or written pieces to transform them in alien contexts driven by emergent ways 

of contemplation. Similarly, the conceptual transformations of ‘critical thinking’ during the research 

are not evolutionary, but indicate its contact with specific notions, conflicts and reinstallations within 

different liminal spaces. The examination of its theoretical mutations required me to take into 

account the context in which these took place as thinking itself is an encounter between ideas. As 
Irwin (2013) suggests, “These in-between spaces of becoming prompt disruption of duelling 

binaries, conceptions of identities and the rush to certainty. Instead, invention becomes integral to 
                                                        
6 Nail (2017) was instrumental to understand Deleuze’s and Guattari’s notion of ‘assemblage’. 
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social, cultural, economic, and political processes that are reimagined as concepts situated within 

events” (pp. 199-200). While recognizing aspects of Deleuze’s and Guattari’s (1987) assemblage 

in my inquiry processes, its final shape diverts from the core of their vision of becoming as a 

rhizome: 

A rhizome: unlike trees or their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any other point, and its traits 

are not necessarily linked to traits of the same nature; it brings into play very different regimes of signs, 
and even nonsign states … it is composed not of units, but dimensions, or rather directions in motion. It 

has neither beginning nor end, but always a middle (milieu) from which it grows and which it overspills. 

(p. 21) 

The appeal of Deleuze’s and Guattari’s writing is that their arguments enact a rhizome as a collage 

in which pieces of thoughts of multiple authors are arranged in an apparently disconnected 

narrative that sometimes leaves unclear who owns each idea. Their rhizomatic approach to 

philosophy disrupts habitual reading practices by disorientating expectations of a logical structure 

that links meanings through conventions and hierarchical orders. Deleuze and Guattari perform a 

new way of theorizing that dislodges linear narratives and is, itself, a discourse of disruption. In 

contrast, the presentation of my thesis largely follows a ‘linear and logical narrative structure’. 
Although I departed from tradition to some extent through my collages, these are not devised to 

fully coincide with Deleuze’s and Guattari’s thoughts. Rather, my process entailed working in-

between some of their concepts and problematizing them differently.  

I used Deleuze’s and Guattari’s idea of the ‘wasp coupled to an orchid’, and (re) imagined 

this through collages that speak of the encounter between others’ views and mine. While 

a/r/tography is present throughout the research to enable a dialogic process within liminal spaces, 

and at times the practice of disarray, it is in the fragmentary encounters embedded in my 
a/r/tographical collages that I found a field open to trouble traditional expectations. My collages 

reflect a more rhizomatic way of communicating ideas as they imply the interruption of continuity 

and dominant forms of structural relations in favour of simultaneous juxtapositions. From this 

perspective, collage problematizes conventional logics of representation. Its operation, thus, 

captures the subversive possibilities embedded in Deleuze’s and Guattari’s (1987) ideas which 

have the potential to disrupt unifying discourses. In my exploration of critical thinking through the 

visual in a democratic dimension, a/r/tography and the practice of collage allowed me to stand for 

liminal spaces of interconnection, as well as questioning hierarchical/mainstream approaches for 
communicating meanings. To capture this researching process as a liminal space, I created an 

a/r/tographical collage using the iceberg as a metaphor.  

This large mass of ice was generated with ‘fragments’ of visual data collected at the three 

secondary schools. While the smaller visible part over the surface is conceived to encapsulate 

what I experienced at these schools, the larger portion below the waterline stands for those 

elements which keep the system together, but which often lurk or are less evident. These 

components take the form of assumptions, principles, beliefs, theories and worldviews. 
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Figure 2. Diving into the philosophical foundations of the data 

My a/r/tographies as collages: Liminal spaces of possibilities  

Leggo et al. (2011) argue that a/r/tography calls for paying attention to the liminal spaces in which 

unpredictable possibilities emerge. Using this concept, I metaphorically perform the in-between 

spaces of relationality present in my research through a series of a/r/tographical collages. These 
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are built as metaphors to “‘push against words’”, not “to replace the word with images, but to add 

images of artworks to the conversations as equitable research” (Sinner, 2017, p. 54). Each image 

conjures up my living-inquiry and encounters with the participants’ views and art making, as well as 

my engagement with diverse theories and materials. The images suggest the on-going and 

nomadic interconnections of my artist, researcher and teacher identities during the research 

(Sinner, 2017). To perform these liminal spaces through collage I use Sinner’s approach and 

appropriate “potentially incongruent modes of thought and practices as required … a/r/tography 
may at times seem paradoxical, but at the same time, the appearance of contradiction is potentially 

a means to reconcile nomadic intentionality” (p. 44). In accordance with Sinner’s view, some 

conflict arose from my engagement with collage because the practice of borrowing pieces of visual 

material often duels between the compromised aspects of late capitalism that I was attempting to 

critique. While this appears as an insurmountable problem, I embrace the idea that “a/r/tography 

constructs research and knowledge as acts of complication” and acknowledge “that meaning 

making can be disturbing, unexpected, and hesitant” (Springgay et al., 2012, p. 84). Despite the 

problematic of appropriation, collage enabled me to evoke through metaphors based on 
fragmentation and liminal spaces of interconnection the multiple complexities involved in the 

examination of critical thinking through the visual. It allowed me to suggest new understandings 

within a rhizomatic, rather than a linear or fixed meaning-making approach. In this research, my 

a/r/tographies are designed to provoke the audience by including fragments from varied data 

sources. Duxbury (2008) posits that the juxtaposition of fragments invites an active role from the 

viewer as it entails “incompleteness that could only be fulfilled through the outside intervention of 

the imagination” (p. 19). Relevant for my research, Ulmer (2002) considers photography to be “a 

collage machine … [as it] selects and transfers a fragment of the visual continuum into a new 
frame … the photographic image signifies itself and something else–it becomes a signifier 

remotivated within a system of a new frame” (pp. 95-96). The understandings I gained through a 

combination of these methods contribute to the creation of a vivid picture of the schools and close-

up portraits of each participant. Analysing these insights was a parallel and continual thinking 

endeavour which functioned as a ‘rhizome’, which like a creeping stem produces lateral shoots and 

roots at unpredictable intervals.   

Rhizoanalysis: Potential thoughts as ways of becoming 

Appropriate to a postmodern position, rhizoanalysis guided my research process for analysing the 

findings. Rhizoanalysis involves disrupting conventional notions of qualitative analytical 

methodology to conceive it in a different way (Masny, 2013). This approach derives from Deleuze’s 
and Guattari’s (1987) concept of a rhizome, a principle that proposes to unsettle structures of 

authority through the notion of becoming. This idea of the rhizome has been appropriated by 

qualitative researchers who propose ‘rhizoanalysis’ as a form of deterritorializing or dislodging 

methodological conventions and opens the way for potential thoughts as ways of becoming 

(Masny, 2013). Rhizoanalysis provided me with a lens to deterritorialize qualitative conventions 

about research by liberating these from interpretive or representational aims and allowed me to 

reconceptualise these through art as possibilities that could take unpredictable directions (Hagood, 
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2009). As Hagood suggests, rhizoanalysis is instrumental for dealing with multiplicities in terms of 

devising the theories and concepts that move as concealed, interconnected and parallel rhizomes 

embedded in the data. This approach enabled me to deterritorialize multiple perceptions about 

critical thinking to present a scenario of possible orientations for visual arts education. It allowed 

me to examine thinking as maps and traces. While ‘tracing’ can imply a vertical and hierarchical 

structure, as with a tree, ‘maps’ are like rhizomes. Maps lack deep-rooted configurations, operate 

in the middle and spread in an unpredictable manner (Hagood, 2009). Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 
clarify the difference: 

What distinguishes the map from the tracing is that it is entirely oriented toward an experimentation in 

contact with the real … It fosters connections between fields … It is itself part of the rhizome. The map 

is open and connectable in all of its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible, susceptible to constant 
modification … It can be drawn on the wall, conceived as a work of art … as a political action or as a 

meditation ... A map has multiple entry ways, as opposed to the tracing, which always comes back ‘to 

the same’ … [which] always involves an alleged “competence”. (p. 12-13) 

Likewise, a/r/tography acknowledges the itinerant principles of the rhizome by transforming 

conventional connections between theory and practice, and moving these into liminal spaces amid 

fields (Irwin, 2013). Sinner (2017) describes a/r/tographers as nomads who move in-between 

multiple theories and methodologies to adapt their researching processes to the principle of 

multiplicity which is the basis of their practice. My deliberation about critical thinking through the 

visual, and applying rhizoanalysis, entailed transforming its territory by destabilizing its diverse 

conceptualizations as tracings drawn on a map which is torn apart by contingent forces.  

Each variation of my conceptual map (see Figure 3), in which potential philosophical 
structures for my thesis were initially drawn, can be conceived as broad tracings. The original map 

follows a structural pathway in a linear fashion. By folding the map I interrupted, transformed and 

interconnected its tracings with and against multiple theories and/or principles. As rhizoanalysing 

critical thinking involves an examination of multiple versions in light of competing theories I 

continually folded and unfolded the map. By disrupting these discourses they came into contact 

with familiar and/or alien concepts about education which prompted the emergence of unforeseen 

becomings or lines of flight. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) conceive lines of flight as ruptures in 
repetitive ways of being, and a means of problematizing and reterritorializing elements in certain 

assemblage. While assemblages are defined by the logic that govern their operations, lines of flight 

unsettle their organization. Assemblages have territorial aspects which stabilize their parts and 

“cutting edges of deterritorialization, which carry it away” (p. 88). When lines of flight disrupt an 

assemblage, both are broken and transformed as deterritorialization which “also undergoes all 

kinds of reterritorializations” in unpredictable ways (p. 89). For this reason, Masny and Waterhouse 

(2011) declare, rhizoanalysis eludes conclusions. Instead, it “views data as “fluid and in flux”, thus 

keeping the way open and “working rhizomatic in-betweens to ask what connections may be 
happening between multiplicities” (p. 293). Rather than revealing what data is, the aim of 

rhizoanalysis is exploring how this might be potentially transformed into new becomings. 
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Figure 3. Traces of critical thinking through the visual and their transformation in a torn map 

Rhizoanalysis is recurring endeavour throughout my thesis. In Part 1 of each of Chapters 4, 5 and 

6, the stories about the three differing schools operated as tracings which, in a qualitative structural 

fashion, provided thick and linear descriptions. In Part 2 of these three chapters I begin to 

deterritorialize those portrayals by (re) imagining them as new territories. These took the form of a 

series of a/r/tographical collages that imply a transformation of my living inquiry, a process of 

performing a realm of possibilities or potential thoughts that emerged from my encounters with 

others. Rather than interpreting these portrayals through the lens of rhizoanalysis, my aim with 

these images was to make fragments to trigger a continuous interaction. Their incompleteness 
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invites the viewer to make links and function as maps or rhizomes of possible becomings or lines of 

flight. Although I reveal my image making processes through words, this is not conceived as 

conclusive interpretations. Instead, they offer inquiries which examine some of the contingent 

forces that took place in my encounters with the data. These examinations are implicit in my 

images as I collaged them with diverse theories. As Masny (2013) posits: 

What remains to be seen is the tensions between institutional spaces that compartmentalize and 
territorialize writing systems and the spaces of becoming Other that disrupt, create ruptures and 

moments of deterritorialization. How does the tension in such spaces impact an assemblage in 

reading, reading the world and self? (p. 344) 

Later, in Chapter 7 I used an alternative strategy to deterritorialize The New Zealand Curriculum 

and the three schools’ vision statements through questions related to the quest for individual 

success an equity in order to unsettle their underpinning philosophies into potential becomings. As 

Masny and Waterhouse (2011) argue, a “curriculum is not a static thing, but rather a dynamic event 

that happens … [and] is a constant becoming” (p. 287). I took this position into account in Chapter 

8. Here, I present a deterritorializing of the three schools’ visual arts schemes, the teachers’ 

understandings of critical thinking, and the students’ perceptions and art making. My aim was to 

disrupt these through rhizoanalysis. This involved examining multiple insights in relation to 
dominant approaches towards critical thinking and visual arts education. Theorizing in-between 

these imply tracing, mapping, folding and unfolding within a liminal space in which I connected 

different fields.  

My thesis comprises a collage of tracings and maps. This was informed by Hagood’s (2009) 

position that both principles are essential “to examine the multiplicities: the stabilities and shifts of 

ideas. Tracings … show deep structures that ground ideas and that are always at work, while maps 

point to fissures, illustrating the instability, flow, and movement of ideas in different directions” (p. 

40). The tracings in my conceptual map assisted me to perceive both the deep and concealed, as 
well as superficial and visible structures that are embedded in the national curriculum, schools’ 

vision statements and participants’ discourses. Being positioned in-between these narratives 

enabled me to move among them. This nomadic and rhizomatic movement meant that I could 

examine, from the multiple perspectives of the bricoleur how these structures shifted in different 

directions, shooting at intervals like underground stems or unpredictable roots in their connections 

with other elements.   

My research as a bricoleur using a/r/tography  

As a bricoleur I engaged with multiple theories, including a/r/tography. For me, as an artist, 

researcher and teacher, living inquiry was the most appropriate framework to engage with 

multiplicity. I embraced the fluidity of a/r/tographical engagement in which conclusions are rarely 

sought and “where researching continues despite unpredictability” (Irwin, 2008, p. 28). Irwin 

maintains that embodying encounters through textual and artistic understandings enable a 

lingering in-between art, research and teaching. By engaging with these fields, I could actively 

experience the data from differing perspectives through conversations, observations, theorizing 
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and art making. To evoke the idea of my research process as a bricoleur and a/r/tographer, as well 

as my rhizoanalytic engagement with multiple theories and methods, I created a comic strip (Figure 

4). Here, I metaphorically recount a fragmented story about how the encounters with the schools’ 

vision statements and with participants called for exploration of certain theoretical lenses in an 

unforeseen fashion. While the visits to these schools were scheduled, nothing could ensure what 

those liminal spaces of interconnection would demand. After numerous encounters, I created a 

thesis bricolage with the multiple lenses collected to (re) imagine the data.  

 

Figure 4. A bricoleur using a/r/tography in a story of encounters 

Lingering in open-endings 

Positioning the research in-between theories allowed me to deliberate about the possibilities of 

critical thinking through the visual from a postmodern perspective. The concept of the bricoleur 

enabled me to engage with multiplicity and fragmentation. Both principles supported me to 

bricolage data and theory by simultaneously theorizing and creating interconnections in liminal 
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spaces between heterogeneous discourses, conventions and methods. This enabled me to 

examine diverse conceptions of critical thinking in visual arts education. A postmodern position and 

rhizoanalysis entailed an openness to be unsettled by the conceptual transformation of ideas and 

the will to disrupt discursive assemblages with patterned ways of understanding and being. This 

included deterritorializing views of ‘criticality’ embedded in national policies, the schools’ 

philosophies and the teachers’ perceptions when these come into contact with contingent 

problems, contexts and myself as potential lines of flights. The stance of the bricoleur was useful 
for confronting the complexities of students’ engagement with current popular visual culture, whose 

practises duel between compromise and resistance towards mainstream ideals. Understanding the 

practice of bricolage, and specifically appropriating methods as a desiring machine, alerted me to 

the complicit potential of my approach that could possibly replicate the same issues that I strove to 

critique. While this issue remained unresolved, because it is entrenched in any practice of 

appropriation and production, I endeavoured to make this dilemma transparent. As Irwin (2008) 

argues, “artistic and textual renderings of living inquiry may also expose contradictions and 

assumptions that lead to evocative or provocative a/r/tographic accounts” (p. 28). From this 
perspective, living inquiry enabled my artistic, researching and teaching understandings and 

endeavours to enlighten, challenge and complement each other in a contiguous fashion. In my 

exploration of critical thinking through the visual, heading for open-endings was consistent with the 

purpose of embracing an equitable and ethical approach to education in which meanings are co-

constructed with participants. Rather than offering interpretations or final conclusions a/r/tography 

allowed me to stand up for engaging in encounters through a living inquiry in which the focus is 

being with Other. For Fendler (2013), “living inquiry reveals itself as Other to positivist ontological 

and epistemological perspectives, emerging as a nomadic practice, an organic, evolving force that 
drives the critical and creative tendencies” (p. 788). The principle of living inquiry offered the means 

to linger in dialectical or liminal spaces where diverse forces are continually in motion affecting 

each other. Through these actions, potential thoughts or becomings emerged to speak about the 

possible directions of the data. For Masny (2013), “What is at work are the rhizomatic connections 

happening between “data” pieces produced by immanence, the virtual thought of … happening in 

the mind of the researcher as the research assemblage unfolds and enfolds” (p. 345). While 

rhizoanalysis enabled me to creatively experiment in-between the data and theories, abandon the 
search for certainty, and use deterritorializing methodologies by discerning them differently through 

art, rhizomatic thinking took place with and against structure.  

A postmodern position, the metaphor of the bricoleur, a/r/tography and rhizoanalysis 

provided me with a set of conceptual tools for engaging with the data in a fluid, critical and creative 

way. These concepts enabled me to become at intervals a line of flight to produce ruptures in 

patterns of thinking, allowed me to select multiple methods for data collection to explore differing 

research settings and reflect on my insightful experiences. These educational contexts and 

methods are presented next in Chapter 3.  
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CHAPTER 3 

EDUCATIONAL CONTEXTS AND METHODS 

 

This chapter provides the educational contexts and methods for the research. Introduced in four 

sections, I present the research questions, policies for visual arts education pertinent to this study, 

the educational settings and methods for data collection. The first section, Research questions and 

aims, focuses on the inquiries that this study sought to examine and the purpose of these 

interrogations. In the second section, The New Zealand Curriculum, I outline the place of critical 
thinking in national policies, including the achievement objectives for visual arts education. Here, 

focus is upon the visual arts section of the curriculum for school years 9-10 for mostly 13 to 14-year 

old students. In the third section, The National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA), I 

introduce the assessment standards relevant to year 11-13 students, with mostly 15 to 18-year old, 

studying visual arts in one or more specialized fields of photography, design, painting, printmaking 

and sculpture. In the fourth section, Research settings and participants: Looking for insightful 

experiences, I present the criteria used to identify potential participants, the approach used to invite 

them to participate in the research and ethical considerations. In the final section, Methods for data 

collection: A bricoleur approach, I elucidate the selection of multiple means for gathering data, with 

a special focus on visual methods. 

Research questions and aims of the research 

The aim of my research was to investigate how a sample of secondary school students in 

Auckland, New Zealand, gain understanding of and embody critical thinking in visual arts education 

from years 9-13. This entailed an exploration of the understandings and approaches adopted by 

national policies and by a sample of visual arts teachers to support students’ critical thinking across 

year levels. The study involved seeking evidence of critical thinking during interviews and 

observations of teachers with their students. I examined how students responded to those 

experiences in their accounts about their reflective and art making processes. My focus was on 

whether students’ experiences with and through the visual convey critical thinking as a dimension 
that can support them for the image-saturated world beyond school. 

The overarching research question that guided my research is: 

• How do a sample of secondary school students in Auckland, New Zealand, gain 

understanding of and embody critical thinking in visual arts education from years 9-13? 

This question is underpinned by a number of sub-questions: 

• How do education policies in New Zealand secondary schools define, articulate and 
support critical thinking in visual arts education at years 9-13? 

• What do visual arts teachers understand by ‘critical thinking’ and to what extent do they 

foster this dimension in their practices and interactions with students? 
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• How do students at years 9-13 respond to their teachers’ approaches in a critical way 

through their interactions with them and art making practices? 

• How do students perceive that visual arts education supports their critical approach 

towards the visual? 

• How is students’ critical thinking conveyed in visual arts education at years 9-13 through 
their art making processes, art works and stories about these? 

To answer these questions, I sought evidence from diverse visual arts teachers and year 9-13 

students in three types of secondary schools – a girls’ school, a boys’ school and a co-educational 

school. My research involved analysing different notions about critical thinking held by the teachers 

to promote students’ criticality and how these align with The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007) 

in years 9-10 and NCEA (NZQA, 2012) at years 11-13. My focus was on how the teachers’ 
approaches towards fostering critical thinking through the visual were implemented at each year 

level and what new understandings students recognized they had gained. I also sought evidence of 

students’ critical thinking through their stories about their creative process, art works and 

interpretations. 

A central and intersectional aim of this research was disrupting my own, and others’, 

assumptions about critical thinking. To determine how educational policies in New Zealand define 

critical thinking in the curriculum and visual arts framework at years 9-13, I scrutinized national 
curriculum and assessment policies which guide teachers’ understandings of criticality and its role 

in education. While globalization and the rise of new technologies have placed ‘critical thinking’ as 

an essential aspect of education, and a number of countries have adopted this dimension at the 

core of their programmes, the discourses that describe its meaning and purpose remain 

contradictory (Harpaz, 2015). New Zealand is one of the countries which includes ‘critical thinking’ 

in its curriculum. 

The New Zealand Curriculum 

In The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007) ‘thinking’ is cited as one of the five ‘key 

competencies’ “that young people need for growing, working, and participating in their communities 

and society” (p. 38). The curriculum specifically describes ‘thinking’ as “using creative, critical, and 

metacognitive processes to make sense of information, experiences, and ideas” (p. 12).  Further, it 
states that “Thinking is about … [making] sense of information” and enabling students to “challenge 

the basis of assumptions and perceptions” (p. 12). New Zealand’s education policies offer a flexible 

framework for visual arts teachers in secondary schools to design their own curriculum and 

innovative approaches to develop students’ critical thinking through the visual at years 9-13.  

Some inconsistencies were identified in narratives about The New Zealand Curriculum. 

Benade (2012), for example, argues that while the curriculum emphasises the development of 

thinking this aim is subordinated to contradictory entrepreneurial and democratic rationales. While 
entrepreneurialism regards ‘thinking’ in terms of instrumental purposes, democracy points to 

achieving social cohesion and active citizenship. Likewise, Smith (2008) identifies inconsistencies, 
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noting that while the nomenclature ‘visual culture’ is included, a modernist emphasis remains 

through its listing of traditional forms of art such as painting and sculpture, and not a wide range of 

visual artefacts and mediums relevant to students’ personal and cultural contexts. Duncum (2009) 

maintains that such a focus reveals a discriminatory and modernist understanding of the visual 

arts, divides them into ‘high culture’ and ‘low culture’, in ways that erode critical thinking and 

engagement with the visual. Despite these critiques, Benade (2012) suggests that the flexibility of 

the curriculum’s framework, its focus on democracy, and the promotion of “critical thinking provides 
teachers and schools with a vehicle enabling students to steer their own ethical path through these 

contradictions” (p. 184). An aim of my research was to reveal how the visual arts teachers who 

took part in the research understood and encouraged ‘critical thinking’, how students cultivated 

their critical view in differing ways, and how both can contribute to future reviews of assessment 

and the development of reflective policies. The findings of this research could potentially lead to 

more acute understandings of ‘critical thinking’ and shed light on possible ways of supporting 

students’ critical engagement in their socio-cultural and political context. 

Visual arts in The New Zealand Curriculum (2007): Achievement objectives for years 9-10  

The visual arts achievement objectives at Level 5 of the curriculum underpin visual arts teaching at 

years 9-10 for mostly 13 to 14-year old students. These objectives are framed under four ‘strands’, 

presented in Table 1 (MoE, 2007, p. 71). The intention is for teachers to design programmes that 

interweave the strands, rather than treating them as discrete entities. In contrast to the curriculum 

in Chile, a key feature of The New Zealand Curriculum is that it is ‘content-free’, with no subject 

matter, media, skills or techniques specified. One exception is that visual arts teachers and 

students in New Zealand are expected to honour Te Tiriti o Waitangi-The Treaty of Waitangi, 

through providing opportunities for students to learn about Māori language (te reo) and culture 
(tikanga). This is one of the eight Principles that provide foundations for curriculum decision 

making: 

The curriculum acknowledges the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi and the bicultural foundations of 

Aotearoa New Zealand. All students have the opportunity to acquire knowledge of te reo Māori me ōna 

tikanga. (p. 9)  

Table 1  

Visual arts: Level 5 achievement objectives for year 9 -10 
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The visual arts section of The New Zealand Curriculum also provides the framework that orients 

the implementation of this subject as one of eight learning areas7 across all years of secondary 

education. However, for senior students aged 15 to 18, at years 11-13, the curriculum is assessed 

through The National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) at Levels 1-3. This 

examination is administered by the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA, 2012). 

The National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA)  

The National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) is the main national qualification for 

secondary school students at years 11-13 in New Zealand. It is an assessment tool that evaluates 

skills and knowledge in all subject areas against a series of standards. The achievement of a 

standard is translated into a number of credits, which enable students to obtain NCEA certificates 
at Levels 1-3. Each level builds in its degree of difficulty and indicates students’ progress. 

Achievement is recognized by gaining an NCEA certificate with achieved, merit or excellence 

depending on the number of credits. As part of the NCEA requirements for visual arts, students are 

assessed internally for course work by their teachers and submit portfolios for external assessment 

by NZQA moderators who verify the teachers’ assessments. An additional option is for students to 

enrol in Level 4 Scholarship at year 13. The requirement is for them to submit a body of research, 

informed by their Level 3 portfolio, in the hope of gaining a visual arts scholarship (NZQA, 2017).  

Pertinent to my research, the Visual Arts Achievement Standards for the National Certificate 
of Educational Achievement (NZQA, n.d.) emphasise that students at years 11-13 should develop 

critical thinking in the context of their ‘cultural milieu’. As Darts (2004) argues, a potential effect of 

including visual manifestations from students’ cultural milieu is supporting criticality and disruption 

so that these artefacts could push them to reconsider their worldviews: 

[This shows] the oppositional power of art and visual representation within the milieu of our 

contemporary visual culture. In fact, the visual arts have been used for decades to reveal tears in the 
social fabric, thereby exposing the caesuras between fundamental societal values (i.e. justice, 

democracy, freedom) and the dominant discourses and normative practices of the status quo. (p. 318) 

The achievement standards at Level 1 (year 11), Level 2 (year 12) and Level 3 (year 13) provide 

the criteria for both internal and external assessment for NCEA. Although at Level 1 there is a 
single subject called visual arts, teachers have the freedom to support their students to work in and 

across any of the five fields of design, painting, photography, printmaking and sculpture that are 

offered at Levels 2 and 3. As with The New Zealand Curriculum, the NCEA achievement standard 

descriptors are ‘content-free’, with the exception of Achievement Standard 1.1 (AS90913) for which 

students are required to “Demonstrate understanding of art works from a Māori and another 

cultural context using art terminology” (see Table 2). Even here, the nature of the ‘Māori’ 

component is open and content is not specified. A particular feature of NCEA is the notion of 
‘drawing’. This refers to imagery created in order to develop ideas, and to the research processes 

                                                        
7 The eight Learning Areas that are “important for a broad, general education” are English, the arts, health and physical 
education, learning languages, mathematics and statistics, science, social sciences and technology (MoE, 2007, pp. 16-17). 
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of collecting data, generating and developing ideas through art making. Another significant element 

in the NCEA achievement standards at Levels 2 and 3 is reference to ‘established practice’, most 

often referred to as the concept of the ‘artist model’ (NZQA, n.d.). This idea stems from the notion 

that art and design making derive from established artistic practices. The intention is to support 

students to critically examine established practices in their selected fields/s of painting, sculpture, 

printmaking, photography or design. Students use the artist models to inform their own art making 

using a number of ideas, styles, methods, media and critical appraisal of their artistic references. 
The aim is not to replicate artists’ works, but for students to develop a ‘personal signature’ in their 

art works. Prescribed artist models are not appropriate for NCEA Levels 2 and 3, but students may 

select from a pre-approved list of artist models for each field provided by NZQA.  

Table 2  

Visual arts matrix (NZQA, 2014) - NCEA Level 1-3 Achievement Standards (Years 11-13) 
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Research settings and participants: Looking for insightful understandings 

My aim was to gain insightful understandings through a small-scale sample of three purposively 

selected secondary schools (Bryman, 2016; Mutch, 2013). I sought variation in terms of school 
type and decile8 to select state co-educational schools, state girls’ and boys’ schools and those 

having special character or being integrated9. I sought schools which had sufficiently large student 

populations, and offered visual arts across years 9-13. The rationale for differing schools was 

guided by Bryman’s (2016) suggestion to select settings that provide “opportunity for investigating 

two or more junctures” in order to widen understandings (p. 63). Although the schools involved in 

my research were all mid-to-high decile, with less variation between their decile ratings, 

comparison was not an aim of my research. Instead, my focus was on each context and I adopted 
“an open-ended approach” in order to preserve “contextual insight” (Bryman, 2016, p. 68). This 

logic justified the selection of different types of schools that could enlighten me about links between 

critical thinking and aspects such as gender, culture, philosophies and distinct visual arts fields. 

I am an international student thus my main supervisor, Jill Smith, who is a specialist visual 

arts educator, assisted me to purposively select a list of secondary schools in Auckland10 from the 

Education Counts (MoE, 2014) website. The principals of these schools were then invited to 

participate. The first three schools that indicated an interest in the research and met the criteria for 

a girls, a boys and a co-educational school became participants. Once access was granted, all 
visual arts teachers in each department were invited to participate in the research (see Appendix 

A1). From these schools, six teachers (ranging from 1-3 in each school) volunteered to be 

participants. I invited these teachers to inform their students about the research and to seek a ‘key 

student’ participant to volunteer from each year level. Eight students volunteered (2-3 from each 

school). All participants, including parents/guardians of students under the age of 16 years, were 

fully informed about the research (see Appendix A2) and asked to give their consent for the 

proposed data collection methods. The key participants were invited to self-select a pseudonym 

through which to report the research. In addition, permission was sought and granted from every 
student in each classroom for me to be present during the data collection. 

The students at School A, the girls’ school, were from over 12 different ethnic groups. The 

three teachers, referred to as Kate, Eva and Laura (pseudonyms) are all New Zealand 

European/Pākehā. The student participants Irina (year 9) and Florence (year 11) are of New 

Zealand European/Pākehā ethnicity, and Sasha (Year 13) is of Māori descent. The students at 

School B, the boys’ school, were less ethnically diverse with most being European. The two 

teachers are referred to as Machiavelli, of French-Pasifika ethnicity, and Lucrezia who is New 
Zealand European/Pākehā. Their student participants, Ares (year 10) is Māori and Alpine (year 11) 

                                                        
8 In New Zealand secondary schools, a socio-economic decile ranking on a 1-10 point scale is used to identify and support 
lower decile schools. 
9 Integrated schools are formerly private establishments which have been incorporated in the state system, but have 
maintained their special character, such as their philosophical or religious beliefs, within their vision and programmes. 
These schools are funded by the government, but have ownership of their land and buildings.    
10 Auckland is New Zealand’s largest city with the widest range of schools’ deciles (MoE, 2014).  
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and Bruce (year 13) are New Zealand European/Pākehā. The students at School C, the co-

educational school, were from over 12 ethnicities. Leila, the teacher at this school, is of Pākehā-

Samoan-Māori descent. The student participants, Millie (year 12) and Betsy (year 11), are both 

New Zealand European/Pākehā. 

Ethical considerations 

A concern for my research was potentially causing ‘harm’ to participants through revealing their 

individual perspectives and contexts, thus a strong ethical commitment towards individuals was 
followed. The Participant Information Sheets and Consent Forms, included participants’ rights to 

volunteer or withdraw from the research before a given date.  

My use of visual methods, and how to meet the ethical requirements of The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Committee (UAHPEC), was significant for this research. I gave close 

consideration to any possible risk of harm to participants to avoid potential distress at all stages 

(Emmison, Mayall & Smith, 2012). I sought and was granted written permission to take 

photographs and reproduce participants’ art works. This included the images and words of 

participants. I adopted Banks’s (2001) view of participants as collaborators of the image-making 
process, a position that recognizes that any form of knowledge is a co-construction. Self-reflection 

was an important factor for supporting a critical approach to power issues between me, as the 

researcher, and all individuals involved (Rose, 2012).  

Following receipt of their interview transcripts all participants were offered the opportunity to 

modify their words. In my research, neutrality is impossible, but I was concerned with democratic 

ideals of ethics and an understanding that knowledge is an inter-subjective construction (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2013). The three schools, visual arts teachers and student participants are protected with 

self-selected pseudonyms and their identities in images are disguised, as required by the 
university’s ethics process. To achieve this, I used diverse visual techniques in the photographic 

documentation. Although I assured participants of confidentiality of their data, I could not 

definitively guarantee their anonymity. Participants’ permission was sought for each data collection 

method and for reporting the research in various forms (Sinding, Gray & Nisker, 2008). 

A bricoleur’s approach to methods  

In this research, I embraced the conceptual position of a ‘bricoleur’, an approach which enabled me 

to adopt heterogeneous methods. My justification for using several strategies for collecting data 

was to enable a deep exploration of the participants’ diverse viewpoints, including mine as a 

participant-researcher (Merriam, 2009). I selected the methods for their capacity to capture multiple 

meanings and create a compelling story. My collection of ‘fragments’ of data mirror the approach of 
a ‘bricoleur’ who, as an artist, appropriates varied strategies to compose a collage which can 

prompt varied interpretations (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013). For this research I employed five data 

collection modes, most of which were audio-recorded and photographed.  

The first mode of data collection involved document analysis of each school’s vision 

statement in relation to national policy documents. This was designed to ascertain the schools’ and 
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visual arts departments’ philosophies and schemes. I scrutinised and analysed The New Zealand 

Curriculum (MoE, 2007), which underpins visual arts education from years 9-13 in secondary 

schools, and the Visual Arts Achievement Standards (NZQA, 2012), which offer national 

examinations for year 11-13 students. My aim was to identify the aims, philosophy and assessment 

practices of visual arts education in New Zealand. This analysis of policy documents entailed 

examining the ideological discourses embedded in them from my cultural perspective, having come 

to New Zealand from a very different visual arts education system in Chile (see Chapter 1). 
Meanings embedded in documents can have multiple understandings depending on the context. 

According to May (2011), documents should be studied in relation to their purposes and cultural 

settings because they are not neutral objects, but mediums “through which social power is 

expressed” (p. 200). The knowledge I derived from these policy documents helped me identify key 

narratives to be observed in the teachers’ and students’ practices.  

The second mode of data collection was focus group interviews with the visual arts teachers. 

I employed a combination of strategies in which a ‘standardized open-ended’ scheme was used at 

the beginning and a more conversational approach at the end (Bryman, 2016; May, 2011). My 
questions for the teachers were framed in advance, but allowed for exploration of new issues that 

arose and enabled fluidity (see Appendix B1). The focus groups served to prompt interaction and 

capture the dynamic relationships between the teachers (Finch, Lewis & Turley, 2014). Their 

personal stories offered deep insights into what shaped their practices and enabled their voices to 

be heard (Goodson, 2008). Group conversations were followed by, and compared with, classroom 

observations to determine the teachers’ consistency in their approaches.  

The third mode of data collection was classroom observations. These revealed how the 

visual arts programmes were enacted at the three schools through interactions between the 
teachers and their students. These instances offered opportunity to witness how students 

responded to their teacher’s strategies through dialogue and art making. As May (2011) and 

Merriam (2009) argue, observations are a strong source for corroborating ideas and discovering 

new aspects. The observations took place in the three schools over a period of two to three terms 

(10-20 weeks) during 2015 and 2016. This enabled me to capture rich descriptions (Bryman, 2016) 

and offered a detailed insight into real-life experiences (May, 2011). Although my perspective may 

have shaped the analysis of observations, and my presence could well have influenced the 
interactions and selection of what was captured, my response to what was studied was “also where 

the richness of observation lies” (McNaughton Nicholls, Mills & Kotecha, 2014, p. 246).   

The fourth mode of data collection was individual interviews with the key student 

participants. As for the teachers, these interviews were informed by open-ended questions which 

allowed for flexibility (see Appendix B2). This fluidity was essential because conversations, 

pertinent to each student’s art making, were unpredictable. The students’ stories were meaningful 

for capturing insights into their personalities and how they engaged as adolescents in a highly 

visual world (Leavy, 2015). These conversations frequently offered access to profound knowledge 
as participants’ deep thoughts and perspectives were brought to light (May, 2011). They were 
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advantageous for making sense of the students’ art making and art works, and for how they 

expressed their ideas and shared their critical thinking processes.  

The final data collection mode was photographic documentation. This occurred in tandem 

with most methods. The inclusion of photographs was informed by my background and experience 

as a photographer and the power of the visual (Leavy, 2015). The photographic documentation 

provided not only a powerful means for contextualizing the culture of each school (Prosser & 

Loxley, 2010), but offered opportunity to recall meanings that could create high resonance and 
understandings (Pink, 2007). I concur with Siegesmund and Freedman (2013, p. 19) that pictures 

are not “factive”, since they “are made, not found … therefore they are formative.” My photographs 

of the classroom environments, the teachers’ practices and their interactions with students, as well 

as the students’ art making and art works, offer meaningful material that contributed to develop 

new meanings. In Part 1 of each Chapters 4-6, in which the data from the three schools is 

presented, I grouped images as a series with the aim of conveying more than what was possible 

with a single photograph. These visual clusters were designed as photo essays intended to tell a 

story and/or evoke ideas. As Pinola and Roldán (2014) suggest, “Photo-essay uses photographic 
quotes to reflect on the meaning of a visual discourse meaning” (p. 8). Grouping pictures enabled 

me to create visual statements, express patterns, and strengthen contextual visualizations. As part 

of the photographic documentation, I invited the key student participants to select some of their 

artworks and fragments from their visual journals which they believed encapsulated their thinking 

process. This selection occurred during our conversations, with the process being audio-recorded 

and photographed to faithfully capture the students’ perceptions. Artworks created by participants 

and their stories about them serve as insightful sources of understanding (Butler-Kisber, 2010). For 

Merriam (2009), images can be considered personal visual accounts, which “give us a snapshot 
into what the author thinks is important” (p. 142). The image-makers’ stories in my reporting of this 

research, helped overcome imbalances of power and avoid assumptions (Allen, 2012).  

Visual documentation offered the possibility for me to (re) imagine the data through 

a/r/tography. This conceptual framework, introduced in Chapter 2, supported the creation of a 

number of collages that aimed to capture my engagement with the data within liminal spaces 

(Irwin, 2008, 2013; Leggo et al., 2011; Springgay et al., 2012). As suggested by Siegesmund and 

Freedman (2013), the production of my images became increasingly personal as I juxtaposed, 
shifted and collaged my photographs into new images in Part 2 of these chapters. While imagery 

presented in Part 1 of Chapters 4-6 serves to contextualize and emphasise relevant data from 

each setting, my collages in Part 2 of these chapters function as an analysing and intersubjective 

device that enabled me to identify a number of issues which I explore further in Chapters 7 and 8.  

Possibilities  

As a Chilean, my ideal for visual arts education in my country is to (re) imagine this field through an 

ethical lens that can build more egalitarian relationships in our social imaginary. This entailed 

questioning expressions of authoritarianism and overturning the dominance of a neoliberal model, 

both causes of inequity and individualism which undermine critical thinking. For visual arts 
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education, I seek a vision which orients towards challenging dominant visualities and 

conceptualizations of the field. The following chapters mirror the rhizomatic political awakening that 

I experienced through my encounters with multiple perceptions, personalities, images, spaces and 

theories. As a bricoleur, interconnecting fragments of data and theories at times resulted in 

conflicting encounters between ideas, a wild fling, an infuriated decolonizing battle, a dramatic 

flight, a compromised postcard between individualism and equity, and love disrupting all other 

states of affairs. Each of those connections injects my thesis with thoughts that enabled me to (re) 
imagine critical thinking through the visual. As an outsider coming from a context in which visual 

arts education has long been marginalized, my experiences at the three schools initially dazzled 

me. In the end, my journey took unexpected critical turns. These shifts are hinted at in my 

a/r/tographical engagement with the data in the second part of each of Chapters 4-6.  

The fruits of my methodological approach and data collection, from the perspective of a 

bricoleur, are presented in the next three chapters. In Part 1 of Chapters 4-6 I use verbal and visual 

means to tell the unique stories of School A, a girls’ school; School B, a boys’ school; and School 

C, a co-educational school. In Part 2 of these chapters, I present my intersubjective engagement 
with the data through a/r/tographical collages. The theoretical framework of a/r/tography which 

informed this process enabled me to articulate the spaces in-between my artist, researcher and 

teacher identities within liminal spaces. This allowed me to conceive the research as a practice of 

situations and learning together with others. From this point of view, my creative endeavours 

capture the encounters between the teachers’ and the students’ and my understandings. My 

encounters at Schools A, B and C are presented in Part Two of this thesis, Focusing the lens. 
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PART TWO: FOCUSING THE LENS
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CHAPTER 4 - PART 1 

A STORY OF ENCOUNTERS AT SCHOOL A 

 
During my first encounter with School A I perceived that its philosophy was grounded in supporting 

girls to excel within a holistic sense of community. This was evident in its vision statement, art 

department scheme and the visual arts teachers’ philosophical positions. I looked forward to 

gaining insights into how the teachers supported students’ critical thinking from years 9 to 13, and 

whether this contributes to their success in visual arts education. I ensured that the visual arts 

teachers understood the purpose of my research (Merriam, 2009), that I would be seeing the 

experience through their eyes (Bryman, 2016), and would take into consideration that their 
accounts would be multiple in character (May, 2011). This chapter tells the story of the key 

participants: Kate, the Head of Art (HOD) and visual arts teachers, Eva and Laura. Each teacher 

selected classes from different levels and from these Irina (year 9), Florence (year 11) and Sasha 

(year 13) volunteered to be ‘key student’ participants. My narratives offer an account of the inter-

subjective experience between them and me. 

The five sections in the chapter offer a screenshot of my understandings. In the first section I 

establish the unique character of School A through its vision statement, policies and culture. In 
section two, I articulate the school’s holistic approach to visual arts programming across all levels. 

The third section contains insights I gained from interviews with the teachers, Laura, Eva and Kate. 

These portray their personalities, viewpoints and approaches to fostering critical thinking with 

students in years 9, 11 and 13. The fourth section, focuses on my classroom observations of the 

art teachers and interviews with their respective students, Irina, Florence and Sasha. The 

participants’ voices are placed at the heart of the narrative and connect to the relevant literature. 

Here, I present my findings as an ‘outsider’ reporting on their views as ‘insiders’, including their 

perspectives on critical thinking and visual literacy. Photographs I took during these interactions 
provide an eloquent means for contextualizing the data and for capturing themes that emerged.  

In the final section I summarise the possibilities of key findings from School A that I gained 

from the analysis of documents, interviews, observations and photographic documentation. This 

story encapsulates the data that I selected, arranged and connected to report pertinent findings. 

Both the written and visual present an inter-subjective experience. This is a story told from the 

outside of an event that occurred in-between, an assemblage within a liminal space. My intention 

was to capture the ‘insider’ narrative of the insightful journey through this school.  

Contextualising the scene: The unique character of a girls’ school 

School A is a high-decile girls’ secondary school with a roll of 2200 students. The school’s ethnic 

makeup comprised 47% NZ Pākehā, 28% Asian, 8% European, 6% Māori, 6% Pasifika and 5% of 
other groups. The 1232 students who studied art during data collection in 2015 reflected this ethnic 

mix. 
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The philosophy of girls’ empowerment is clearly stated in the school’s vision statement: 

“School A is a supportive learning community which challenges young women to achieve personal 

excellence and to develop as confident, caring, life-long learners positively engaged in our world” 

(School A Vision Statement, 2015). Five values underpin its vision: 

[School A] is committed to educate towards: (1) learning, the pursuit of personal excellence and 

achievement, the encouragement of innovation, inquiry, curiosity, the development of skills for life-long 
learning; (2) a positive learning environment; (3) a sense of community; (4) a celebration of bi-

culturalism; and (5) a celebration of diversity. 

Together with the aim for students to excel, building a sense of community is critical at School A. 
This is stated through the principles of contribution, fairness, equity, integrity, loyalty, compassion 

and respect for self and others. Its philosophy calls for students’ holistic commitment to a 

sustainable future, which includes “responsibility for our natural, cultural, social and economic 

environment” (School A Vision Statement, 2015).  

School A’s curriculum aligns with the vision and aims of The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 

2007) through provision of a wide range of subjects (see Chapter 3). Its curriculum design follows a 

student-centred mode in which students are gradually empowered to make decisions that fulfil their 

individual needs and national qualification requirements. From year 9 onwards, the school offers all 
eight learning areas in the national curriculum to support students to develop key competencies 

and its curriculum provides a foundation for subsequent years by offering a wide range of subjects 

intended to deliver a well-balanced education:  

[School A aims to offer] a large range of experiences to widen students' knowledge interests and skills. 

Students are encouraged to achieve personal excellence by both studying subjects in depth and 
broadening their horizons by interests in a diversity of subjects. 

Pertinent to my research, School A’s curriculum offers a meaningful space for the visual and 

performing arts. Variety within art subjects reflects the school’s aim to encourage “creativity (and) 

affirm and celebrate expressions of self, community and culture.” Arts and culture are a significant 

part of co-curricular activities, with a special group dedicated to promotion and support of the visual 

arts within it. These include offering commissions to produce artworks, exhibitions and 
competitions to engage the wider school community throughout each year. 

The story in the visual arts scheme: A holistic programme  

At the outset, I was given full access to School A’s visual arts scheme, unit plans and diverse 
pedagogical material. These documents reflect an holistic approach to visual arts designed to 

interrelate the year levels and scaffold critical thinking. Statements and goals in the scheme align 

with aspirations in the national curriculum that “Learning in, through, and about the arts stimulates 

creative action and response by engaging and connecting thinking, imagination, senses, and 

feelings” (MoE, 2007, p. 20). One of School A’s goals is “to foster innovation and inquiry, creativity 

and criticality” (School A Visual Arts Scheme, 2015). Another is to view students as “partners in 

their learning alongside their teachers [whereby they] are encouraged to have a voice and develop 
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independent investigations and approaches.” Here, teaching is defined as “a critical practice 

whereby inquiry provides a framework for continual self-review of teaching and curriculum design.” 

A distinctive feature of School A’s visual arts scheme is that students’ “critical thinking is 

encouraged through the development of ‘threads of ideas’ which evolve, transform and connect 

through time.”  This aligns with the visual arts learning area of the national curriculum where critical 

thinking is expressed in terms of students developing “visual literacy” (MoE, 2007, p. 21). A further 

goal at School A is for students’ art making practices to be developed gradually through 
independent decisions supported by studying a range of ‘artist models’ (see Chapter 3). At year 9, 

students begin with a visual journal to create the habit of ‘collecting’ as a form of working and 

means of bringing their personal background to their work. At year 10, students use visual journals 

as a ‘thinking tool’, a context for experimentation and sharing personal stories.  At year 11, they 

bring their ‘cultural story’ to their work and are introduced to specific art terminology related to a 

selected field, such as painting or printmaking. Year 12 students are offered a diverse range of 

overarching themes with which to work, then select their own subject matter and artist models 

whose art works and ideas relate to their topic. At year 13, the programme is concept-driven by 
students with teachers guiding them to consider a broad range of artist models.  

Positioning the art teachers in the school  

There were eight teachers in the visual arts department, including the HOD. Each teacher had 
responsibility for one of the specialist fields of photography, painting, sculpture, printmaking and art 

history, as well as junior art courses. The department’s office was an ‘artwork’ in itself! This 

spacious room contained individual workstations personalised with images that reflected each 

teacher’s particular interests and beliefs. A wall devoted to photographs taken by staff, each 

portraying different themes or concepts, included former teachers posing in special costumes in the 

photographic studio. These photographs mirrored the teaching team’s personalities, vibrant sense 

of humour, creativity, and dedication to each other and their school. The importance given to visual 

arts at School A was evident through rooms dedicated to each field and abundant exhibitions of 
students’ artworks in corridors. The teachers have created an impressive visual environment, with 

inspirational material displayed in their rooms, including images of artist models, successful series 

of artworks from previous students and a wide range of paraphernalia arranged on shelves.  

The visual arts teachers’ side of the story: A group discussion 

Kate, Eva and Laura, all European-New Zealand (Pākehā) women, had taught between 11 and 17 

years. Kate, whose specialism is year 13 photography was a photographer and painter. Eva, who 

taught year 11 painting and Laura, who taught visual arts at year 9, were both painters. During our 

discussion I sought answers to how they encouraged critical thinking. Each offered perspectives 
through personal stories and beliefs about visual arts education and approaches to support critical 

thinking through the visual. I discovered that their ideas were influenced by being practicing artists. 
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Teachers’ personal stories and perspectives about critical thinking 

As Goodson (2008) suggests, a common characteristic in teachers’ accounts about their past is the 

presence of a meaningful educator who had an impact on them as young students. For him, “Such 

people provide a ‘role model’ and presumably influence the subsequent vision of desirable 

pedagogy as well as possible choice of subject specialism” (p. 11). Thus, I invited the teachers to 

recall an experience in which their visual arts teacher at school changed the way they looked at 

images or their art making. Kate remembered having “some fantastic art teachers.” Her memories 
of reflective conversations with her photography teacher align with Freire’s (2000) view of critical 

pedagogy, in which dialogue liberates educators and students from a hierarchical flow of thought: 

It was probably the only time in my student days at school that I felt like a grown up or an equal or that 

I was producing something ‘new’ rather than just memorising someone else’s views. It was always 

about the ideas and my ownership of the next steps. I knew that my photography teacher was excited 
about every shoot I did. I knew my work was good – it wasn’t a mystery.  

A highlight for Kate was how her school invited artists to talk about their work and give workshops 

for students. She considered this an “enormous validation of being an artist and of art practice.” 

Kate’s early experiences reflect Rabkin’s (2010, p. 44) view of partnerships between artists and 

schools in which “student learning is deepened and enriched through pedagogy and curricula that 
brings the arts and student voices and perspectives to the centre of school life.” For Laura, 

recalling her secondary years brought back memories of her Art History teacher who, with great 

passion, taught her how art reflects an historical context. She recalled how this teacher made her 

think critically about her work: “My most meaningful memory was of year 10 when my art teacher, 

whom I loved, was quite critical about a painting I was doing. It really stuck with me, but it did make 

me stop and be more critical about my own work and see how I could make it better.”  

Each held a particular point of view of critical thinking. Kate’s vision include aspects noted by 

Brookfield (2012) and Ennis (2011) who define critical thinking as dissecting and examining all 
aspects of a particular knowledge. Kate added: “I think it analyses its parts and measures them 

against values, ethics and feelings. Critical thinking also synthesizes or pulls together established 

‘known’ information and makes new observations.” Laura’s conception of critical thinking includes 

perspectives embedded in ideas (Hardy, 2006). In her opinion, critical thinking involved questioning 

the rationale behind any view: “Questioning WHY about pretty much everything!” Eva also believes 

that critical thinking demands examining multiple perspectives: “It’s to look deeply at an issue, idea 

or event and take it apart from various points of view to get a deeper and more accurate 
understanding of it.” These teachers used a ‘unique’ pedagogical approach, the pepeha,11 to 

convey personal stories to their students. They drew upon the way in which the indigenous Māori 

people of Aotearoa-New Zealand introduce themselves through story telling.12  

                                                        
11 The Māori term pepeha is defined as “A statement expressing or establishing the identity and [influence] of a grouping of 
people or tribe” (Te Reo o Taranaki Charitable Trust, 2008, p. 131). 
12 Hudson-Rodd (2008, p. 975) explains that “Every established Māori community may apply their standard pepeha or 
introduction by naming their mountains, river and tribe at intertribal meetings, now as in the past, actively maintaining the 
oral tradition and identity of place.”       
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My Pepeha as a non-hierarchical approach: Who is your visual arts teacher? 

Kate explained that introducing themselves to their students through their personal pepeha is a 

non-hierarchical approach used to build a supportive environment. At the beginning of the year 

each teacher narrates a story about how they came to be the person they are, a journey relating 

back to their family roots. Kate told me that she introduces herself through a visual story, Who is 

your visual arts teacher? and offered me access to this pedagogical material. She begins with a 

photograph of a mountain at her place of birth. 

 

Figure 5. Kate’s personal photograph included in her pepeha for students 

Kate shows students images from family albums and her own photographs. Where she was born, 

how her family arrived in New Zealand and what their lives were like, are part of her story. She 

reveals how old family photos inspired her love for photography and how she took her “first ever 

photograph.” Her story traverses her past, and up to the present, to paint a vivid picture about 

herself through personal images, objects and statements. 

 

Figure 6. Kate’s personal and family objects included in her pepeha for students 
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Kate’s pepeha includes art works that were made in the same context in which year 11 to 13 visual 

arts students operate, a framework which involves investigating their cultural background and 

personal identity though collection and depiction of family objects and images. This process entails 

preparatory drawings, taking notes in a visual journal, experimenting, and final art making. Kate’s 

pepeha states: “I like collecting and working with the treasures from my family’s past, and drawing, 

photographing and photograming them.” 

 

Figure 7. Kate’s personal drawings of family treasures included as part of her pepeha 

Kate, Eva and Laura believed their pepeha show students who they are beyond being educators. 

As Kate said, “we are persons who create artworks and understand the vulnerability of exposing 
yourself through your art.” According to these teachers, this strategy helps them set up a less 

hierarchical atmosphere in the classroom so that students can feel confident to comment on others’ 

work and come to acknowledge that feedback is a natural part of learning. This pedagogical 

approach aligns with Giroux’s (2005, p. 132) call “to become self-conscious through the exercise of 

oppositional forms of authority: not only to question those roles but undo them when necessary.” 

These teachers spoke of the way that as art educators with a specific background in an artistic 

field, they aspired to being involved in students’ practical work and embrace the possibility of 

making mistakes by creating examples alongside them. This alerted me to the relationship of being 
both an artist and a teacher. 
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Building on students’ ideas to promote critical thinking 

In response to my question about how they embraced critical thinking in visual arts education, each 

teacher spoke of how their practices from year 9 onwards build on students’ ideas. This involved 

fostering the use of ideas and visual material that is significant to students and cultivating 

independent thinking. This strategy was evident during observations of Laura, Eva and Kate 

working with their year 9, 11 and 13 art classes. An individualized approach was present in each 

programme, initiated by encouraging students to find images, objects and concepts that they felt 

were important for cultural, spiritual or aesthetic reasons. Using each student’s background as a 
starting point calls to mind Gude’s (2007, p. 6) view that art education should aim “to teach skills 

and concepts while creating opportunities to investigate and represent one’s own experiences––

generating personal and shared meaning.” Eva affirmed that this approach enables students to 

start “thinking deeply about their work because it’s meaningful and it resonates with them in terms 

of their values, and their personal identity.”  

 Invited to comment on why she builds on students’ individuality, Kate’s vision includes (as 

noted by Hickman and Eglinton, 2009) engaging subjectivity, thereby making it possible to question 
personal views around diverse concerns. Kate’s strategy is to question the students’ choices by 

prompting them to ask questions: 

What does this object mean to me? What does it mean as a New Zealander? What does it mean to my 

culture? What did it mean to my great-great grandmother, who kept that object? What does it mean 

then if I put it into an artwork? Or if I re-appropriate it in some other way?  

Kate’s aim is “not stopping that initial engagement and motivation … you’ve always got to build on 

them, no matter what the idea is, then encourage students to explore and research the possibilities 

to reshape it.” This strategy, used from year 9 onwards to support students’ ideas and build self-

confidence becomes a critical habit by year 13. At the beginning of the year, guidance is given by 

each teacher to assist students to get started through whole class approaches where examples of 

previous students’ art works are discussed.  

The power of words: Brainstorming, awareness and development of ideas 

Eva, Kate and Laura considered ‘words’ to be a powerful motivational source. They encourage 

students to collect concepts related to their selected imagery, gathered in the form of quotes or 

single words. This collection of ideas helps them identify thoughts that underpin their art making. 

Laura, who also taught design at senior years, believes that in this field words enrich students’ 

brainstorming relationships between certain images and text. She uses Edward de Bono’s (2000) 

Six Thinking Hats as a tool to help students become aware of their thinking process. For instance, 

the green hat is for creative thinking and the black hat for critical thinking. Laura says to her 
students: “… you are not allowed to put your black hat on until you have been creative for a while.”  

To give further emphasis to ‘words’ as a means for year 9 students’ to develop their critical 

thinking, and to meet expectations of the national curriculum’s visual arts aim for students to 

“develop visual literacy and aesthetic awareness” (MoE, 2007, p. 21), students are required to 
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have a written research component. To meet this expectation each student creates a proposal 

inspired by a particular theme and artist models. This approach reflects Charman and Ross’s 

(2006) call for the inclusion of writing in art education as it provides students with a self-reflective 

tool through which they can review and evaluate their ideas. Laura explained that for their written 

projects students are expected to use and understand specific visual language; that introducing 

these terms to students is an essential step in developing their thinking: 

It sort of brings up the question about thinking … Do we think in terms of words or do we just think in 
terms of images? What does it take to really think something through critically? 

The visual journal as a ‘thinking toolbox’: Collecting images and words  

The visual arts teachers at School A thought that the visual journal is a ‘thinking toolbox’ that 

encourages students to collect images and words. This strategy was described in the visual arts 

scheme as an opportunity for students to gather evidence of critical thinking, research and develop 

ideas. Students at all year levels are encouraged to demonstrate ownership and authenticity by 
recording their thoughts and experimentations in their journals. Exploring their backgrounds 

through visual journals aligns with Charman and Ross’s (2006, p. 31) stance:  

[An instrument that] moved away from the notion of a ‘sketchbook’ which is redolent of a dominant 

approach to enquiry through formal examination of the artwork, towards the notion of a research 
journal which would support the holistic approach of … allowing for several different methods rather 

than a single method of collecting and analysing data.  

Students receive guidance with their journals through tasks that help them organize and develop 

ideas. Laura believed these tasks “set up the behaviour of the collector, thinker, hoarder, and 

observer of an artist from Year 9 and that sets them up all the way through.”  

‘Strike sparks off each other’ through critical dialogues and feedback 

Critical dialogue and feedback are conceived as tools to ‘strike sparks off each other’. These 

teachers agreed that in the process of making sense of information students might select an 

image, object or word because they assume an interpretation of it. In such cases, they talk 

individually to students who are encouraged to seek feedback from peers. Class critiques offer 

opportunities for students to acknowledge different perspectives. Recognizing differing views about 

an issue, and deliberating and negotiating these through discussions generates new ideas as part 

of the process of constructing active critical thinkers (Bell, 2010; Duncum, 2010; Grushka, 2005; 
Gude, 2007). Whole class interactions and individual discussions between these teachers and their 

students were key strategies used during my classroom observations. I recorded these as data 

through still photography.  

Kate, Eva and Laura concurred that individual and ongoing conversations with students is 

their main method for offering feedback and evaluating critical thinking. During these times they are 

attentive to students’ understanding of their work, how they respond to suggestions, and how they 

connect their ‘threads of ideas.’ The teachers were of the opinion that students’ critical 

understanding of ‘images’ is a process that requires feedback and re-generation of ideas. Kate said 
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the process can take a considerable amount of time and it is important that students do not 

become disheartened:  

You have to leave the problem with them for a little while … you first of all have to acknowledge and 

celebrate that they’ve made or found something before you kind of go, but I don’t think it was quite the 

right thing for the message that you’re trying to communicate.  

A technique Laura uses with senior students in design is to ask them to present a logo to the class 

without revealing their idea or design brief. This brief describes the project, the client for whom the 

designer is working, and outcomes that are expected to be achieved:  

The class can interpret what it’s about just from the typography and the symbols they’re putting 
together and talk about it as a class whether the meaning is matching the medium. 

Eva said that once students have something to show in her painting class she encourages them to 

have guided ‘feedback sessions’ in which she provides questions for students to ask each other. 

She thought that generating a safe class environment is essential for these sessions.    

Generating a safe class environment: Feeling comfortable with critical feedback 

Eva’s technique for supporting students is to foster the student whose work is going to be critiqued 

to lead the situation. This enables that student to tell the class how she feels about her work in 
order to manage the critique:  

They’re getting the feedback that they actually need. Someone might say: look, I’m feeling really 

insecure about my work, I just need positive feedback, can you guys just tell me what’s good about my 

work now? Someone else might say: I feel really confident, I’m right up for you guys being really super 
critical… can you just pull it apart? Some students are that brave and they want the teacher to treat 

them like that too. 

Laura spoke of how the art department has renamed class critiques as ‘student-led feedback’ to 

minimise its threatening aspect and reduce anxiety. The aim is for students to relax and, once 
comfortable, start thinking more critically. Some students seek feedback to validate their work, 

especially when they feel insecure about their project. Laura stressed that each student’s learning 

process is unique, unpredictable and can be full of ups-and-downs. Her opinion reflects Elley’s 

(2004) view of learning as an irregular process that cannot be forced into an imposed progression. 

Each teacher agreed they need to take account of diversity and inconsistency, and that validation 

of peers is a powerful way to support students’ involvement and make them feel comfortable with 

their process. Celebrating others’ success is another strategy used in School A to generate a safe 

class environment. This attitude is part of the school’s culture, with staff and students expected to 
support each other.  

Close up portraits: Classroom observations and students’ interviews  

My classroom observations and interviews with the three key students at School A were informed 
by insights I gained from reading the visual arts scheme and the group discussion with teachers. 

My aim was to seek evidence of their holistic programme and how it interconnects all year levels 
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and aspects of education to scaffold critical thinking. I used visual documentation as a tool for 

gathering evidence of critical thinking from each participant.  

Laura: Portrait of a year 9 visual arts teacher 

For Laura, the year 9 visual arts teacher, secondary school and tertiary experiences influenced her 

preference for Art History. She began art teaching eleven years ago with a Bachelor of Arts, 

majoring in Design, Bachelor of Fine Arts, Master of Fine Arts and a Graduate Diploma in Teaching 

(Secondary). She said, “With all these models that I can delve into I often end up giving students a 

little art history lesson that they don’t expect.” Laura described her teaching style as a combination 
of her personality, students’ needs and curricular principles. She fosters student-centred learning 

that develops independence and critical thinking, but remains flexible on a case-by-case basis: 

“You’ve got to be like a counsellor, a coach, an inspirational guru and a technician … all at the 

same time.” 

 

Figure 8. School A’s visual arts classroom context 

During my observation, Laura’s key student Irina was present. In the visual arts classroom walls 

were adorned with information and examples about grids and typography, instructions and 

motivation for each unit, and students’ artwork. Students were investigating ‘The wild and 

wonderful flora and fauna of Aotearoa’ through design and printmaking for which Laura had 

introduced them to a range of New Zealand artists who use symbols and motifs from Aotearoa. 

They subsequently research an animal and a New Zealand plant form of their choice through 

drawings developed in their visual journals. At this point students were planning their colour palette 

and composition for a woodcut. Laura began with a whole class approach. She presented a 
number of designs from previous years and asked students to take notes in their visual journal “in 

case inspiring ideas arise.” Students were invited to consider: “What makes a good design?”, to 

establish a critical and inclusive exchange with them:  

Ok, so think about which image stands out as being an effective design to you and may be give me 

some ideas about why that is. Why do you think some work better than others? … [Or] What’s working 
well in these two designs and what could make them work better? 
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Colour, composition, technical and timing issues were discussed during which the students, 

including Irina, made notes and quick sketches in their visual journals. The majority actively 

participated with the exception of a few students whom Laura supported individually with positive 

feedback. Laura’s aim was to build self-confidence by inviting each student to share their opinions. 

Once they recognized compositional features, such as balance and movement, they turned to 

questions about the ‘feelings’ evoked through the images: 

Who wants to give their feedback there? Don’t be shy. What kind of feeling … just give me some 
words. What feelings do you get when you look at this one which is more symmetrical and centred, 

compared to this one being more asymmetrical? 

 

Figure 9. Observation of Laura’s year 9 visual arts class and Irina, one of her students 
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Laura explained that art-making decisions depend on each student’s intentions. She emphasised 

the value for them of making compositional and chromatic variations to inform their choices. 

Individual conversations with each student followed, during which Irina made multiple sketches of 

the koru, a stylized fern-leaf motif typical of Māori carvings and tattoos. During a conversation with 

Irina, I explored her interests and artworks. 

Irina’s thinking journey: Portrait of a year 9 visual arts student 

Irina, a 13-year-old, studied year 9 visual arts with Laura during the first two terms of the year. She 

especially liked tattoos and thought these “can say a lot about the people who wear them.” Irina 
was amused by how the visual can narrate stories about individuals. She admitted to being 

captivated by Instagram where she posted images that represented her thoughts. Although Irina 

thought that the visual is more universal than written language, she acknowledged that images can 

be easily misunderstood. Irina selected motifs of a tiger and the koru to inspire her woodcut design.  

 

Figure 10. Irina’s thinking journey 

Irina said: “I used the koru because I live in New Zealand. I have always been surrounded by them 

and I mean, I’m not Māori, but I’ve always been surrounded by Māori artefacts.” She believed her 
teacher had helped her to understand the messages contained in images by drawing her attention 

to details and symbols. Irina said that knowing the key ideas that underpin the artist models’ work, 



 57 

and how their production has evolved through time, had changed the way she looks at images. 

She found her visual journal a useful research tool to develop ideas and make decisions: “I think 

having everything on paper and being able to see it and draw it as many times as you want, to get 

it how you want, is helpful.” Irina considered her classmates’ feedback to be an equally important 

source of validation and an influential factor in her art making: “My classmates have a big impact 

on which designs I choose!” She also felt that Laura’s advice kept her on track: 

Our teacher has made sure that we are choosing ideas that (come) from our experience, but are not 
too ambitious. So, she’s taking us out of our comfort zone, but not enough that we’ll not finish it. She’s 

still kind of restricting us, in a good way though.  

Eva: Portrait of a year 11 painting teacher 

Eva, the year 11 painting teacher, had an empathetic teaching style born from her conviction that 
“feelings play a significant role in students’ thinking and art making.” As a Buddhist, she proclaimed 

that her love for teaching as a transformative practice that supports students’ personal growth. For 

this reason, she preferred to develop individual conversations with her students to understand their 

subjective response to reality. Eva said that, showing empathy is essential for supporting students’ 

critical approaches as this enables her to anticipate how they will respond to feedback. She 

believed that students’ art making is driven by their emotions and should not be overlooked:  

Sometimes it’s about the student and the teacher both tuning into a kind of hunch or gut feeling and 
that’s a really important place to work from as an artist because any decision you make has to be a 

decision that you feel good about. 

Eva told me that her strategy for encouraging students to be critical about their work involves being 

aware of how they feel about their decisions. She questions them to find out “whether they are 
open to receive feedback.” I start by telling them that “I’m really interested in their idea … and then, 

asking permission to go a bit deeper.” Eva believed that individual conversations help students 

recognize that the obstacles that are obstructing their art making are probably in their own thinking. 

Following feedback, Eva allows students sufficient time and space to solve those problems.  

At year 11 the students’ thinking journeys evolve into more complex processes in which they 

investigate their cultural identity. Students experiment through numerous preparatory drawings to 

produce final art pieces that culminate in a two-board portfolio. This process informed my 

observation of Eva teaching her painting class which focused on the Level 1 NCEA Achievement 
Standards 1.3 and 1.4 (see Chapter 3). These standards require students “to develop work in more 

than one field of practice and produce a body of work informed by established practice, which 

develops ideas using a range of media.”  

As part of the visual arts scheme, a Level 1 Visual Art Course Information Booklet is given to 

students. This is titled The Stories We Tell, with the theme suggesting to students that their 

narratives “may include objects, taonga (treasures), beliefs, rituals, tales, legends, symbols, 

ceremonies and more.” As a guide, the booklet scaffolds what is expected of them through a 
variety of tasks, and provides definitions and visual examples. Among these examples are possible 

artefacts that students can use to portray their stories:  
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Many of the objects that form part of your own personal story are simply around you at home, on 

shelves, in boxes, in your top drawer, at grandma’s house, on display, hoarded, found, valued, 

forgotten… or a story that you have been told… or a story that you will create (Level 1 Visual Arts 
Course Booklet – School A, 2015). 

To illustrate to students the possibilities of artefacts, a large collection of objects was located on 

one side of the room where I twice observed Eva teaching this painting class.  

 

Figure 11. Objects exhibited on shelving at School A’s year 11 painting classroom 

During my observations, these (mostly) 15-year-old students had collected a significant quantity of 

material in their visual journals. Many, including Florence, had completed part of their portfolios. 

Eva began her lessons with a short review of the aims for the portfolio to ensure that students 
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develop threads of ideas. She reminded the class that because part of their art making is 

underpinned by studying the art works and ways of working of New Zealand artist models, 

Séraphine Pick and Shane Cotton, they have to continue using them as inspiration. Eva 

questioned students about the methods and ideas used by these artists to evoke memories. Some 

recalled strategies such as the grid to provide structure, the concept of transparency, and distortion 

of scale. Eva prompted the class to consider other factors: 

If something is really wildly out of scale, like if you’ve got a huge great big vase with a tiny little chair it 
immediately makes it feel like a dream, because it’s kind of strange. It is like Alice in Wonderland, 

things are out of scale. So, using scale can be another way to create that dreamlike space, the space 

of memories and looking back at the past of your own family. 

 

Figure 12. Observation of Eva working with her year 11 painting class 

Eva stressed the importance of text, believing that written material within students’ portfolios offers 

them opportunity to include themselves in their art. Individual conversations with students followed, 

with the remainder working on their projects. Discussions with Eva revolved around each student’s 

unique thinking journey, including that of Florence, the year 11 key-student participant.   

Florence’s thinking journey: Portrait of a year 11 painting student 

Florence, a 15-year-old, was particularly interested in how the visual portrays messages. She 
enjoyed sewing, photographing and collecting images of memories. Facebook, Snapchat and 

Instagram were her principle means for sharing pictures. Florence thought the ‘visual’ is the 

equivalent of poetry, as both can be interpreted in multiple ways. She was planning to study 

costume design, a passion inspired through watching movies. Florence’s predilection for clothing 

from the early nineteenth century, and for sewing, were evident in her art making through selected 

symbols and techniques. She said that her interest in dressmaking arose from School A’s 
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involvement in Stage Challenge, an inter-school competition which includes dance and costumes 

that allow students to showcase their artistic strengths. Florence was experimenting with painting 

and sewing for her portfolio and photographing family objects to inspire her creative process. She 

had completed numerous preparatory drawings in her visual journal, and an exhaustive written 

investigation about questions underpinning her thinking journey. I asked Florence whether activities 

in her visual arts class have influenced the way she developed her understanding of images. She 

described the way she had learnt about simple strategies to communicate ideas, such as an 
“object, a colour palette, the sort of mood, the tone and the background.” She considered that 

these techniques can be used to portray meaning and that movies are a good example: “I notice it 

a lot in movies, and I’m much more aware of what’s going on in the background. It makes me feel 

what [the film maker] is trying to make me feel.” Florence believed that making decisions while 

creating images helped her realize that all components in an image have a purpose.  

 

Figure 13. Florence’s preparatory drawings and early experimentations in her visual journal 

Florence thought that her visual journal was her most useful tool. She described how it helped her 

keep an eye on the achievement criteria in NCEA Level 1 A/Standard 1.2, for which students “use 
drawing methods and skills for recording information using wet and dry media” (see Chapter 3). 

I gather a lot of images and only a few are going to be selected, so while working on my board it has 

been so much easier to go back and look at my visual journal for resources rather than having to find 

new things every time … rather than just making it up in my head. 
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Florence’s visual journal was a planning device where she experimented to decide the most 

suitable media or techniques. She decided to include sewing materials, symbols like Peter Rabbit 

and dogs, and landscapes to recall her grandmother’s childhood. Florence’s engagement in art 

making was based on her freedom to choose things that are meaningful to her. While students at 

this level are required to include a landscape, a pattern, a print portrait and a sculpture, she wanted 

“to think outside the box.” 

I wanted to include sewing materials, so, I found a sewing pattern design. For the portrait I decided to 
work with floral patterns, but leaving the inside empty, and opened up opportunity to put an image on 

the inside. For my sculpture, I made paper pearls. 

 

Figure 14. Observations of Florence’s art making processes during her year 11 painting class 
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Florence regarded Séraphine Pick, one of the artist models suggested by Eva, as particularly 

useful for her art making. Pick’s strategies, such as using a grid, applying differing scale, and 

including silhouettes and transparency, were thought as ideal for evoking family memories. When 

asked how her visual story was going to unfold Florence said she valued the unpredictability of her 

thinking journey and felt confident that she had established a visual narrative that mirrored herself: 

My final life piece is sort of tied together; it is actually me, my hands sewing a piece of material. That is 
quite symbolic, all these things have made me who I am and have introduced me to these interests. 

Florence acknowledged that feedback from peers, and her teacher Eva, was very helpful for 

maintaining a critical approach to her own ideas, and to “not get stuck”.  

I think that when you are doing your own work you get so focused on it and then you sort of get into a 

little bubble and can’t see out of it. And then when other people come in and give ideas it just opens up 
new doors. 

 

Figure 15. Selection of Florence’s final artworks for her portfolio 

Eva and Florence: Portrait of the teacher with her year 11 student 

During the two observation lessons of Florence and her teacher Eva, I visually captured 

interactions between them. They discussed technical and conceptual issues and re-visited the 
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achievement criteria for Achievement Standard 1.4. For this standard, the only one that is 

externally assessed by NZQA moderators (see Chapter 3), students “produce a body of work 

informed by established practice, which develops ideas, using a range of media” (see Chapter 3). 

This work is presented on a two-board portfolio.  

During the first lesson Eva praised the way in which Florence had developed a colour 

balance and “sense of journey” for her portfolio through repeated symbols such as scissors, pearls 

and childhood characters. She sought Florence’s opinions on how she planned to continue 
incorporating ideas from the artist models.   

 

Figure 16. Observations of critical discussions between Eva and her year 11 student Florence 

In the following lesson Florence outlined the stage she felt her art making was at and details that 

needed to be accomplished. She and Eva talked about the connection between the references in 

Florence’s portfolio and how even more consistency could be established between the different 

threads of ideas. Eva made a number of suggestions: 
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It might be really nice to just bring in a few more references to sewing like a needle and thread. I can 

imagine something like a large darning needle with the thread through it. Because this is so successful 

it would be really nice maybe to continue with those references. 

Eva and Florence agreed that the artist models had clearly supported Florence’s strategies to bring 

all the family imagery into her art making. They concluded that incorporating a meaningful piece of 

writing would add a personal flavour to the portfolio.  

Kate (HOD Art School A): Portrait of a year 13 photography teacher 

Kate, the HOD Art and year 13 photography teacher at School A had taught for 17 years. She said 

that her view of education was shaped by her experiences as a secondary and tertiary student, 

where she found meaningful and critical mentors. Kate had a relaxed, enthusiastic and well-

organized teaching style which reflected her passion, confidence and understanding of the field. 
Her priority is to develop an engaging, innovative and holistic art education programme to support 

students' unique thinking journeys. For Kate, teaching has to be built on students’ ideas to assist 

them to become critical thinkers. The freedom that is possible in the year 13 art programme means 

that Kate and the other art teachers are faced, at times, with 17 to 18-year-old students selecting 

controversial themes. Kate said she endeavours to find out through personal conversations with 

students whether they really understand their choices. An example is any topic involving sexuality: 

If they really want to deal with sexuality or the body or nudity and it really strongly relates to the 
research they’ve done and they understand the ideas or the materials that they are working with, and 

when I say materials these might be their body, then I wouldn’t put up any barriers for them to really 

explore that. I think it keeps them motivated and really engaged.  

Kate said that while emphasis is always on the students’ ideas, she calls attention to the safety 

factor of their work. She explained that as teenage students they may decide to work with themes 

related to sexuality or identity. When these topics are chosen students tend to choose a friend as 

the model to reflect their own thoughts, emotions and experience. In these cases, Kate talks about 

the risks. Her approach is born out of the belief that her role is to encourage students to keep their 

own voice and generate “work that shows development of their thinking, but not squashing it at any 

point.” This reflects the emphasis on the students developing their own voice and independence. 

 My observations of Kate with her Year 13 photography class took place in a specialized 

room divided into a classroom, darkroom and digital lab/studio. The walls were covered with 

motivational material, images of diverse artist models, and a shelf with a collection of cameras. 

Students have access to a comprehensive library of books on photography and high-resolution 

printers. The digital lab/studio is equipped with a significant number of computers and a large 

space for taking photographs. Indicative of the school’s culture in terms of the arts, an infinity cove 

used to create a stage in photography with plain background, special lighting and a wide range of 

accessories reflected the high status that the field of photography occupied in School A’s 
programme.   
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Figure 17. School A’s year 13 photography classroom context 

Kate began one lesson using a whole class approach with students, including the key student 

participant Sasha. She reinforced how students need to keep their investigations authentic and to 

connect their inquiries with work from previous years. At year 13, the students’ research is much 

more complex, comprising a comprehensive written and visual proposal. Kate believed that writing 

provides a starting point and guides a more consistent thinking journey which culminates in a 

three-board portfolio. She reminded students of the NCEA Level 3 assessment criteria for their 
portfolios, presenting these through a number of questions:   

Does your work have lateral approaches? Does it refer to other things outside of your work? Is there a 

sense of ownership? … Is there a sense of discovery? … As you take your photographs you learn 

more about [your theme] and the ideas get clearer. Does it show a wide variety of contexts or the 
circumstances in which the work was made? Does it have breadth and depth … has it got broad as 

well as deep kinds of ideas embedded within it? 
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Figure 18. Observation of Kate working with her year 13 photography class 

To reinforce these questions, Kate showed examples of previously successful year 13 photography 

portfolios and written statements that support those explorations. Together, she and her students 

analysed how the writing is connected to the corresponding visual work. The artist models that 

underpinned each investigation were discussed, as well as technical and conceptual strategies 

used in each project. Kate encouraged students to critically discuss the attainments of each 

portfolio: 
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What are its strengths? Does the statement support the board? Does it expand and extend the folio 

board? ... Is it authentic? … What else would have strengthened it? What other connections could 

have been made? How else could I have heard more about the student voice?  

During the lessons which followed, Kate used a more individual approach with students, including 

Sasha, the key student.  She was engaged in both Level 3 NCEA photography and in Level 4 

Scholarship (see Chapter 3). I explored Sasha’s thinking and art making during a conversation with 

her and in classroom observations. 

Sasha’s thinking journey: Portrait of the year 13 photography student 

Sasha, a 17-year-old student of Māori descent, explained that the ‘visual’ is easier to understand 

than written language. Her preference for sharing or looking at images were Facebook, Tumbler, 

Pinterest, Google, but also books. Not unexpectedly, Sasha showed a more diverse engagement 
with the ‘visual’ than the younger year 9 and 11 students. She believed that images have an 

advantage over other forms of communication because of their capacity to be open to multiple 

interpretations for evoking imagination and engagement (Leavy, 2015; Weber, 2008). When asked 

how her visual art classes had helped her understand images, Sasha said she had learnt “how to 

dig into pictures beyond their superficial qualities.” She said that receiving support from Kate to 

examine images and explore their contexts offered her an inquiry framework that then she applied 

independently. This was evident in her visual journal.  

Sasha’s visual journal illustrated a systematic and extensive body of work that explored how 
Māori are depicted through stereotypes, and studied that focus on the connection between her 

culture and the land. Artworks in her journal were preceded by statements, plans for possible 

photographic shoots, questions, proof sheets and investigations of different artist models. A wide 

range of digital and darkroom experiments showed an impressive diversity in the threads of ideas 

that were explored in different ways with technical expertise. Sasha said her visual journal was the 

most effective tool to recall ideas and find connections: 

I’m quite a creative thinker and I use my visual journal to just jot down the ideas as they pass through 
my head. Then when I go back looking for new ideas I can see some of the old things, and see some 

linkages between them and my new thoughts … like a map of my mind. 

Sasha said that when showing her initial shoots to the class, her peers help her to find links 

between her work and a number of artists. She admitted that having a well-resourced photographic 
library in the classroom helps confirm that those artist models align with her visual proposal. Sasha 

explained the meanings embedded in her photographs: 

I am looking at my Māori culture and I want to show … how its people are depicted through 

stereotypes. I’m exploring the relevance of this idea to me and my life, and to put that out for others to 

see that it can sometimes be quite tough, but it is also very rewarding.  

When asked which artist had influenced her art making most, Sasha identified Māori artist Lisa 

Reihana. For Sasha, finding artists like Reihana who question idealized visions of indigenous 

people encouraged her to investigate her own assumptions: 
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I purposely put those stereotypes into my work because that is almost what people expect. I’m trying to 

make this appealing and so stereotypical that people actually go, “oh, is that actually realistic?” When 

you romanticise about a native girl you think of long flowing locks of hair. So it was wonderful tying into 
that stereotype. But also Māori believe that Papatuanuku, the land mother earth, is literally lying down 

and we live running around on her back on her body … and her hair flows into the streams and 

becomes part of the land. 

 

Figure 19. Sasha’s preparatory drawings and early experimentations in her visual journal 

Sasha explained that critical discussions support the development of her ideas. She found 

feedback reciprocal and helpful for opening her mind to multiple perspectives: 

My peers and my teachers aren’t afraid to criticise my work. In the same way they see what works, 

they see what doesn’t and that helps me to grow my strengths. From day one the teachers create an 
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environment where you know that they are looking to help you improve your work and you are just 

comfortable doing it to others and asking people to do it for you. 

 

Figure 20. A selection of Sasha’s final artworks for her portfolio 

Kate and Sasha: Portrait of the teacher and her year 13 photography student 

To discover the dynamic between Kate and Sasha I observed them working together. In the first 

lesson students worked independently on their investigations while Kate talked to them individually. 

During her discussion with Sasha I noticed they began with clarifying ideas behind the student’s 

project. I discovered that Sasha was exploring the spiritual connection that her culture holds with 
the land and how Māori have been stereotyped through the visual: “I want my work to be a 

celebration of the land and inform people about why it is so special to Māori.” Kate recalled 

learning that the concept of ‘myth’ misrepresents the Māori view of the world. Sasha agreed, 

adding that Māori narratives are conceived as ‘real’ because they are connected to the land: 

This is how we view the world and the whole spiritual ancestor angle is part of the reason that Māori 

believe that Aotearoa holds our history and ancestors, and it is a link for us back to them. 

When Kate questioned Sasha about her artist models, Lisa Reihana was proposed for the scenery 

shots and for their romanticised view of ‘natives’ and landscape. Sasha found these idealized 

viewpoints are fictions about the world, to which Kate recalled the idea of myths as untruths: 

You can start thinking about any influences or ideas that you can see in your work that are similar to 

[Reihana] such as the narrative structure, the recreation of the moment … and looking at some of the 
truths and fictions … [about the] Pacific Island cultures. 

Although Sasha seemed aware of how certain narratives have established false views about her 

culture, and Kate encouraged her not to fear controversy, I was surprised by the student’s intention 

to keep her project free of conflict: “I want to be positive and say how beautiful it is, and make 

people want to stop damaging the environment.” 
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Figure 21. Observation of Kate discussing with Sasha her visual project 

During their conversation Kate and Sasha found more connections that broadened the student’s 

thinking framework and clarified the purpose of her work. Kate’s main suggestion was to “think 

about six to eight new ways of exploring the topic in order to extend your initial ideas and possible 
shifts.” Sasha announced her intention to photograph a ‘model’ (another student at School A) in the 

studio wearing a Māori cloak. She felt it was important to choose a friend who shared the same 

values as herself. To my delight, Kate invited me to take part in Sasha’s photo-shoot.  

In this lesson Sasha and Kate worked collaboratively creating a new picture imagined by the 

Sasha. Kate assisted her with the lights and prompted questions about her point of view. After 

each shot, Kate and Sasha discussed the results to decide whether further photographs were 

needed. This strategy illustrates the student-centred approach used at School A, which for the 
teachers was based on the belief that learners develop thinking when working with others. From 

this perspective Kate worked as a facilitator who fostered independence and hands-on learning 

(Alter, 2011; Gude, 2007). During this lesson three cameras were used to capture the partnership 

and research site. One was operated by Sasha photographing her ‘model’ dressed in a Māori cloak 

while Kate assisted her. I used the second camera to capture the interaction between Sasha, her 

model and Kate. A third camera was remotely controlled by Kate to capture the whole view in 

which three ‘gazes’ were engaged and influencing each other. This visual idea was planned in 

agreement with Kate, Sasha, the model and me to capture the notion of cooperative learning and 
thinking (Giroux, 2005).  
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Figure 22. Kate, Sasha and me collaborating at the photographic studio 

Potential thoughts 

From my experiences at School A, including analysis of policy documents, conversations and 
observations with Laura, Eva and Kate and their students Irina, Florence and Sasha, it was evident 

that critical thinking was fostered from years 9 to 13 through a holistic programme. The teachers’ 

beliefs about visual arts education and critical thinking were strongly founded in the national 

curriculum, NCEA Achievement Standards, and their artistic and personal backgrounds. Kate, Eva 

and Laura identified as artists and it was clear that this shaped their own critical perspectives of 

pedagogy and the insightful and passionate teaching practices used to inspire students’ critical 

thinking. It was evident from their responses and cooperative involvement during our group 
conversation that each teacher adhered to a strong sense of collaboration, collegiality and support 

for peers. Although their personalities differed greatly, these teachers demonstrated a cohesive 

view of critical thinking and how it was supported across all year levels through the implementation 

of a holistic visual arts scheme. This framework was grounded in the idea of interconnectedness of 

all aspects of learning. The holistic view which encouraged students’ to explore personal 

experiences, emotions and their cultural backgrounds included understanding of the classroom as 
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a space that needs to reflect the context of the students’ own lives. For these three teachers, this 

stance meant creating art alongside their students and sharing their stories as humans, teachers 

and artists through their pepeha. The programme at School A embraced teacher-student and peer 

relationships as fundamental for supporting others’ success. A ‘can-do’ philosophy, whereby 

students are encouraged to believe that anything is possible permeated the teachers’ attitudes and 

approaches and the self-held aspirations of the students themselves. 

 An essential feature of Eva’s, Laura’s and Kate’s approach was the idea of interconnectness 
applied through a student-centred approach and self-reflective inquiry framework. The way they 

fostered students’ thinking actively encouraged them to “generate, analyse, clarify and regenerate 

ideas towards the production of original work”, as required by the NCEA Achievement Standards. 

For students, this meant gradually developing decisions to explore and create visual material that 

was meaningful to them. This approach mirrors Hickman and Eglinton’s (2009) claim that a self-

reflective inquiry framework enables the involvement of subjectivity and opens the possibility to 

question personal views about diverse topics. The range of visual culture apparent in each 

student’s thinking and making, albeit with increasing complexity from years 9 to 13, was strongly 
connected to their personal interests. The freedom that Irina, Florence and Sasha were given to 

select imagery reflects a broad definition of ‘visual culture’ in which the use of visual artefacts from 

personal, family and cultural backgrounds plays a significant role (Duncum, 2006; Freedman, 2008; 

Gude, 2007; Hogan, 2006; Smith, 2008). The emphasis on engaging students’ subjective content 

demonstrates a progressive perspective in which no policy restrictions are applied. While sexually 

explicit topics are carefully discussed in terms of safety factors and critical thinking, they are 

permitted if explored through a justified, reflective and safe approach. This applies in particular to 

photography, a field that is potentially controversial when including themes about the body.  

From my conversations with the students, I learnt that the use of a visual journal, having 

discussions and pursuing topics that are significant to them, enables them to critically develop their 

ideas over time through reflection and collaboration. Irina, Florence and Sasha acknowledged that 

visual journals are a potent tool for collecting, recalling and connecting their thoughts. They 

conceived their journals as ‘maps of their minds.’ Conversations with their teachers and peers were 

considered critical for validating ideas, keeping their research on track, connecting diverse thinking, 

maintaining motivation, and discovering new paths which are regarded as ‘thinking windows.’ This 
latter notion mirrors Hogan’s (2006) call for participatory strategies in visual arts education to foster 

students’ understanding of how others experience the world. From observing the discussions and 

creative partnerships between the teachers and students I witnessed Kate’s, Eva’s and Laura’s 

enactment of a critical pedagogy in which a strong commitment to a deep and ethical vision of 

education was demonstrated (Giroux, 2005). Irina, Florence and Sasha were highly engaged with 

their visual arts projects that had been co-constructed with their teachers. This co-involvement in 

the process was reflected in the breadth and depth of the students’ work and responses to the 

questions I posed. The aim at School A was to encourage students to think and discover through 
the visual about who they are and, potentially, start inquiring into where they stand in the world. 

Relevant for my research was the tension I noted when Kate prompted Sasha to take her 



 73 

investigation about stereotypes to a further critical level. While Sasha was outspoken about her 

intention to challenge clichés, her work ultimately articulated a ‘celebration’ of Māoridom and its 

connection to the land. This context raises the question of whether criticality had been taken over, 

to be used for a different purpose. Although this issue remained unresolved, it drove me to 

deliberate further about the complexities of critical thinking within liminal spaces (see Chapter 8). 

The programme at School A embraced teacher-student and peer relationships as fundamental for 

supporting others’ success. A ‘can-do’ philosophy, whereby students are encouraged to believe 
that anything is possible permeated the teachers’ attitudes and approaches and the self-held 

aspirations of the students themselves. In part, this reflects an emphasis on efficiency and 

productivity in the pursuit of excellence and the desire for success (see Chapter 7). 

 To summarise these potential thoughts, I took a screenshot to capture how new 

understandings gained at this school are located in-between the data and my perceptions, camera 

and visual software. This picture encloses my process of selecting data from images, and copying 

and pasting fragments of them into a new canvas to create an eloquent visual statement to 

highlight details and demonstrate patterns. This screenshot enables me to show how the story of 
School A was an encounter between my participants and me.  

 

Figure 23. Screenshot of my mediated discoveries at School A 

The insights I gained through the data gathered at School A were instrumental for imagining the 

potential of framing critical thinking in visual arts education in holistic terms. This unique 

experience, at a school with ‘a girls can excel’ philosophy, motivated the creation of a number of 

collages – my a/r/tographies – in which the art teachers’ and students’ visions and my viewpoint as 

an artist, teacher and researcher are metaphorically assembled to (re) imagine the data. This 

series of images, which complement Chapter 4 - Part 1: A story of encounters at School A, are 

presented next in Chapter 4 - Part 2: (Re) Imagining multiple encounters.  
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CHAPTER 4 - PART 2 

(RE) IMAGININING MULTIPLE ENCOUNTERS 

 

The theoretical and methodological framework for this research included an a/r/tographical 

approach that enabled me to (re) imagine through collages the multiple encounters I experienced 

at School A. A/r/tography allowed me to linger in liminal spaces in which my artist, researcher and 

teacher identities meet, and where research is committed to intersubjective connections that can 

offer the practice of living inquiry (Springgay et al., 2012). As La Jevic and Springgay (2008) 
suggest: “Rather than an understanding of self and other as oppositional, intersubjectivity becomes 

imbricated and reciprocal” (p. 69). My collages provide a site in-between theory and practice in 

which I could metaphorically capture relational understandings that are rendered through 

fragmentation. In this sense, critical thinking fluctuates around the boundaries of interconnected 

possibilities contingent with the experiences lived at School A. These digital collages combine 

fragments of data and appropriated pieces of ideas and practices to suggest an assemblage of 

multiple encounters. While they (re) imagine the school’s visual arts programme and critical 

interactions between the three art teachers and their students, and the students’ thinking through 
their art making, I move among the fractures between them “in the interstitial space between inside 

and outside” (Springgay et al., 2012, p. 26). For Fendler (2013), these situational borders are in 

motion, continually shifting according to their contingent relation to socio-cultural, economic and 

political factors involved in a given process.  

(Re) imagining School A’s visual arts: A holistic design  

This a/r/tographical assemblage was inspired by the holistic design of School A’s visual arts 

programme, an approach based on interconnectedness and engaging each student’s voice to 

facilitate their learning (Miller, 2014). Interconnectedness involves linking different dimensions of 

learning, such as planning the physical and social environment to mutually shape learning and 

conceive students’ works as ‘thinking threads’ that could be interwoven across year levels. A 

holistic view of education embraces a united whole, in which pedagogy interconnects and invites 
co-construction of curriculum between teachers and students (Giroux, 2005). For Miller (2014), 

holistic education occurs in three ways: transmission, comprising a one-way flow of information; 

transaction, based on the belief that students build their own perspectives through inquiry, 

interaction and exchange; and transformation, which recognizes students’ subjectivity and supports 

its development by engaging the self. These were organically connected and integral at School A.  

For the a/r/tographical assemblage I used a geometric icosahedron to create a three-

dimensional model that evokes how the visual arts teachers’ approaches interact to form a whole 
that interconnects across year levels. Each side contains fragments of imagery found at School A, 

including physical context, interactions between research participants at differing year levels, and 

snippets from students’ visual journals and art works. Springgay (2002) posits that fragmentation 

provides possibility for suggesting numerous views. Condensing my discoveries at School A to one 
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artefact, with multiple facets depicting pieces of meanings, aligns with the idea of a collage wherein 

fragments dialogue with each other to re-signify themselves. Leavy (2015) suggests that this 

method allows for integration of diverse data, “addressing both macro and micro issues as well as 

their interrelatedness” (p. 237). For Marín and Roldán (2010), this approach relies on 

interrelationships between different images which disclose diverse understandings and meanings. 

My intention with this a/r/tography was to assemble visual pieces in the icosahedron to evoke, 

metaphorically, how critical thinking was fostered at School A through diverse interconnected 
learning experiences.  

 

Figure 24. School A’s holistic programme 
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(Re) imagining the students’ thinking journeys  

The thinking journeys of Irina, Florence and Sasha were evident in their visual journals which 

focused on experimentation and research, and in their final art making as outcomes of the process. 
Together, these thinking journeys inspired me to create a series of a/r/tographies to unfold each 

student’s story. My aim was to exemplify School A’s use of the visual journal as a ‘thinking toolbox’ 

and metaphorically evoke the concept of the artist who investigates and collects visual and written 

material in the process of art making. I extracted fragments of raw data from each student’s visual 

journal and digitally (re) imagined these to create collages that capture their thoughts and drove 

their final works. These fragments, and excerpts from interviews, enabled me to generate 

‘borderline’ imagery to embark on my analysis and suggest new understandings. They suggest 
increasingly complex steps in the journeys of the three students from years 9 to 11, then 13. 

A/r/tographies inspired by Irina’s thinking journey 

The first a/r/tographical collage conveys my encounter with the thinking journey of year 9 student, 

Irina. Inspired by her research and drawings, I selected her Māori koru design, a shape based on 

the unfolding of New Zealand’s iconic fern frond, to produce this image from fragments of Irina’s 

koru designs and research. I extended her words about the koru to create a visual background that 

calls to mind her cultural context. Although not of Māori descent, Irina said she had always been 

surrounded by indigenous cultural artefacts and feels that these form part of her identity. 

 

Figure 25. Irina’s visual journal and preparatory drawings (Year 9) 
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The second a/r/tographical collage was motivated by my interaction with Irina’s final art making and 

her view of the ‘visual.’ This digital collage reflects an excerpt from her interview, fragments of her 

colourful woodcut print of koru plants, and the black tiger. Irina’s aim for her final print, and joy 

about how “the visual can narrate stories” through producing a picture with her animal emerging 

from behind a field of fern fronds, is the focus of this image. Repeated layers of koru metaphorically 

show her continuous experiments with this shape. As Irina said: “I just drew it over and over and 

over again until I got it into a shape in my head of what I wanted.” 

 

Figure 26. Irina’s thinking journey (Year 9) 
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A/r/tographies inspired by Florence’s thinking journey 

The following images capture my encounter with the journey of year 11 student, Florence. This 

a/r/tographic rendering entailed a more comprehensive process in which I explored her cultural 

background in detail through more elaborate collages that focus on her journal investigation and 

folio works. The first a/r/tography comprises fragments developed in Florence’s visual journal to 

explore her family’s English background. I thought of the yellow pocket with English patterns she 

used in her visual journal as a metaphor for a storage space where she collects her discoveries 

and experiments. Like Florence, I drew sewing patterns to highlight one of her techniques and 
thinking threads. The rough borders in this a/r/tographic rendering suggest how time erodes 

memories and leaves only pieces to be rescued. 

 

Figure 27. Florence’s visual journal and preparatory drawings (Year 11) 
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The second a/r/tographical collage inspired by Florence’s thinking processes and final art making 

was generated from fragments of her paintings and photographs. It includes the silhouette of 

Florence’s portrait which I applied as a ‘cut out’ shape that enabled me to reveal how she ‘dug up’ 

visual layers from her family’s past to discover its story. This technique draws upon Stephenson’s 

(2004) ‘historical combines’, a series of collages she made to record her family history. Florence’s 

silhouette operates as a metaphor of how the more she discovered about her roots, the more she 

understood how these shaped her identity. My poem, inspired by using ‘text’ in a/r/tographical 
renderings (Wilson, 2004), expresses my understanding of Florence’s investigation, together with 

fragments of imagery and thoughts she shared during our conversation. 

 

Figure 28. Florence’s thinking journey (Year 11) 
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A/r/tographies inspired by Sasha’s thinking journey 

The following a/r/tographical collages capture my encounters with the thinking journey of year 13 

photography student, Sasha. This involved an even more complex process in which I explored her 

thoughts in detail through three images, one for Sasha’s inquiry, another for her underpinning ideas 

and a further for her final art works. Inspired by fragments of her preparatory plans and pictures, 

the first collage uses a circular frame to suggest a camera lens and the notion of ‘thinking’ through 

this device. I perceived the camera lens as a metaphor for Sasha’s methods for exploring the land 

and stereotypical images of her Māori culture. Just as Sasha conceived her visual journal as a tool 
to “jot down ideas” as they entered her head in order to recall and make links with them, I emulated 

her actions through a collection of her visual experiments. I used the silhouette of a photogram of 

her hair to suggest connections between her creations.  

 

Figure 29. Sasha’s visual journal and preparatory drawings (Year 13) 
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My second a/r/tographical collage, inspired by my engagement with Sasha’s underpinning ideas, 

was conceived as a visual poem. I drew on ‘visual poetry’, a hybrid genre that comprises a 

symbiotic connection between words and images in which “Words no longer serve as simple 

notational devices but as building blocks in a visual edifice” (Bohn, 2011, p. 13). Sasha was 

concerned about how New Zealand’s environment has been damaged. She explained that for 

Māori elders this change is affecting ‘the giants’ or kauri forests to the point of risking the life of 

Tane Mahuta, the oldest tree estimated to be between 1,200-2,500 years old. My poem aligns with 
Sasha’s techniques and thoughts, her use of silhouettes, and idea of calling attention to the beauty 

of the land. To reflect the power of Sasha’s ideas I cropped out shapes and her words in my own 

photographs taken of vegetation in New Zealand. The flowing sentences recall hair, land and 

foliage, all significant visual elements in Sasha’s art making.  

 

Figure 30. Sasha’s underpinning ideas for her art making (Year 13) 
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The third a/r/tographical collage was prompted by my encounter with Sasha’s final art works. An 

aspect of her research involved exploring the beauty of a nearby forest and photographing her 

female model in situ. Sasha’s aim was to inquire into why Māori people are frequently depicted 

through stereotypes. I followed a similar approach to suggest Sasha’s methods and discoveries. I 

layered one of my vegetation photographs with one of her silhouette images and cropped out the 

greenery with the contours of a regional map that includes the forest area travelled by Sasha. The 

sea and roads are outlined with white, and the land placed around the woman’s shoulders signifies 
the Māori cloak Sasha’s model wore for the photo-shoots. I adopted the street maps as a metaphor 

of the paths crossed by Sasha during her thinking journey. To complete this a/r/tography my poem 

drew on Sasha’s most compelling thoughts, which during our conversation revealed a great 

fondness for her land and the deliberate act of exposing indigenous clichés.  

 

Figure 31. Sasha’s thinking journey (Year 13) 
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(Re) imagining the interactions between teachers and students 

How Laura, Eva and Kate interacted with their respective key students became evident through 

their discussions and partnerships. During these exchanges, diverse ideas were expressed, 
analysed together, and negotiated. I (re) imagined the interactions through three a/r/tographical 

collages, one for each of the observed year levels. These images were inspired by Irina, Florence 

and Sasha’s acknowledgment that discussions and collaborations support the development of 

students’ ideas. 

A/r/tographical collage inspired by interactions between Laura and Irina 

This a/r/tographical collage captures the interactions between Laura, the year 9 visual arts teacher 

and her student Irina. At this year level, Laura encouraged students to participate in whole-class 

discussions about images. My collage was based on that dynamic. The multiple photographs of 
Laura illustrate her transmission, transaction and transformation-based lesson, with Irina 

responding in differing ways. Laura’s ‘visual layers’ suggest her active and inquisitive role while 

interacting with students. Correspondingly, I used composite photographs of Irina to personify the 

class as a group and its responsive attitude to the analysis of different designs. 

 

Figure 32. Thinking together: Teacher Laura with student Irina (Year 9) 

A/r/tographical collage inspired by the interactions between Eva and Florence 

This collage was inspired by interactions between Eva, the year 11 painting teacher, and her 

student Florence. At year 11 more individualized teaching methods were used, thus I focused on 

images of Eva conversing with Florence about her art project. While the application of a slow time 
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photographic exposure allowed me to capture the dynamics of their interactions it is the use of 

photographs as layers that enabled me to suggest negotiation of thought. Florence found that 

discussions with Eva opened up ‘windows’ to new ideas. This inspired me to cut openings into the 

image of their conversations together to allow the view of another picture. Florence’s creations 

included sewing patterns and three-dimensional cut out paper techniques, thus I followed a similar 

approach by slicing the actual surface of the image on top in order to reveal stitching designs 

beneath. I scanned the original collage to recall the way in which Florence photographed her 
volumetric creations to include them in her folio, while preserving the dimension of depth contained 

in her creative methods.  

 

Figure 33. Opening thinking windows: Teacher Eva discussing with student Florence (Year 11) 

A/r/tographical collage inspired by the interactions between Kate and Sasha 

My final a/r/tographical rendering was inspired by interactions between Kate, the year 13 

photography teacher, and her student Sasha. This digital collage was created with ‘fragments’ of 

images taken during the collaborative photographic session between Kate, Sasha and me. My aim 

was to demonstrate the creative partnership between the ‘researcher’, and the teacher and student 
as the ‘researched’. Although this project was built on Sasha’s thinking, the idea of working 

collaboratively through art making involves negotiating ideas, reaching mutual understandings and 

cooperating towards an aim. Grounded in a/r/tography and the notion of myse en abyme (‘put into 

abyss’) I created this image to convey Kate and Sasha’s interactive encounters and my view of 

their dynamic. Dällenbach’s (1989) concept of myse en abyme helped me visualize their interaction 

as a story with layers of narrative or a story inside a story or a picture inside a picture. I used 
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fragments of images in this collage to represent how each person and visual image built upon the 

other. The silhouette of vegetation in the background is one of my flora photographs intended to 

replicate Sasha’s approach. While Sasha appears to be checking her camera screen and directing 

the model wearing the Māori cloak, Kate emerges with raised hand, questioning her student. 

Sasha’s hands manipulating her camera were copied and pasted, but in the cloned screen version 

another image or story is displayed in which we are all included. I am inside the picture and out of it 

to suggest the idea of interactions and co-understandings, whereby the researcher and the 
researched actively reshape each other within the liminal spaces of a living inquiry (Irwin, 2008, 

2013; Leggo et al., 2011; Springgay et al., 2012). 

 

Figure 34. Thinking partnerships: Teacher Kate collaborating with student Sasha (Year 13) 

A screenshot of possible understandings 

The unique character of this girls’ school offered a range of possible understandings for my 

a/r/tographies. Meaningful voices, interactions and art making contributed to (re) imagining this 

story of encounters through visual means. I captured this experience by selecting evocative pieces 

of data and giving them new shape in the form of shared understandings between my participants 

and me. I embraced the figure of the icosahedron to metaphorically capture the holistic philosophy 

behind School A’s visual arts programme. The diverse faces of this shape are then (re) imagined 

through a number of a/r/tographies to suggest my encounters with the students’ thinking journeys 
and their interactions with teachers. The students’ unique identities and backgrounds, enacted 

through their words and visual exploration of personal passions, revealed eloquent understandings 

for my a/r/tographical renderings. Similarly, I (re) imagined the dynamics between Laura, Eva and 

Kate with their respective students Irina, Florence and Sasha, to capture the students’ view about 

receiving feedback and interactions between their art making and the teachers’ approaches. 

A final screenshot illustrates the space in-between me and the data collected at School A. 

For this, I created an image by taking a screenshot during the process of generating the shape that 

served as the basis of the geometric model used to evoke the school’s holistic art program. As 
Moore (2014) suggests, screenshots can play a significant role in recognizing the methods used for 
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mapping, visualizing and communicating research. For me, this screenshot makes visible how 

image-making software mediates each stage of the construction of new understandings within 

liminal spaces (Berry, 2012). It also reflects the way in which visual arts methods influence the way 

ideas are rendered. In this sense, critical thinking is located in a middle land of possibilities, shaped 

by an array of interconnected relations which flow in each context with distinct and shifting 

directions.  

 

Figure 35. Screenshot of my a/r/tographical conclusions at School A 
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CHAPTER 5 - PART 1 

THE STORY OF COMING TOGETHER WITH SCHOOL B 

 

In this chapter I narrate the story of coming together with School B where I quickly ascertained that 

it was a school with a strong focus, both on achievement to enable students’ future success and on 

caring values. With this philosophy informing my perceptions, I sought to understand how and 

whether it was feasible for the visual arts teachers to support year 9-13 students’ critical thinking 

through the visual. This entailed situating the research in-between the views of my key participants, 
Machiavelli, Head of Art Department (HOD), Lucrezia, another visual arts teacher, their three 

students Ares (year 10), Alpine (year 11) and Bruce (year 13), and me.  

The five sections in this chapter reveal the nature of what I found at this school. The first 

section focuses on School B’s distinctiveness through its vision statement, policies and culture. In 

the second section I present the school’s visual arts scheme which is tailored for ‘boys’ across all 

levels. In section three I offer understandings gained from a focus group discussion with the art 

department staff which uncovered the teachers’ identities, ideas and approaches to supporting 

critical thinking in design from years 9-13. The fourth section offers insights from class 
observations of Machiavelli and Lucrezia and interviews with the three students. This story 

discloses how these teachers applied the visual arts scheme through their interactions with 

students, how students responded and how their personalities shaped their thinking and creative 

process. The photographs I took during these instances provided a way of contextualizing the 

findings and generating visual statements. These capture meanings and thematic patterns.  

In the final section I summarise the insights I gained at this school. Here, I used my 

understandings from the data to create a screenshot which captures the ongoing process of 

coming together over time with art teachers and their students at School B. As an ‘outsider’ I aimed 
to move towards the middle, to encounter their views and select what to frame in the most ethical 

way possible. With my camera, I articulated the data to narrate my story. The purpose was to 

faithfully represent my participants’ perspectives as ‘insiders’ and immerse the reader/viewer in a 

liminal space in-between the distinctive character of this school and my multiple lens.  

The distinctive character of a boys’ school 

School B is a mid-to-high decile Catholic boys’ school, which had a roll of 1300 students from years 

7-13 (11-18 year olds). The ethnic makeup comprised 64% New Zealand European/Pākehā, 15% 

Pasifika, 9% Māori, 4% South East Asian and 8% of other groups. The 650 students who studied 

art during data collection in 2015 included all this ethnic groups. 

In its vision statement School B declared that its aim is to support “the spiritual, educational 
and social needs” of students. Its five guiding principles are “Family Spirit, Presence for Others, 

Simplicity, Diligence” and the Christian notion “in the way of Mary” as a moral model. Two 
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additional pillars are Support for Individuals and families in need and Loyalty, and Pride. A major 

focus is that “School B develops outstanding mature young men by providing education which 

balances spiritual formation with academic, social and physical achievement.” The emphasis on 

students developing cognitive skills and a desire for them to achieve excellence towards a 

successful productive future reflects the school’s focus on efficiency. Pertinent to my research, one 

of these capacities is being “Able to apply critical judgement to the values and ethics implicit in 

current thinking and to act in the light of social justice” (School B Vision Statement, 2015). While it 
is stated that students’ social involvement is explicitly valued this was accompanied by an 

emphasis on competition. The importance given to sports and arts contests was evident through 

displays of students’ art works and numerous trophies, and other forms of recognition. Students 

who excel in sports receive special caps and senior students who have successfully engaged in 

the arts during their time at School B are rewarded with ‘Art Ties’. The honours are worn with the 

school uniform to acknowledge leadership of these students among their peers. Competitiveness is 

further evident in the school’s traditional system of ‘houses’, designed to encourage competition 

and friendship.  

 Supporting students to become self-directed learners is a major dimension of School B’s 

philosophy. This reflects The New Zealand Curriculum’s (MoE, 2007) aim for students to develop 

the “capacity for self and peer assessment, which lead in turn to increased self-direction” (p. 40). 

Religious education is a compulsory subject across all years, complemented by a progressive 

range of optional courses to support students’ individual learning. From years 11 to 13, students 

are assessed through the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) framework. In 

the context of NCEA, the visual arts scheme states that “Able students are offered the opportunity 

to work at a higher NCEA level than that of their peers” (School B Visual Arts Scheme, 2015), thus 
reinforcing the emphasis on high achievers. The school encourages each department to embrace 

the curriculum focus on key competencies through ‘habits of mind’. Inspired by Costa and Kallick 

(2009), this concept encompasses skills and attitudes needed to solve problems. Significant for my 

research, ‘habits of mind’ included understanding other’s views, awareness of one’s own thinking 

process, considering options, communicating ideas, thinking creatively and independently.  

A tailored visual arts scheme for ‘boys’ 

School B’s visual arts scheme is ‘tailored’ for ‘boys’ (School B Visual Arts Scheme, 2015). The 

stated aim is to address individual needs and find the source for each student to excel in the 

development of their skills. This mirrors the national art curriculum’s emphasis on supporting visual 

literacy and critical thinking across all levels. The teachers thought that tailoring the programme 
was essential for supporting differential learning and the specific character of their students. Their 

belief was that students’ gender and cultural background influences their thinking. To embrace 

diversity, the visual arts scheme promotes variation in tasks and interactions in order to tailor the 

course for students working at multiple levels. This approach is based on the idea, expressed in 

the visual arts scheme that “Boys behave differently to their female counterparts … thus think and 

learn in a different way”. Cultural assumptions are addressed in this scheme through statements 
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like, “different cultural groups respond in different ways to negative and positive criticism.” This 

school attends to cultural issues through a Māori component across all levels “as an important 

feature, not a token gesture.”  Māori artists are promoted as positive role models as a means of 

showing respect for their culture. The scheme places strong emphasis on success: “Māori students 

are like their peers, they respond positively to success, especially evidence of success.” ‘Credits’ 

are mentioned frequently to keep students motivated and attentive to their goals. This focus on 

‘future outcomes’ explains the introduction of senior portfolios to junior students. In design this 
implies developing the same working process across all levels, a framework in which students are 

gradually given greater freedom to develop more personal, elaborate and complex art projects.  

 The ‘future’ focus at School B meant that the design framework is scaffolded across all year 

levels. At year 9 students study visual arts for one term (10 weeks) during which they produce a 

body of work informed by Māori stories and the work of one of two New Zealand ‘artist models’. 

Using a similar layout to the senior portfolios, year 9 students integrate their imagery in the form of 

small ‘mock-up boards’. Year 10 students can study visual arts for up to two terms. While their art 

marking is informed by a number of artist models, students are free to select their topic and media 
to design a logo for a hypothetical company. They begin with a short written brief in which the 

client’s needs, their choice of a ‘flavour’ or theme and artist models are stated.  

 At senior level students select up to three of the art fields of design, photography and 

painting for the whole year. In design at year 11, NCEA Level 1 Achievements Standards apply 

(see Chapter 3), with students producing a body of work for a portfolio using a range of media. 

Students explored their own subject matter to generate and develop ideas. Like year 10 students, 

those at year 11 state the needs of their ‘client’ by generating two briefs, one for each of the two-

board portfolio required for NCEA assessment. These students developed a more complex and 
substantial series of works. At year 12, the programme follows a similar schedule with students 

expanding ideas developed in the previous level through a series of designs for a two-board 

portfolio. The year 13 design programme reflects the Level 3 NCEA Achievement (see Chapter 3), 

in which students define their ‘client’ requirements and select a ‘flavour’ for the design of a much 

more complex body of work that is integrated in a three-board portfolio.  

Positioning the art teachers in the school  

There were four teachers at School B. The HOD Art, who selected ‘Machiavelli’ as his pseudonym, 

was a striking personality whose attire and demeanour reflected his persona as an art teacher 

specialising in photography and design. Having taught for 20 years, he was passionate about art, 

teaching, and his involvement with this school. Unlike the Renaissance historian, politician and 
diplomat, Niccolò Machiavelli, whose interest lay in the survival and flourishing of the State, this 

‘Machiavelli’ identified his role as achieving even greater success for the art department and 

students studying art. He also believed that his French-Pasifika heritage was helpful in supporting 

students of differing ethnicities. Likewise, he told me he had agreed to participate in my research 

because of his familiarity with Chile’s past political conflicts and problematic art education 

curriculum, “So, I am doing this for Chile!” I speculated whether ‘Lucrezia’, a European-New 
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Zealander and the other key participant in my research, had selected her pseudonym with an 

interest in Lucrezia Borgia, the femme fatale of the Borgia family of the Renaissance. This dynamic 

teacher had taught art and design for six years. A third teacher, Eireann, who had been teaching 

painting for 12 years and Delina, who was in her first year at the school and taught design, were 

also European-New Zealand (Pākehā) women. Each teacher held responsibility for one of the 

senior art fields of photography, design and painting, and for junior art. My intention was to 

ascertain whether the future focus on success in the school’s vision statement and tailored visual 
arts scheme for ‘boys’, shaped the teachers’ beliefs and approaches to scaffolding critical thinking. 

The visual arts teachers’ side of the story: A group discussion    

At a focus group discussion with all four teachers they identified their visions and strategies to 

develop critical thinking in their field. While only Machiavelli and Lucrezia were key participants in 

my research, inclusion was a significant dimension of the department’s philosophy, thus Eireann 

and Delina participated. Each teacher shared their ideas about critical thinking and visual arts 

education. 

Teachers’ personal stories and ideas about critical thinking 

Inquiring into teachers’ personal stories provides genuine and profound understanding about what 
influences their teaching (Goodson, 2008). I invited each teacher to recall an early memory, as a 

secondary school student, in which their visual arts teacher influenced the way they looked at 

images or their art making in a critical way. Machiavelli, who was emphatic about his discouraging 

experiences, said “My art teacher at school sucked so I became a good art teacher!” Lucrezia 

recalled a similar experience: 

I was often left to my own devices because art was not prioritised because of the small size of the 
class. I was naturally critical of my own work, but received little feedback on improvements about artist 

models or techniques. This has influenced me more as a teacher, in the absence of instruction, than 

anything a teacher has ever said.  

These disheartening memories mirror what Tourinho and Martins (2008) describe as a prevalent 

unwillingness by art educators in some countries to promote reflective capacities, an attitude based 

on the lack of theorizing to support thoughtful pedagogies. Machiavelli and Lucrezia were, 

however, resilient about their early education. For both of them, experiencing frustration as senior 

students, receiving neither validation or critical feedback, has had a significant impact on 

understanding their students’ needs. In contrast, Delina recalled thoughtful memories from her 

teacher at year 12:  

I remember talking with my teacher about an image … the conversation with her made me realise the 
importance of the way an image is read, and the subtle ways in which you can manipulate how the 

viewer perceives an image. 

Delina’s experience, possibly due to her more recent time at secondary school, reflects a vision of 
visual arts education that encourages dialogue, interpretation and the creation of meaning (Alter, 

2011; Gude, 2007). Delina said that the most critical memory was having reflective conversations 
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with her teacher: “Discussions such as these … encouraged me to further expand on my own 

ideas.” Her words include aspects noted by Sullivan (2010) in terms of the interpretation of images 

as a result of dialogue between an individual’s background and the picture. 

 Each teacher’s ideas about critical thinking are strongly influenced by the aims of the school, 

national curriculum and NCEA assessment. Machiavelli believed that an accurate and deep 

understanding of NCEA results in “A good programme, which leads to a student making choices in 

a critical way, thinking, choosing and developing ideas.” His words suggest that critical thinking is 
built by means of independent and gradual decisions through which personal ideas were evaluated 

and expanded (Ennis, 2011). Eireann believed that critical thinking is “a process of inquiry, of 

collecting information, exploring, researching, informing, generating and developing one’s own 

ideas.” Her viewpoint aligns with the definition of critical thinking as a cognitive skill (Cottrell, 2017; 

Ennis, 2011; Facione & Gittens, 2013). Lucrezia held a particular view about developing students’ 

critical thinking:  

Boys find it difficult to think critically and need to be taught it. As a teacher I need to think critically in 
my own practice as an educator and artist. That thinking should flow through to my students who are 

engaged in my classes and I should create opportunities for it.  

While Lucrezia’s words imply gender assumptions, they also portrayed critical thinking as a 

reciprocal and self-reflective phenomenon (Giroux, 2007; Gude, 2007; hooks, 2010). 

‘Boys’ as concrete thinkers 

The art teachers at School B believed that boys are ‘concrete’, rather than ‘abstract’ thinkers, thus 

need to begin with practical experiences to engage with new knowledge. Writing was seen as a 

more ‘abstract’ activity through which students would have to embark on conceptual reflection. This 

justified showing year 13 portfolios to younger students as a concrete model. This approach 

accounts for the absence of visual journals because the teachers believed, from their experiences 

at School B, that ‘boys’ are indifferent about engaging with a process that requires them to 

continually collect information and record their thinking. Machievelli commented, “I have taught girls 
before for five years and they love journals and they love writing ideas … so this is much more of a 

boy way of working.” The shared view of gender that the teachers at School B held was evident in 

their emphasis on practical work presented as portfolios, an indication of the importance given to 

final outcomes. Thus, the NCEA ‘research-based’ achievement standards (1.1, 2.1 and 3.1) (see 

Chapter 3) were implemented in reverse order at each level so that practical work preceded 

writing. While some standards are simultaneously applied at certain stages, the written research 

component is developed once some creative work had been completed. Another approach this 

school promotes was the idea of students ‘stealing’ ideas from artist models to initiate their art 
making process.  

Stealing ideas from artist models: Looking for inspiration without copying 

The concept of ’stealing’ ideas from artist models and not copying them is introduced to students 

from year 9 onwards to acquaint them with the process of using, not copying, ‘artist models’ to 
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inform their art making. Students select their own imagery based on personal interests. Lucrezia 

explained that it is important to guide students through the process of collecting and creating 

images to avoid plagiarism and clichés, thus she holds critical conversations with them about not 

‘copying’ images. Lucrezia thought that it is not easy for the ‘boys’ to discern the difference 

between being inspired by others’ images and replicating them; that it’s a process that “takes a 

long time, but by the time they get to year 13 no one is trying to copy.”  

Stair-casing students’ freedom: Taking the genie out of the bottle at an early stage 

To support independent thinking the teachers stair-case students’ freedom at an early stage. From 
year 9 onwards they are encouraged to make increasingly complex and autonomous decisions that 

scaffold expressions of self. This approach reflects an objective in The New Zealand Curriculum 

(MoE, 2007, p. 20), that “Arts education explores, challenges, affirms, and celebrates unique 

artistic expressions of self, community, and culture.” Machiavelli said:  

We take the genie out of the bottle very early where they can do what they want to do and they have 

training in doing something with that. By the time they get to year 13 they are used to that flexibility and 
freedom. It’s much better than if we had a dictatorial programme and it would be horrendously scary to 

have that kind of freedom only at the senior school. 

Machiavelli believed this method, beginning with junior students, results in a more individualised 
and self-motivated process which critically feeds individual and diverse visual literacies (Duncum, 

2007; Freedman, 2010; Grushka, 2009; Gude, 2007). 

Visual literacy through individual learning 

Visual literacy is promoted in the art scheme through individual learning. For Machiavelli, the most 

important question is discovering each student’s curiosity “because once a student is motivated to 

look at whatever it is … you can’t get away from the fact that they’re interested in it.”  

A student for whom his own little sphere is of cartoon monsters and I mean … as a visual literacy … if 
he’s really into it … then we do that differential learning where we allow them that freedom that feeds 

into this kind of literacy. 

Enabling students to develop their own visual literacy reflects the position of ‘visual culture’, a field 

not limited to the arts but inclusive of diverse visual material relevant to students (Duncum, 2007; 

Freedman, 2010; Grushka, 2009; Gude, 2007). Eireann explained that once students select their 
initial images she prompts them to look at related artists and make connections. When they trace 

back to what has influenced those images their visual literacy is extended. Her words reflect the 

Curriculum’s vision of visual literacy as an area that encourages students’ exploration of varied 

visual artefacts to critically bring their own view into their inquiry.  

Dealing with the side effects of freedom  

The teachers acknowledged that it can be complicated for students to manage the side-effects of 

freedom. Difficulties range from falling into clichés, feeling overwhelmed about the possibilities, or 

not having sufficient maturity to inquire into controversial topics. Lucrezia recognized that she has a 
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‘teacher directed’ approach towards avoiding clichés and overused imagery. Her strategy is to 

prompt students to explore further:  

Ok, let’s try that out, but let’s see if we can combine it with other stuff because you can’t do two boards 

with that. You could get an achieved and you might get a merit but … if you want an excellence you 

have to use a range of artist models … to show a depth of ideas … generating and developing threads. 

Machiavelli spoke of how students can feel overwhelmed by freedom: “it’s scary for them, they love 

being able to do their own stuff, but that’s also a double-edged sword. They’re quite scared 

especially at the start of every year.” At School B there is one exception to ‘freedom’ which is the 

use of sexually explicit subject matter. Lucrezia believed that her students are not mature enough 

to inquire into certain themes: 

When I first came a lot of students wanted to use explicit images of strippers, mostly because their 
maturity level ... I explained to them that it wasn’t appropriate at this level and that it was very 

disrespectful to women, and as a female teacher it made me feel uncomfortable … it’s a matter of 

sitting down and discussing it with them. If they draw anything offensive it gets handed further up. 

While these teachers were adamant that sexual imagery is inappropriate for their students, 

theorists such as Duncum (2009a, p. 232) argue that “unless the transgressive nature of popular 

culture is acknowledged, critique will not engage with students' affective investments and will be 

dismissed as irrelevant.” Duncum admits, however, that while popular visual culture has been 

praised for providing engaging material, there prevails a lack of critical consideration about its 

inherent subversive qualities. While the interest in sexual imagery might reflect students’ quest for 
sexual identity, Duncum believes that its inclusion at schools is often discouraged because it 

disrupts the normativity of schooling. I assumed that, as well as the art teachers’ views, the special 

character of School B plays a key role in the suppression of this topic; that it is perceived as 

harmful and challenging to the authority of teachers and its Christian focus.   

Feedback: Getting used to receiving critique and defending ideas 

The teachers said that providing individual feedback on a regular basis from year 9 on is essential 

for preparing students to receive critiques and defend their ideas. Machiavelli said, “We make no 

apologies and we tell them out front that we are going to say that this work isn’t good enough to get 
excellence.” Students are told that because external assessors evaluate their work, it is important 

to receive feedback to check if their ideas are clear and sufficiently deep.  For these teachers, the 

ability of students to talk about their work supports the critical process of looking backwards and 

forwards to build a cohesive visual language throughout their projects (Alter, 2011). Machiavelli’s 

strategy for helping students to accept feedback is to ask them to present their visual work at the 

end of each term and discuss it with their peers: “We’ve taught them how to feel comfortable with 

critique. We tell them how the word ‘criticise’ means constructive thinking.” Lucrezia said that once 

students are comfortable with critiques, they end up requesting it, “and that’s a huge maturity leap 
in terms of critical thinking.” 
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Close up portraits: Classroom observations and students’ interviews  

My observations and interviews at School B were informed by the visual arts scheme and focus 

group discussion. Evidence of a tailored programme for ‘boys’, which supports the scaffolded 
development of students’ critical thinking, was sought through various visits.  

Machiavelli: Portrait of a year 10 design teacher 

Machiavelli’s striking personality and identity were expressed through his ‘unconventional’ 

appearance and style. His arms were lavishly tattooed, he wore an ear piercing, dressed in a long 

dark leather coat and a black formal vest with tiny metal skull-buttons, and wore a wide-brimmed 

hat when on duty in the playground. He believed that, as the HOD, his role was to model a 

supportive teaching style grounded in the belief that a respectful teacher-student relationship is 

essential for building self-confidence and promoting student success. Machiavelli believed that to 
achieve this kind of relationship, teachers need to care about students, be positive role models, 

trust in their abilities and mentor them through a one-on-one relationship. This emphasis on having 

high expectations of students’ thinking processes, because they respond to teachers who believe 

in their capabilities, is reflected in the work of New Zealand theorists Alton-Lee (2003) and Rubie-

Davies (2008). Machiavelli thought that this is essential, particularly when working with Māori 

students. From his experience, “Māori students do not care about how much you know, they just 

want to know that you care.” He believed his reverent attitude towards his own French-Pasifika 
ethnicity is a positive model for students of other ethnicities. Machiavelli’s passion for teaching was 

conveyed through his body language, energetic way of speaking and sense of humour. He used 

anecdotes about artists to capture the students’ attention. One of Machiavelli’s stories that caught 

my interest while observing this class was how Picasso earned half a billion dollars in his lifetime 

through art: 

Have I told you the story of Picasso being so rich that he never used to carry money in his pocket? He 

used to live in Paris … a city with the most expensive, posh restaurants in the world. So, he would go 
to these restaurants … with no money … order the most expensive wine and food and have a huge 

meal. At the end the waiter would come with the bill and Picasso would pick a napkin, take out his pen 

and do … a 30 second doodle which he signed Picasso and then give it to the waiter. The waiter would 
take the bill, run out the back and pay for Picasso’s meal himself. Why? That little doodle was worth 

10.000 dollars. He would literally write his own money, doodles for money! 

The students were captivated by this story. It clearly struck a chord with them in terms of their 
future; that earning a living through art was possible and you could even be a billionaire! 

Machiavelli’s anecdote reflects with the school’s focus on success in terms of economic potential.  

 The year 10 design class, in which Ares was the key student, was held in the photography 

classroom where the walls were covered with examples of portfolios, images of artist models, 

assessment criteria for each level, and quotations. These included words, assumed to be by 

Picasso, that “Bad artists copy, good artists steal.” This passage reflects the importance given to 

the use of artist models as inspiration for generating authentic work. Machiavelli began with a 
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whole class approach, in which he showed a portfolio by a successful year 13 student, to motivate 

and build students’ confidence: 

This is a year 13 … he is now in Wellington Design School and I would like you to look at this and 

think: I can do that! You guys are quite literally doing that at year 10! He’s going to be a designer, as he 

wanted to be. And you guys are not only doing the same steps … you’re doing really amazing year 13-
work right now and if you’re not proud of yourself, well, I am!!! 

 

Figure 36. Observation of Machiavelli’s class (Year 10 design) 

From therein, Machiavelli engaged with students individually to reinforce diverse ideas, including 

the idea of ‘stealing’ from artist models.  

You can … find something you like, and steal it! Or just steal a part of it, so, you’ll be stealing what you 

want from the artist. And if you can’t find anything there that you like, it’s a really good sign! Because it 

means that you’re not going to copy them ... And that’s why we research, you’re looking for ideas that 
you can steal and then combine to become your own. 

Machiavelli discussed how simplifying designs can gain ‘graphic impact’ then illustrated this by 

making drawings for his students. It was evident that they trusted and respected Machiavelli in the 
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way they approached him and responded to his comments. Students had defined their brief, the 

‘flavour’ or theme and artists models to inspire their art projects for creating a logo design. While 

some students worked with Photoshop others sketched on paper, among them Ares. I learned 

about his ideas and creative works during our conversation.  

Ares’s thinking journey: Portrait of a year 10 design student  

Ares, a 14-year old Māori student, was interested in the ability of the ‘visual’ to capture inner 

thoughts. He found images much easier to understand than text and more effective for portraying 

emotions. Ares’s opinions reflect Grushka’s (2009, p. 243) view of art making as ‘self-narrative’ in 
which students can make “profound links between their personal life experiences, struggles to 

understand their inherent sense of self, imagination and the realities of co-existing in the world.” 

Ares thought of Facebook and Pinterest as the most potent visual means for self-representation: “It 

gives a good feel about others, what they think … what’s their background and culture.” His 

preparatory drawings for a logo for a clothing brand called Hustle were inspired by wild animals, 

North American feather head-dresses, Asian calligraphy and Māori moko (tattoos).  

 

Figure 37. Ares’s preparatory drawings and selected Asian calligraphic fonts for his inspiration 

Ares was interested in depicting lions and wolves for their capacity to show emotions. He believed 

that man and beast are not much different from each other and share the same bond. For him, the 

indigenous head-dresses on his board represent peace of mind, the Asian-style calligraphy was 

chosen to convey emotional meanings and the Māori moko for their connection with his culture. 

Ares explained: “These are symbols of the circles of the waves and of the sharks when Māori first 

emigrated to New Zealand. These represent strength… and what we have in us. They also 
represent where we come from, the Napo tribe.” When asked how his visual art classes had helped 
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him understand images, Ares recalled how he had learnt to overcome ‘initial’ impressions by 

researching their context. He found the cycle of generating ideas and informing these with the work 

of designers had helped him reshape his thoughts. Feedback from Machiavelli was especially 

helpful for developing his ideas: “My teacher has been giving me advice on how to make my ideas 

simpler and easy.” 

Machiavelli and Ares: Portrait of the teacher with his year 10 student 

Machiavelli’s approach was to build Ares’s self-confidence by explaining how completing his board 

was ideal preparation for attending art school in the future, which was this student’s ambition. He 
encouraged Ares to simplify his ‘threads of ideas’: 

A ‘thread of idea’ comes all the way through as your animal ideas and because the client might not like 

the animals, we develop a range of ideas, different ones and you have a depth of ideas worked down. 

You might end having a Māori pattern thread … a font thread … different threads as a range of ideas.  

Machiavelli and Ares agreed that the ‘threads’ established in his board had to be simplified to 

enhance their combination, with the addition of colour at the end.  

 

Figure 38. Observation of the critical dialogue between Machiavelli and year 10 student Ares 

Lucrezia: Portrait of a year 11 design teacher 

Lucrezia described herself as “a rather directive teacher”, a style originating in her belief that this 
works better when working with ‘boys’. She said, “I like to be involved in the process because I 

enjoy getting to know them on that level. I help them find artist models and they say yes or no and 

I’ve found they all work more consistently in that way.” Lucrezia believed that new technologies are 

overwhelming for students when they looked for images and it is difficult for them to discern the 
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difference between pictures. Her concern was based on experience with students who frequently 

try to replicate copyrighted imagery. For this reason, she closely supervises their choices: 

There are billions of images on the Internet and these boys are on Tumbler, Facebook and Pinterest, 

so teaching is about encouraging them to think about the quality of an image and whether it is from an 

actual artist model or not. I try to encourage them to pick lots of things that they like, then we analyse 
the imagery together and that enables me to explain them: this has been done a lot or this is usually 

done in this way, so if you are going to use it, then you need to avoid these particular things.  

 

Figure 39. School A’s senior design classroom context 

Lucrezia’s perception about new technologies mirrors Walter Benjamin’s view of art in the age of 

technological reproduction. Benjamin (1968, p. 220) was among the first to recognise that images 

in the context of “technical reproduction can put the copy of the original into situations which would 

be out of reach for the original itself.” Since this increases their visibility on a wider spectrum, 

authorship and originality will be questioned. Lucrezia’s appreciation of this dilemma is pertinent in 
the context of understanding how the students’ hyper-digital milieu affects their thinking and 

relation to images. 
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 My observations of Lucrezia with her year 11 and 13 design classes took place in the senior 

design room, a large specialised area set up for the application of wet and dry media. The 

classroom was equipped with computers, printer machines and a special section for wet materials. 

On display were students’ portfolios, assessment criteria, diverse quotes and many examples of 

junior artworks inspired by Māori culture. One wall display that attracted my attention was a 

quotation about SCAMPER. This is an acronym of a thinking checklist that Lucrezia applied to 

support creativity: “Substitute. Combine. Adapt. Modify [or] Magnify [or] Minify. Put to other uses. 
Eliminate. Reverse [or] Rearrange” (Eberle, 2008, p. 3, emphasis in bold mine). 

 

Figure 40. Observation of Lucrezia having critical discussions with year 11 students 

Lucrezia’s year 11-design programme aligns with the Level 1 NCEA Achievement Standards 1.3 

and 1.4 (see Chapter 3). She began the first lesson with a critical discussion with each student, 

offering technical and conceptual support to those working in a wide range of media, such as 

Photoshop, collage, diverse painting techniques, and editing a video. The majority had produced a 
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considerable number of works for their first portfolio board. It was through these discussions that 

Lucrezia helped each student to develop their ‘threads of ideas’ into their second board. She 

worked her way around the classroom attending to each student and offered advice in relation to 

their choices. She emphasised the need for them to strive for consistency in their language 

throughout their projects, and to evaluate new decisions in light of previous ones. One of Lucrezia’s 

idiosyncratic characteristics was to use her hands very expressively when critiquing and praising 

students’ works. Her movements resembled a conductor directing an orchestra. This teaching style 
is consistent with her self-image of being rather authoritative. She was calm, yet firm, and clearly 

demonstrated to students who was in charge, and that she certainly wanted them to work! During 

my second observation Alpine, the key student, was present working on advertising material for a 

hypothetical video game. He shared his ideas and art making during our conversation. 

Alpine’s thinking journey: Portrait of a year 11 design student 

Alpine, a 16-year-old European-New Zealander, told me that the ‘visual’ can be ambiguous by 

communicating some meanings in a subtle way. His view mirrors aspects noted by Sturken and 

Cartwright (2009), who argue that images can evoke ideas through concealed ways by portraying 
multiple layers of meaning. Alpine was interested in how a designer can influence viewers to 

experience certain sensations through images. He said, “Like the Apple computers’ logo … 

everyone can see an apple, but they don’t want you to literally think of an apple, they want you to 

associate sweet, crispy and fresh things with Apple.” Alpine’s preferred sites for looking at and 

sharing images were Tumbler, Pinterest and Reddit, a platform where he show-cased his work, 

received feedback and had access to tutorials. Alpine was experimenting with hand sketches and 

Photoshop for his portfolio. His aim was to produce advertising material for Last Blood, a 

hypothetical post-apocalyptic video game in which technology was essential for survival. His 
project comprised many preparatory hand-made drawings and numerous digital experiments. 

 Alpine talked about activities he had developed in his visual arts classes that had helped him 

understand images. Learning how different fonts relate to particular ideas, because of the way they 

have been used by others, made him appreciate that in design each element is critical for 

communicating meanings in a cohesive way. Alpine said he had learnt to think about the 

interaction between the components of an image. Although School B does not require students to 

use a visual journal, Alpine had embraced this tool to brainstorm ideas: 

My visual journal is quite useful because when I draw, I do it without usually having a clear idea. I 

would start on shapes and just think, oh that looks like something else and I would draw that. So, a 

bunch of messy lines or squiggles helps you to see an idea within a drawing and that has helped me 

with the design process. 

Alpine thought that his visual journal was helpful for extending and developing his ideas before 

going into Photoshop. When asked how he selected the most suitable media and techniques for 

communicating his thoughts, he said that defining the client’s needs in his brief was critical for 

making those decisions. A section of his brief stated:  
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I have been approached by Indigenous Games to design a logo for their upcoming game. They want 

their game to have a strong influence from post-apocalyptic earth, as well as jungle environments … 

it’s a ninja theme in an overgrown urban context that has been wiped out by a virus. The ninja has a 
full mechanical exoskeleton that it uses to survive the harsh conditions. The environment is openly 

hostile with focus on mutated apex predators. 

Alpine’s brief guided his search for images. These comprised of mutated predators, helmets, 

weapons and jungle-like landscapes. The overarching theme of his video game inspired him with 

the idea that the few humans who continue to live in this world need to use devices to survive. In 
his video game, the air is poisonous and helmets are vital to breathe. He said that living in New 

Zealand helped him imagine the game’s scenario, in which nature has overtaken the landscape.  

 

Figure 41. Alpine’s visual journal and preparatory drawings 

Alpine’s artist models for the design of Last Blood encompassed advertising material for post-
apocalyptic video games and films. This imagery operated as ‘artist models’ and inspired his 

choice of type fonts, palette and the idea of creating progressively dark layers of silhouettes. Alpine 

considered the gradual introduction of obscure tones consistent with “the game’s idea that the 

further you delve into the world’s game, the darker it gets.” Through his drawings, Alpine 
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investigated a range of existing images of helmets and gas masks, then combined these ideas to 

extend them.  

I was looking for images of a fully enclosed helmet … and became interested in gas masks because of 

the way they allow you to breathe, but most of them looked old fashioned and I was looking for a 

modern streamlined look. So, I took the idea of the air filter and tried to make it look like as if it was 
encased within the helmet. 

Alpine envisaged that his visual story would unfold and show through minimal elements a world 

that “isn’t bright and lovely to live in, but it’s not awful either.” He thought his game would also show 

how human existence is extremely reliant on technology. 

 

Figure 42. Selection of Alpine’s final poster designs 

While Alpine believed that feedback from his peers was not particularly relevant, he thought it was 

essential to receive critical advice from Lucrezia to achieve consistency in his decisions and for 

clarifying and expanding ideas. This guidance helped him grasp the achievement standard criteria: 
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She tells us what we’ve been doing right or wrong and why. Because art is all about perspective, it is 

still what is ‘right’ in the eyes of the markers. So, even if I liked what I’ve been doing, I have changed 

my ideas due to what I need to achieve for a standard … She has helped me to expand my ideas by 
making me think about how I am going to incorporate these into my work. So, she gets me to look at 

different artists models to see how diverse ideas can be integrated. 

 

Figure 43. Selection of Alpine’s texture, open scroll website space and character designs 

Lucrezia and Alpine: Portrait of the teacher working with her year 11 student 

The critical interactions I witnessed between Alpine and Lucrezia focused on how ideas from his 

first portfolio board could be expanded into the second. Alpine was transitioning the poster format 

into a web site and character design for the second board, thus Lucrezia suggested adding new 
artist models and a second brief. Her advice was to be concise: “Your artist models on the first 

board should establish what you are doing in advance … and if you add too many new ideas [into 

the second board], your work will become confusing.”  

Lucrezia encouraged Alpine to plan the development of his ideas through a minimalistic 

mind-set in terms of incorporating new models and visual elements. They discussed possibilities 

for creating connections between the boards through ‘threads of ideas’ and extending existing 

imagery. Alpine expressed concern about the timeframe and complexity of designing a character. 



 104 

Lucrezia’s response was to help him limit the ideas for the persona to three wearable objects: 

helmets, weapons and knives. She praised how he had established a clear style and high control 

of media in his first board, and suggested he extend what he had been doing:  

You go back to your first board and you think what is working that is easy … As long as you do 

something new with it and bring new artist models to push those ideas further. It is a little bit of 
extending your ideas and of regenerating what you’ve already got on your first board. 

 

Figure 44. Observation of Lucrezia discussing with Alpine, and screenshot layouts 

Alongside the year 11 class observations and conversation with Alpine, I gained an insight into how 

Lucrezia worked with her year 13 design class and key student, Bruce.  
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Lucrezia: Portrait of a year 13 design teacher 

Bruce was present during my observations of Lucrezia with her year 13 design class. Her lessons 

were framed around NCEA Achievement Standard 3.4 (see Chapter 3) for which students are 

required to generate, analyse, clarify and regenerate artwork “using ideas and methods founded in 

recent and established practice in the production of an original body of work within design.” 

Lucrezia’s students were expected to explore their topic and ‘flavour’ through researching four 

artist models, ‘stealing’ some aspects of their work and incorporating these in their creative process 
through the production of a systematic body of works that culminates in a three-board portfolio.  

 

Figure 45. Observation of Lucrezia working with her year 13 design class 

Lucrezia began the first lesson with a whole class approach during which she reminded students of 
the timeframe, then talked to them individually. Her aim was to ensure that the class was on track 
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and for each student to receive relevant technical and conceptual advice. I could see that the 

students were highly motivated towards their personal art projects and responsive to Lucrezia’s 

advice. She was quick to recognize when a student was copying an artist instead of ‘stealing’ their 

ideas or methods and combining these to produce authentic work. She reminded one student: “You 

don’t steal the colour palette from your artist models, but you do steal their ideas.” Lucrezia had a 

deep understanding about a wide range of artist models and it was evident that her strong and 

energetic personality inspired students to evaluate their choices. She began with supporting 
students’ self-confidence with positive comments about their work, followed by reflective questions 

that invited them to reveal the intentions behind each of their selections.  

Bruce’s thinking journey: Portrait of a year 13 design student 

Bruce, a 17-year-old European-New Zealander, said he found images more relatable and 

inspirational than words for generating ideas. His engagement with images recalls Duncum’s 

(2009b, p. 69) view, that as young generations grow up interacting in a highly visual world “many 

students take to visual culture as fish in the water.” Bruce’s preferred site for searching pictures 

was Pinterest. He thought the visual has an advantage over other forms of communication 
because images can have multiple interpretations and include diverse meanings. Bruce was highly 

aware of how imagery is used to support ideas and especially critical about their application to 

promote wars (Kellner, 2004). He cited the example of images pertaining to 9/11, 2001:  

It is all about trying to produce the idea that others are bad and get people to encourage the war. 

Through media they’re trying to squeeze it out as much as they can. It was a tragedy, but it is quite sad 
the way they are using it and how media is just twisted. The stuff we need to see isn’t being shown and 

because of that it is such an effective way of manipulation. We stay naïve while they are showing us 

some of it, but not all of it. 

Bruce’s perspective prompted him to choose an anti-war art project. His aim was to generate 

promotional material for an imaginary vigilante group. His work comprised a number of briefs, 

preparatory drawings, photographs of different textures, a minimal colour palette and an extensive 

range of digital experiments for possible logos, posters, home pages, open scroll website designs 

and a manifesto. These data were digitally stored and worked through Photoshop. Bruce’s brief for 

the first board of his portfolio expressed his aim:  

A vigilante organization named ‘Cognitio’ has asked me to create their visual identity and propaganda. 
One of their inspirations came from the Greek goddess, Athena. She was the Goddess of reason and 

intelligence. She only acted in wars to defend the home state, even though she was fierce and brave in 

battle. They wanted me to express this through the use of Greek symbols, astronomy, and science.  

At School B students are prompted to begin with practical work through the development of ideas, 

rather than researching topics through the selection of artist models, thus Bruce began with Greek 

symbols for his logo design. He spoke of how the figure of Athena was a powerful influence 

because it had helped position himself within the mind-set of an anti-war organization. This 

Goddess, whose involvement in battles was purely to defend her territory, aligns with Bruce’s anti-

war attitude. For his drawing process for Achievement Standard 3.2 Bruce used Athena as his 
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starting point and developed logos around symbols with which she identified, such as owls and an 

olive branch, to establish the style he planned to develop. 

Bruce told me that investigating artist models and manipulating visual material had helped 

him convey the idea of mass media manipulation of images. In his opinion, the press cooperates 

with the authorities of each country, spreading narrow portrayals about other nations and 

supporting wars. Bruce was attracted to ‘grunge’ textures and a rather ‘dirty look’ which led him to 

define a dark ‘flavour’ for his designs to capture the concept of war. He spoke about how his father, 
who was passionate about history, had a strong influence on his research process and had taught 

him to understand wars in their context. What had influenced Bruce’s drawing most was not an 

artist, but the British philosopher Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), an anti-war advocate. Thus, he 

used Russell’s portraits and words in his art project. He quoted words attributed to Russell: 

“War does not determine who is right, only who is left.” That expresses how war is not determining 

anything but the leftovers of all the people that have died. Russell did marches against war during the 
Vietnam time when the changes started to happen. Vietnam War was the first broadcast war and the 

image of war had started to change [in the minds of people]. 

 

Figure 46. Bruce’s logos and colour palette 

Bruce explained how he had conveyed meanings in his posters through grungy effects and the 

figure of Bertrand Russell. He applied textures over photographs of Russell’s face to suggest “how 



 108 

war should be seen as opposed to the perfect Uncle Sam style.” Bruce used devices informed by 

the artist model, Chad Wys. Like Wys, he painted over his imagery to conceal visual elements by 

using various layers and struck out areas of text. Bruce’s intention was to convey how pacifists 

were censored and pursued by the authorities. He was influenced by how ‘Uncle Sam’ posters, first 

illustrated in the United States in 1852, were used as a recruiting device: “I found it quite forceful, 

the image itself and telling people we need you to go to war and you are not being heroic if you 

don’t.” He added: “that was singling you out and if you weren’t there, you felt you weren’t a man or 
you weren’t fighting for your country.” Bruce believed that the figures of Athena and Bertrand 

Russell had helped him show alternative images of war because both confront their battles through 

ideas. For his website home page designs, he developed further his idea of ‘secrecy’ and 

manipulation of media through the use of codes, blurriness, cutting and concealing images. 

 

Figure 47. Selection of Bruce’s texture photographs and poster designs 

Bruce’s final works for the third board of his portfolio comprised an open scroll website design 

through which he developed further his anti-war imagery and notions of secrecy. He cleverly 

envisaged the website as an underground Internet location with a difficult access; in order to 

protect the activists behind the vigilante organization new users would need to decipher the hidden 

codes in the posters. Through his design project, Bruce demonstrated an impressively high level of 

critical thinking, one that effectively deconstructed dominant discourses about war. 
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Figure 48. Selection of Bruce’s final home page website designs 

When asked how feedback from Lucrezia or his peers had helped him develop and expand his 

ideas, Bruce said that exchanging ideas with them was essential for opening his mind to other 

possibilities: 

The way teachers look at things changes the way I look. I can learn from them because they’ve got the 
background. It’s the relationship, the bouncing off ideas and then understanding more. With 

classmates you can help and learn from them even if they’re not saying the right things; ideas always 

spark in weird ways if you’re communicating with them all the time. Which is good about art, that you 
just don’t get one mainstream opinion, [but] different ones and then you build up your level of 

knowledge and you can produce better work. 
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Figure 49. Selection of Bruce’s final open scroll website designs 

Lucrezia and Bruce: Portrait of the teacher working with her year 13 student 

To appreciate how Lucrezia and Bruce exchanged ideas, I observed them twice. During the first 

critical discussion they evaluated Bruce’s work in progress displayed on his computer. Lucrezia 

began with praise for his achievements, followed by a thorough revision of his latest production. 

Together, they checked for new ideas on Pinterest that could relate to Bruce’s previous work, with 

Lucrezia offering him technical advice and suggesting a structure for scaffolding his underpinning 
ideas for the written component. 

During their second conversation, Lucrezia and Bruce worked together imagining possible 

new images. They reviewed logos previously discarded and discussed their potential: 

Going back to these ones, is there anything in here that is really weak, that’s really not working? What 

can you take up there or can you just arrange it differently?  The idea is that you are introducing more 
ideas, but your ideas are stronger. Because you have a strong pool of images from which you can 
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draw you can use the ones you haven’t exploited yet. As long as the ideas are introduced in the first 

brief you’ll be totally fine. 

 

Figure 50. Observations of critical discussions between Lucrezia and year 13 student Bruce 

Lucrezia’s suggestions reflects the principles of SCAMPER (Eberle & Kern Weber, 1991, p. 3), 

displayed in the art room, which call for expanding ideas by substituting, combining, adapting, 

modifying/magnifying, putting to some other use, eliminating something or rearranging. Lucrezia 
was perceptive in recognizing both strongly developed ideas and those that were under-used in 

Bruce’s project: 

You are not developing the text in different ways …you are missing out on the lines going through text 

and on the overlay, which is something you’re really good at. You need to remember that if this is your 

‘tagline’, then this is the tagline you need to continually use through your images.  

Lucrezia’s guidance reinforced the idea of drawing upon students’ strengths and creating 

consistency throughout their work. 

Potential thoughts 

The potential thoughts that became apparent through my engagement with the data at School B 

included finding that critical thinking was clearly influenced by a focus on students’ future 
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prospects. This emphasis on their future success was evident in a visual arts scheme which 

stressed efficiency, acquisition of skills and students’ potential careers. In design, this framework 

was particularly evident through the teachers’ desire for students to gain excellence and develop 

critical thinking in the form of cognitive skills. Another finding was that the art teachers’ view of 

gender justified tailoring the programme for ‘boys’, including its structure, teaching practices, the 

way in which students were approached, and restrictions on the type of visual material permitted in 

class. The teachers’ perspectives on gender were voiced through declarations and language when 
referring to students as ‘boys’. According to DeFrancisco and Palczewski (2014, p. 171), “No other 

social institution promotes as constantly the notion that girls and boys are different as education” 

and one example is when “teachers refer to students as boys and girls.” These authors argue that 

teachers’ expectations of students’ performance based on gender are subtle ways in which binary 

perceptions are promoted in schools. The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007, p. 6), in 

comparison, promotes a critical and inclusive view towards various aspects, including gender: 

The New Zealand Curriculum applies to all English medium state schools … and to all students in 
those schools, irrespective of their gender, sexuality, ethnicity, belief, ability or disability, social or 

cultural background, or geographical location. The term “students” is used throughout in this inclusive 

sense unless the context clearly relates to a particular group. 

Aligned with gender assumptions, these teachers expressed the belief that ‘boys’ are ‘concrete’ 

rather than ‘abstract’ thinkers. This view reflects what Frawley (2005) calls a gender-biased 

teaching approach to education, a position which can fail to recognize a midpoint for students “who 

are not strongly gender-typed as masculine or feminine” (p. 222). On the other hand, DeFrancisco 

and Palczewski (2014) claim that teachers’ binary perceptions are not deliberately intended to 

discriminate students but their ideas are shaped by dominant views. Here lies a further rationale for 

supporting the embodiment of critical thinking in education. Binary perceptions of gender at School 

B favoured an emphasis on practical art making and outcomes in the form of art portfolios. This 
meant that students were not compelled to have visual journals, which can be a significant tool for 

recording thinking processes in visual and written forms. A pertinent finding at School B was that 

the thinking journeys of students Ares, Alpine and Bruce ‘appropriated’ ideas from a wide range of 

visual sources. These included indigenous artefacts, tattoos, Asian characters, graffiti, advertising 

material for apocalyptic movies, video games scenarios, grungy aesthetics, recruitment posters 

and contemporary art. The spectrum of such ‘borrowing’ or ‘stealing’ was encouraged by the visual 

arts teachers at the school. The idea that design is selling a product or idea, rather than 
questioning this rationale, meant that the teachers encouraged students to ‘borrow’ the most 

persuasive visual strategies they could find. From this perspective, students’ critical thinking 

responded to the need to persuade the viewer. While these conditions are inherent to the design 

field, and were prominent in the students’ work, deconstructive functions also operated. For 

example, year 10 student Ares delved into deep emotions and aspects of his cultural roots, 

reflecting the importance, stated in the visual arts scheme, of encouraging Māori to explore their 

backgrounds. Although year 11 student, Alpine, was compelled by trendy post-apocalyptic imagery 

that informed his creative process for a video game, his project included a critique of technologies 
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taking over humanity. He was also determined to use a visual journal. While he used this tool 

primarily for sketching, rather than mapping out ideas in visual and written forms, it offered 

evidence of how raw ideas were later established. Year 13 student Bruce underpinned his 

investigation with a critical approach to design in which he questioned strategies of persuasion and 

censorship. This was evident through his appraisal of how images of heroism are used to induce 

recruitment of men within a discourse of war. In doing so, Bruce used visual narratives to question 

the role of mass media in manipulating and misinforming people to support wars, and to 
deconstruct their manipulative techniques.   

 To complement these potential thoughts, I present a screenshot that captures how the 

teachers’ and students’ views came together with my perspective and formed new understandings 

about critical thinking in design education.  I used multiple lenses and digital software as part of my 

engagement with the data. Screenshots can demonstrate, as a visual journal does, evidence of 

thinking and visual processes used to convey meanings. My image shows how the picture at the 

front is a composite of layers extracted from diverse photographs taken over time at School B to 

recount its story. 

 

Figure 51. Screenshot of my mediated discoveries at School B 

My time at School B offered numerous opportunities for me to witness a particular way of tailoring 
critical thinking in visual arts education for ‘boys’, an approach that was, undeniably, influenced by 

the school’s ‘future focus’ philosophy. These new insights about the field informed my creation of a 

series of collages – my a/r/tographies – in which the participants’ views and my standpoint as an 

artist, researcher and teacher were combined to (re) imagine the data. These visual encounters, 

which visualise The story of coming together with School B in this chapter, are presented next in 

Chapter 5 - Part 2: (Re) Imagining the story of coming together. 
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CHAPTER 5 - PART 2 

(RE) IMAGININING THE STORY OF COMING TOGETHER 

 

In this chapter I (re) imagine the story of coming together with School B through merging fragments 

of the data into a series of a/r/tographical collages. A/r/tography enabled me to visually 

conceptualize my engagement with critical thinking at this school. These a/r/tographical 

visualizations were built as reciprocal insights in which the participants’ views and my perspectives 

came together (La Jevic & Springgay, 2008). As zu Salm (2012) suggests, visual encounters 
through digital collages are conceived “as an interface where different worlds meet in order to 

create something new and initiate change, thus influencing and expanding one’s own thinking” (p. 

15). In creating my a/r/tographies as collages I positioned myself in the borders between the mind-

set of the art teachers and their students, the art field of design in which they worked, and the 

theories that influenced my stance. Thus, these visual renderings were digitally collaged in the 

format of posters or logos. I appropriated fragments of students’ work, manipulated and 

deconstructed these in the same fashion used by them when ‘stealing’ and transforming visual 

material from their artist models.  

My a/r/tographies are (re) imagined through “a relational aesthetic condition” contingent with 

the circumstances of each context (Sinner, 2017, p. 40). Thus, I generated an a/r/tographical 

poster to show how the school’s visual arts scheme is enacted through the teachers’ practices to 

support critical thinking. I then created a series of a/r/tographical designs to capture the students’ 

thinking journeys. These included the creation of taglines to resemble the language of graphic 

designers. Taglines are slogans or short texts that serve to create a dramatic effect and enliven an 

image in audio or audio-visual material produced to advertise a product. In my a/r/tographies, 

taglines merge the participants’ outlook and my view. Three a/r/tographical collages conclude the 
re-imagination of these encounters to show the critical interactions of teachers Machiavelli and 

Lucrezia with their respective students, Ares, Alpine and Bruce.      

(Re) imagining School B’s visual arts scheme: A design tailored for ‘boys’  

My a/r/tographical ‘mash-up’ of ideas suggests the coming together of diverse views: the school’s 

emphasis on students’ future success, its tailored visual arts scheme for ‘boys’ and assumptions 

about gender which I interconnected with pertinent theories. All these viewpoints shaped the 

teachers’ ideas about critical thinking. This was evident in the visual arts programme, which was 

largely based on individualized learning for students’ achieving excellence, and on binary 

perceptions of gender which considered that ‘boys’ learn and think differently from ‘girls’. While this 

framework was seen as being able to be transformed according to individual needs and interests, 
this enabled the teachers to transform it on the belief that boys are ‘concrete thinkers’.  

To (re) imagine the encounter between the school’s visual arts scheme and the contingent 

theories that informed my research in this school, I created Boys do, Boys don’t: More than meets 
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the eye. This image captures the teachers’ focus on success and vision of gender, the 

transformability of the visual arts scheme and a critique of gender-biased views. My poster draws 

on Transformer toys, where a shifting principle enables their transformation from vehicles into 

robots. The tagline I used reflects the concept behind these toys is “More than meets the eye.” I 

adopted this slogan to express my perception of the hidden significance of teaching students 

through a gender-biased standpoint. The Transformer, itself, belongs to a trans-generational visual 

culture of action figures that are conventionally boy-oriented and based on male fiction characters 
who commonly strive to win by defeating others. I saw the Transformer as a metaphor for how the 

school encourages students to compete and establish superiority, a vision that replicates cultural 

assumptions about what is expected from men. Accordingly, the gendered marketing of pink and 

blue toys, and the stereotypical values that these colours endorse, motivated my pinkish palette. 

Kahlenberg’s and Hein’s (2010) examination of advertising for toys reveals that these often 

perpetuate binary perceptions of gender-roles through visual strategies. My intention with the 

Transformer was to (re) imagine how schooling, like toys, can perpetuate binary beliefs about 

gender by supporting, or not, certain activities, capabilities and ways of thinking. While the 
Transformer’s conversion mirrors how the art scheme was able to shift according to students’ 

personal interests, “Boys do, Boys don’t” captures the teachers’ explicit expectations of students 

and their discourse of labelling ‘boys’.  

 

Figure 52. Boys do, boys don’t: More than meets the eye 
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(Re) imagining the students’ thinking journeys  

The thinking journeys of Ares, Alpine and Bruce were evident in their art making and during our 

conversations. Whilst the latter offered opportunity to examine underpinning ideas behind the 
students’ projects, the development and expansion of their thinking was especially evident in their 

image production and responses to my questions. Although the absence of visual journals 

narrowed evidence of thinking processes to some extent, Ares included a number of initial 

drawings on his portfolio board, Alpine made sketches in his journal and Bruce generated a 

substantial piece of written work because he was completing both NCEA Level 3 Design and 

Scholarship (NZQA, 2017). To (re) imagine the students’ thinking journeys, I created a number of 

a/r/tographical designs. These reflect the increasingly complex journeys of the three students from 
years 10, 11 and 13. 

A/r/tographies inspired by Ares’s thinking journey 

The first a/r/tographical design captures my exchange with year 10 student Ares’s thinking journey 

which was inspired by his inner thoughts and culture while creating initial drawings. From his ideas, 

I selected sketches of Māori moko (tattoos) and a wolf, an animal that featured in his portfolio. A 

textured background, generated with one of Ares’s moko designs, evokes his Māori roots and how 

this shaped his vision of humans and nature as equals. His interest in creatures, to portray 

profound energy, led me to select one of his wolves to create the slogan “Sketching Strength”. This 
tagline suggests a student whose art making process was driven by navigating his spiritual self. 

 

Figure 53. Ares’s preparatory drawings (Year 10) 
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My second a/r/tography, motivated by Ares’s final logo design, was based on Hustle, the clothing 

brand name for whom he was hypothetically working. Ares conceptualized Hustle as the force that 

moves young people towards a direction. I sought to include this energy through one of Ares’s wolf 

drawings, simplified in black and white to capture his art making process for converting a rough 

sketch into a more abstract and smooth logo design. I applied a graffiti-type font with a calligraphic 

style for the slogan to suggest his fondness for handwritten Asian characters. The tagline evokes 

Ares’s essential idea: ‘Hustle, men and beast, the same bond’. 

 

Figure 54. Ares’s logo design (Year 10) 

A/r/tographies inspired by Alpine’s thinking journey 

The first a/r/tography that captures my response to the thinking journey of year 11 design student, 

Alpine, was inspired by his preliminary drawings. Although not required to have a visual journal, 

Alpine was determined to use this tool to clarify and develop ideas. The aim of my poster was to 

evoke his handmade graphite drawings over paper textures for the hypothetical video game, Last 

Blood. This image comprises fragments of Alpine’s sketches of claw marks and drawings of 

vegetation which I combined to represent his post-apocalyptic idea of nature that has mutated into 
something threatening. While the bloodstains in this image are intended to capture the hostile 

environment of the game, the slogan is based on Alpine’s thoughts. For him, “A bunch of messy 

lines” drawn up in his journal helped him recognize an idea. I perceived Alpine’s claw marks as a 

metaphor for the ‘bunch of lines that set up his journey through a game of blood’.  
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Figure 55. Alpine’s visual journal and preparatory drawings (Year 11) 

My second a/r/tography was inspired by my encounter with Alpine’s art references, his final poster 

design and theories about post-apocalyptic visual culture. In this poster, I digitally mixed his colour 

palette and most compelling symbols, the blood and the spade, and delved into advertising 

material for post-apocalyptic movies and video games. This image was conceived as a movie 

poster to suggest the visual culture that influenced Alpine’s project. His thoughts about living in 

New Zealand, where vegetation readily grows, had helped him visualize the game’s landscape in 

which nature has taken over. I used these elements to suggest his source of inspiration. I layered 
my own images of vegetation and Auckland city as silhouettes, cropping out the greenery with the 

contours of the town. The dark sky implies a toxic atmosphere. I interpreted Alpine’s ‘spade’ as a 

symbol of technology which, in his game, has driven the world to its end. For this, I eclipsed the sky 

with a large-scale shovel and copied the urban shape as an upside-down mirror to render his 

paradoxical view of technologies. Although humans have prompted an ecological disaster through 
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technical development, it is only through the use of advanced machinery and weapons that 

humanity can survive. For Dinello (2005), technophobic science fiction reflects the human terror of 

the end of the world based on existing issues. In this sense, dystopian narrative warns about the 

future, reflecting the anxieties of a weaponized real world. Just as Alpine’s view extrapolated the 

use of machines to a catastrophic situation, I (re) imagined his vision as a spill-over of blood into 

nature that emanates from the city, a symbol of technologies. To complete this a/r/tographical 

movie-poster I created a tagline based on fears embodied in Alpine’s vision and the visual culture 
that informed his art making. 

 

Figure 56. Alpine’s thinking journey (Year 11) 
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A/r/tographies inspired by Bruce’s thinking journey 

The first a/r/tography that captures my encounter with year 13 design student Bruce’s thinking 

journey was motivated by his research for creating a logo. The image is based on Athena, the 

Greek goddess of war and knowledge and three figures from the pool of symbols that supported 

his investigation. The first two icons, both connected with Athena, are the owl personifying wisdom 

and the olive branch for peace. The third symbol is the moon, perceived by Bruce as a reminder of 

“how little we know in terms of the vast space.” He was moved by the principles behind Athena, 

who only intervened in war to defend her domain. Inspired by Bruce’s colour palette, I (re) 
imagined his logo designs as a stamp to suggest ancient engraved Greek coins. The text in the 

background personifies how Athena’s character served as a starting point for Bruce’s anti-war 

advertising material. The owl and olive branch are blurred and disguised with spots to emulate 

methods he applied to ‘obscure’ the symbols and discourse in his images. I used ‘concealment’ to 

reflect Bruce’s way of protecting the vigilante organization from boycotts and suggesting the 

secretive practices of mass media. I captured the moon subtly in the circular shape and dots. 

 

Figure 57. Bruce’s logo design development (Year 13) 
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The second a/r/tographical design was inspired by Bruce’s imagery and ideas and by Bertrand 

Russell’s stance against conscription. I employed three strategies in this image to digitally emulate 

hand-made ‘decoupage’ - the art practice of peeling paper. Layering, decreasing the opacity of 

layers and cutting off pieces, were methods used by Bruce to reveal and conceal information. 

These techniques enabled me to suggest layers of meanings and his critique of mass media 

manipulation. For the background layer, one of Russell’s (2014, p. 196) anti-war writings reflects 

the theory behind Bruce’s work. I (re) imagined the philosopher’s words in an interrupted way by 
transposing a blackout layer. I cut out little windows to reveal fragments of Russell’s original text to 

create a poem. The rips I left between the framed words imply the contours of a map in which the 

boxes with words recall cities. The layer of red dots suggests bombs falling on the land, drawn on 

my metaphoric map to capture one of Bruce’s strategies for disguising images. The final layer of 

text captures this 17-year-old’s critical approach to war.  

 

Figure 58. Bruce’s underpinning ideas for his art making (Year 13) 
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My final a/r/tography conjures up my response to Bruce’s final poster designs and Kellner’s (2004) 

view of mass media as primary instruments for supporting wars. Bruce’s investigation entailed 

examining how dominant discourses about war have supported military recruitment by banning, 

concealing and manipulating information, thus I followed a similar approach to suggest his thinking 

journey and methods. A black and white portrait of Bertrand Russell comprises the bottom layer, 

blurred to disguise his identity and portray how he was pursued and censored by the authorities. I 

disguised the photograph with one of Russell’s writings about war, partly projected, but leaving key 
words in red to enable partial reading of the text. I obscured the portrait and text further with a 

pattern of coloured rectangles that emulated Bruce’s strategies for obstructing the viewer’s easy 

understanding of the image. The poster’s tagline, “What is a hero”, emphasizes how dominant 

narratives about war spread stereotypical images of what it means to be heroic or to be a man. 

Both ideas were questioned by Bruce, who took a pacifist philosopher as his hero and embarked 

on a deep and critical thinking journey.   

 

Figure 59. Bruce’s thinking journey (Year 13) 
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(Re) imagining the interactions between teachers and students 

The interactions between Machiavelli and Lucrezia and their students were revealed through their 

conversations. They discussed different concepts which support critical generation, clarification, 
expansion and regeneration of students’ ideas. To capture their dynamics I (re) imagined these 

through a/r/tographical collages, one for each year level. These designs were inspired by how each 

student believed that dialogue with their teacher had been critical to their development of ideas. 

A/r/tographical design inspired by an interaction between Machiavelli and Ares 

This a/r/tography was inspired by an interaction between Machiavelli and Ares during their 

discussion about generating and clarifying ideas. It is based on Ares’s perception of how his 

teacher supported him to strengthen his thoughts. I digitally transformed the photograph I took 
during their conversation into a more abstract image to suggest Ares’s process of simplifying his 

drawings. A rhizome of multiple threads connects him with his work at the table. I envisioned the 

continuous lines as ongoing shifting thoughts and the dashed traces as possible new ideas. The 

nodes crossing the marks were thought as thinking connections. 

 

Figure 60. Clarifying threads of ideas: Teacher Machiavelli with student Ares (Year 10) 

A/r/tographical design inspired by the interactions between Lucrezia and Alpine 

The interactions I witnessed between Lucrezia and Alpine motivated this a/r/tography. Lucrezia 
actively encouraged Alpine to expand established ideas in his posters into new pathways. I 

manipulated a photograph taken during their exchange of ideas to emulate Alpine’s techniques. A 

‘grungy’ filter was placed over the image to capture how their interaction was shaped by the visual 
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culture, colour palette and aesthetics he selected. Lucrezia, pointing to one of Alpine’s images on 

the screen, calls his attention to a particular idea worth expanding and captures her self-professed 

directive approach. Furthest from the viewer, I created a scene composed of a landscape 

generated by Alpine where I copied his trees upside down to conjure up a swamp in which one of 

his helmet designs is suggested as an extension of the reddish boughs in the background. These 

visual strategies are metaphors for how Lucrezia prompted Alpine to extend his ideas and thinking. 

They capture how Alpine perceived his interactions with his teacher as a critical dimension for 
expanding ideas and maintaining consistency in his work.   

 

Figure 61. Expanding ideas: Lucrezia discussing with student Alpine (Year 11) 

A/r/tographical design inspired by the interactions between Lucrezia and Bruce 

My final a/r/tographical rendering was inspired by interactions between Lucrezia and Bruce. This 

visual rendering was generated by manipulating a photograph I took during one of their 
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conversations. My intention was to depict how Lucrezia encouraged Bruce to regenerate ideas by 

constantly reviewing images that he had not fully exploited, and recycling them. The atmosphere in 

the original picture was altered to place myself in Bruce’s visual mind-set and highlight his anti-war 

topic, colour palette, symbols and aesthetic style. I (re) imagined these aspects and created 

speech bubbles intended to evoke their exchange of ideas. I used fragments of Bruce’s images for 

Lucrezia’s word balloon to suggest her questioning him about aspects of his work. As a metaphor 

for their teacher-student conversations I placed a recycled version of the same figures in Alpine’s 
speech bubble to emphasise the idea of regeneration. The symbols in Bruce’s balloon suggest how 

regenerating images serves to make them simpler and stronger, and how this process demanded a 

critical response from him. This a/r/tography elaborates Bruce’s understanding of conversations as 

“bouncing ideas off one another” which provoked opportunities to open his mind to other 

possibilities. 

 

Figure 62. Regenerating ideas: Lucrezia discussing with Bruce (Year 13) 
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A screenshot of interconnected insights 

Drawing together the understandings I gained from the teachers and students at School B provided 

a unique digital ‘menu’ of potential insights for my a/r/tographies. Visual technologies and the 
stories embedded in the data motivated me to (re) imagine these through the creation of diverse 

images. I used a mix of fragments extracted from my findings and the participants’ ‘flavour’, which I 

‘re-flavoured’ with the theories that informed my new understandings about critical thinking in 

design education. The popular figure of the transformer enabled me to metaphorically engage with 

a visual arts programme tailored for ‘boys’, a scheme whose flexibility allowed for re-adjustment of 

its framework according to the teachers’ perceptions of gender, and the students’ interests in a 

wide range of visual culture. This transformer was subsequently (re) imagined and transformed in 
relation to the students’ journeys through a series of a/r/tographies. Their different cultural 

backgrounds, concerns and personalities were embodied in their distinct art making, offering 

meaningful and eclectic material for my a/r/tographical renderings. In these journeys, their lenses 

and mine are digitally combined to magnify, minimalize, substitute, eliminate or rearrange, with the 

ultimate purpose of creating visual engagement. In similar fashion, I (re) imagined the dynamics of 

Machiavelli and Lucrezia with their respective students Ares, Alpine and Bruce by manipulating 

photographs of their interactions. For this, I stole the flavour or imagery of each student’s art 

project and the concept behind each teacher’s approach and merged their views with my 
perceptions. 

A screenshot completes the interconnected insights prompted by the data from School B. 

For this, I reproduced the process of creating the transformer. This image shows the stages of my 

creative and analytical practice when examining the school’s tailored programme for ‘boys’. My aim 

was to make visible the operative process that took place in the engagement with the data: the 

generation, expansion, elimination, regeneration, meaning-making and ‘stealing’ actions that I 

performed while mediating the connections between understandings about critical thinking 

perceived at School B and diverse theories about gender. 

 

Figure 63. Screenshot of my a/r/tographical conclusions at School B  
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CHAPTER 6 - PART 1 

THE STORY OF CONNECTING WITH SCHOOL C 

 

In this chapter I recount the story of connecting with School C. Here, I found a philosophy 

underpinned by an ambition for supporting students to succeed in their futures lives, to have a 

voice, and to develop a sense of community through an actively inclusive approach. This was 

evident in its vision statement, art department scheme and the visual arts teacher’s non-

hierarchical position. My aim was to gain insights into how and whether Leila, Head of Art 
Department (HOD) and visual arts teacher supported her two students Millie (year 12) and Betsy 

(year 13) to develop critical thinking through the visual at a school that I quickly identified as 

fostering individuality, inclusivity and creativity.  

The connections I experienced at School C are presented in five sections. In the first section 

I establish the character of this school through its vision statement, policies and culture. In section 

two I present the school’s approach to visual arts across all levels. The third section contains 

insights I gained through interviews with Leila, the sole visual arts teacher who participated in my 

research. These portray her personality, viewpoints and approach to supporting critical thinking in 
painting across the year levels. In the fourth section I focus on classroom observations of Leila and 

interviews with Millie and Betsy. This part of School C’s intersubjective story tells of how Leila 

enacted the visual arts scheme through her interactions with students, how they responded during 

discussions and creative practices, and how their personalities influenced individual thinking and 

art making. The photographs I took during these interactions are a significant component of this 

section. They provide an eloquent means for me to contextualize the data and create visual 

statements through a series of images.  

In the final section I summarize key findings from this school. Intersubjective insights were 
gained through continuous engagement with the data, which comprised document analysis, 

interviews, observations and photographic documentation. I used this data to create a screenshot 

about the shared experience lived at School C. As with Schools A and B, I was an ‘outsider’, but 

new understandings emerged from the connections between Leila, Millie, Betsy and me. My written 

and visual material articulates these relational meanings. While they responded to my queries, I am 

behind the scene, on the other side of the camera lens, manipulating visual software to narrate this 

story. My intention was to portray Leila’s, Millie’s and Betsy’s views as ‘insiders’, and take the 
reader/viewer on a journey among the borders between this school and my perspective.   

The particular identity of a co-educational school 

School C, is a mid-to-high decile co-educational school, which had a roll of 1400 students that 
reflected its local community ethnic makeup of 55% Pākehā, 27% Māori, 7% Pasifika, 6% Asian 

and 5% other groups. The 550 students who studied art during data collection in 2016 mirrored this 

ethnic mix.  
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 School C’s aim of “nurturing individuality, creativity and critical thinking”, presented in its 

vision statement, reflects its distinctive character (School C Vision Statement, 2016). The school 

offers an inclusive experience that celebrates diversity, supports successful individual learning and 

cares for students’ well-being. Its vision statement promotes “an increasingly personalised 

education which recognises and caters for the unique [personal] interests and strengths of each of 

our students and in doing so opens up a range of challenging pathways beyond school.” The 

school’s aim is to support the development of individuals with integrity to value self-respect and 
show respect for others. For Māori families, the school provides a well-established Māori medium 

unit through which students can “be educated within the rumaki – Ngā Puna o Waiorea13 – the Te 

Reo Māori immersion kura”, a partnership inspired by the Treaty of Waitangi14. The unit is founded 

in the philosophy of Māori-medium education, a concept inspired by Māori elders in 1982 to 

maintain and strengthen te reo Māori (language) and tikanga (philosophies) within a cultural 

framework (MoE, 2010). In the vision statement, it is noted that the school’s positive outcomes 

dispel beliefs that students achieve greater success in single-sex schools. Statistics for University 

Entrance pass rates are included to show that this co-educational setting exceeds that for girls’ 
schools of the same decile, and boys’ schools of a higher decile. Māori student achievement, and 

the number of Scholarships awarded, reflects a culture of high expectation for academic success.  

 The absence of mandatory uniforms at School C mirrors its inclusive philosophy. The school 

considers that “The development of sensible attitudes towards matters of dress and appearance is 

seen as part of the education process.” The liberal dress code echoes an attitude that respects 

students’ rights to express themselves in a safe manner, and encourages autonomy and self-

management. While advocates of dress codes believe they support students’ safety and focus on 

learning, opponents argue that uniforms restrict exploration of self-identity, fail to acknowledge 
multicultural dimensions and religious groups (Workman & Studak, 2008), and perpetuate “gender-

based classifications and stereotypes” (Smith, 2012, p. 252). School C’s open dress policy places 

emphasis on recognizing and valuing diversity and encouraging the critical development of the 

student’s voice. These views shape its culture and delivery of the curriculum.       

The focus on critical, evaluative and creative thinking in School C’s prospectus emulates the 

reflective skills encouraged through the eight learning areas of The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 

2007). The school positions critical thinking at the core of its programmes, declaring, “We expect 
our students to be leading the debate, posing new questions, and generating solutions.” Key 

features of School C’s philosophy are fostering student engagement by responding to individual 

needs and interests, and supporting meaningful learning beyond the classroom through cultural 

and sporting events, environmental activism, performances and art exhibitions. These co-curricular 

activities provide diverse opportunities for students to experience success. In addition to the eight 

                                                        
13 This unit is based on the idea of Māori-medium education, a notion that is largely community-driven as it follows Māori 
philosophy and “significantly uses te reo Māori [language], curriculum subjects in te reo Māori only or in both te reo Māori 
and English” (Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 1). 
14 The Treaty of Waitangi is an agreement signed in 1840 by Māori chiefs and the British Crown. It is the founding document 
of New Zealand and comprises “a broad statement of principles on which the British and Māori made a political compact to 
found a nation state” (Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 2017, para. 4). 
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curriculum learning areas, the school is proud to deliver an innovative compulsory Māori studies 

course for students at years 9-10 and offers media studies and philosophy as optional subjects 

across years 9-13. A significant feature of this school is its focus on the performing arts, through 

which students are encouraged to develop their creative capabilities in art, dance, drama and 

music. Significant for my research, School C’s visual arts programme offers support for the 

development of students’ voice as an essential dimension for building self-confidence and the 

ability to think independently.      

An inclusive visual arts scheme for supporting students’ voice 

At School C, the visual arts scheme reflects an inclusive perspective aimed at scaffolding the 

voices of students across all year levels (School C Visual Arts Scheme, 2016). Students are 
offered a measure of freedom in the selection of topics, techniques and artist models for inspiring 

their art making. They are expected to systematically develop a sense of agency from year-to-year 

and make decisions that underpin more independent and personalized creative investigations. 

While at years 9 and 10 the scheme is whole-class oriented, at years 11-13 more individualized 

programmes are expected. The school’s visual arts programme, based on national curriculum 

requirements and NCEA achievement standards, scaffolds students’ thinking across all levels.  

 At year 9, students can elect to study visual arts for one term (10 weeks) during which they 

learnt about art terminology, the concept of creating a body of artwork and artist models. At year 
10, students can study visual arts for two terms in a course designed to offer a broader range of art 

making methods. At this level, a variety of subject matter that acknowledges Māori and the 

multicultural nature of the students and their contexts. 

 From years 11-13, students studying for NCEA are able to engage in up to three of the four 

art fields of design, painting, photography, and/or art history throughout the year, with their work 

assessed through the Levels 1-3 Achievement Standards (see Chapter 3). At year 11, NCEA Level 

1, students completed two portfolio boards. For which they investigate physical spaces in their 

environment, supported by referencing a diverse range of artist models. The focus for year 12 
painting students is to demonstrate art conventions through drawing personal artefacts located in a 

space with which they are familiar. This framework enables students to select a number of artist 

models to inform their drawings then extend their technical and conceptual approaches through a 

systematic body of work for the two-board painting portfolio. At year 13, students who select 

painting expand their year 12 framework by identifying an overarching theme and ideas to extend 

their investigation. Students are required to demonstrate an understanding of art conventions using 

traditional and non-traditional drawing. Thereafter, they are encouraged to think innovatively about 
a range of possibilities through a visual and written proposal aimed at extending their ideas. For 

assessment of these Level 3 achievement standards, students systematically generate and 

regenerate ideas and critically reflect on concepts informed by established painting practice of 3-5 

artist models, expressed through coursework and a three-board portfolio. 
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Positioning the art teacher in the school  

There were four teachers in the visual arts department, but only the Head of Department (HOD) 

took part in my research. This teacher, of Pākehā-Samoan-Māori descent, who selected ‘Leila’ as 
her pseudonym, emanated a powerful, yet gentle, presence and a strong sense of self-identity. I 

surmised her commanding stance as arising from her self-aware cultural and artistic identity as an 

artist and art teacher specialising in painting and art history. Leila had taught for 24 years and 

remained passionate about art education and engaging with students’ learning. She admitted that 

her career as an artist offered her relevant knowledge to motivate students, though her true 

passion was teaching. She said, “The art field suffers from ‘cannibalism’ because artists work for 

the art world, but in education it is all about giving to others.”  

The visual arts teacher’s side of the story: An interview with Leila 

My interview with Leila sought to understand her ideas and approaches towards encouraging 

critical thinking in visual arts education from the position of being HOD. She gave me full access to 

the art department’s vision statement and scheme for year 9-13 programmes. Informal 

conversations I witnessed between Leila and the other visual arts teachers exemplified the art 

department’s easy-going atmosphere and collective sense of humour and camaraderie. How Leila 

identified herself as an artist and, above all, as a visual arts teacher, reflects her view of education 

and of promoting students’ critical thinking through the visual. 

Leila’s personal story and critical thinking 

As I had done with previous participants, I invited Leila to recall a personal story that could illustrate 

how her experiences as a secondary school student had influenced her art practice and views of 

education. She recalled that, as an adolescent she had a clear vision of studying art. When her art 

teacher left the school before her final year Leila moved to another school, although further from 

home, to experience the kind of visual arts education she considered necessary for her aspirations: 

Coming from a semi-rural, mainly Pākehā, co-educational, male-dominated, sports-orientated school to 
a prestigious girls’ school was a real eye opener. I enjoyed being in a department where there were 

four art teachers who were supportive of innovation and experimentation.  

Leila spoke of the support she received from a practising artist at her new school: 

My biggest influence was the dialogue and banter between the ancillary practising artist who came to 
work alongside senior students at my school. As a voice of authority and authenticity, he asked 

questions beyond what was requested from the University Bursaries examination format [that existed 

before NCEA] that made me ‘think’ big picture and not just ‘do’ for the now.       

Her school’s employment of this artist, to support the work of the four visual arts teachers, offered 

space for community involvement and broadened the school’s immediate concerns to a wider 

social perspective. This idea is similar to Giroux’s (2005) concept of critical pedagogy, in which 

educators connect with other cultural workers to transform schools into political sites. Leila believed 

that the curiosity and depth of understanding provoked by this artist during her final year at 

secondary school, shaped her own teaching. She aspired to stimulate students’ ways of thinking 
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and engaging in art. As in Rabkin’s (2010) vision, Leila’s approval of partnerships between artists 

and schools lies in the belief that students’ learning is enhanced through such interactions.  

It was clear that Leila’s critical thinking was influenced by the achievement objectives for 

visual arts education in The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007). She saw critical thinking as a 

key competency for “understanding, reflecting, evaluating and developing student’s voice.” Her 

own experiences at secondary school translated into her teaching, where she placed emphasis on 

supporting self-confidence and students’ voice along with their creative and critical thinking 
processes. 

Building self-confidence through art making  

Leila explained that to support students’ voice and reflective processes, it is necessary to help 

them build self-confidence through art making. Her view was that students develop thinking skills 

while they create new meanings through art “until they get to the point where they feel in control of 

the media.” Similar to Hetland, Winner, Veenema and Sheridan’s (2013, p. 26) position, Leila 

believed that “students learn to reflect continually on the processes of using and making decisions 

about materials.” She spoke of how concepts ingrained in students’ work derive initially from their 
cultural backgrounds, thus junior students are encouraged “to explore the context of making art in 

New Zealand and the Pacific Islands” as suggested in the national curriculum (MoE, 2007, p. 6). 

Leila was convinced that building students’ self-confidence relies on relationships she develops 

with them. Her aim was to make students comfortable to talk about their interests, but to 

acknowledge that for students from certain cultural backgrounds it can be harder to express their 

views: 

Some have come from a place where they want to please the teacher and I have to say, ‘It’s not about 
me, it’s about you’. So… that is quite scary for some… but it’s not once they start their art making and 

realise, ‘Oh, I can handle this!’  

Leila’s approach to ‘thinking’ was to encourage each student’s voice through personal choices, 

including their selection of images, artist models, topics, methods and styles. For her, students’ 
criticality “lies in how they turn that material into ‘theirs’ and make sense of it”. Engaging students’ 

views as the starting point for their art making reflects Gude’s (2007) call for a form of art education 

that offers opportunities for exploring meaningful personal experiences. Leila perceived the 

development of ‘thinking’ through students’ personal experiences as a gradual discovery relative to 

their position in the world. 

Research as an integral and simultaneous aspect of art making 

Rather than beginning her Level 1-3 visual arts courses with ‘research’ (as required for assessment 

through Achievement Standards 1.1, 2.1 and 3.1), Leila preferred to integrate research with art 
making: 

Research was getting in the way of the making and students were overawed by artists and writing … It 

was getting in the way of thinking, art making and natural processes of doing ... So, we’ve moved away 

from that prescribed notion of research … they end up doing it, but it’s not integral to what they do. 
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At years 11-13, Leila discusses the research component individually with students but at junior 

levels personal investigations are presented in innovative ways. At year 10, for example, students 

imagine being an artist: 

Students pretend to be an artist and talk by putting on this voice while they are interviewed by their 

classmates, and it is funny! It shows that they have understood [the artist’s key aspects] and that they 
can talk about their work. They are trying to uncover something like a little detective and unravel 

everything [about the artist’s context] by doing research, making links and writing them down. 

Leila found that her use of such playful pedagogy engages young students more easily into the 

practice of researching artist models.  

Booklets and visual journals as evidence of thinking processes 

At years 9-10 students use art booklets that contain questions, gaps and boxes to fill, a tool that is 

vital for gathering evidence of students’ thinking processes in visual and written forms. Leila 

considered these booklets essential for identifying specific art terminology and enabling students to 

discuss and plan their creative process. For her, critical thinking takes place in the understanding 

and application of those terms as students become confident in articulating their thoughts through 

writing and art making. As an example, Leila prompts students to think:  

Does my handwriting make me brainier? … It does because you are not rote, you are not hearing 
something and just writing it, you are actually thinking about ‘how do I write that down as a note that 

means something to me, that I’ll be able to understand later?’ There’s the documenting, how you select 

essential things to write, but there’s also the making links while you are writing and that’s thinking!        

At years 11-13, students maintain substantial visual journals. Leila believed that while many 

curriculum subjects focus on ‘outcomes’ as proof of learning, the ‘process’ is as relevant as the 

final work in visual arts education: 

We have to show process because within this is the critical thinking. As we need to see the evidence of 

it, the use of journals is huge because you can’t just look at the portfolio board and go, oh that’s an 
Excellence, but what’s behind the work, how did they get there? 

The importance that Leila placed on students’ reflective processes mirrors New’s (2005) concept of 

visual journaling as a device to reveal thinking operations of its owner The visual journals at School 

C were valuable for me to capture the uniqueness of the students’ ideas as they developed, or 

were discarded, and alternative and linking thoughts were visualised.   

‘All comers’ approach: We can’t be a boutique little subject!    

Leila explained how an ‘all comers’ approach, whereby students can enter visual arts courses at 

any level, was applied across years 9-13. For her, this strategy enables students to work at 

multiple levels of thinking and experience art at any stage. This accommodates those who may 

have skipped steps. For instance, year 10 students who are not enrolled in NCEA, as this 

certificate applies to years 11-13, have the chance “to have a foot on the ladder” by taking Level 1 

art history or visual arts. Leila said that this openness means removing entry prerequisites for any 

NCEA level:  
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We don’t want to shut the door to kids who may have felt they couldn’t handle it. They want to try 

different things … and it’s hard because some are years behind everyone else in terms of language, 

skills, experience and confidence. But, that’s all they want to do … to have that opportunity. We can’t 
be a boutique little subject, that is a poor cousin!  

Leila spoke of how embracing the idea of critical thinking involves awareness that one programme 

does not work for all students. For her, an art scheme must offer room for expansion and extension 

for students who require it. This position is inclusive in terms of providing space for students with 

diverse purposes and background knowledge. It reflects an agenda that is not exclusively 

dedicated to scaffolding skills but focuses on supporting students’ involvement and voice, in which 
dialogue is a fundamental aspect. 

Dialogue for feeding forward, touching base and evaluating ideas: Thinking aloud 

In Leila’s opinion, dialogue is essential at all year levels for feeding forward, touching base and 

evaluating students’ ideas (Bell, 2010; Duncum, 2010; Grushka, 2005; Gude, 2007). Through 

personal conversations with each student, she checks whether their work is moving forward 

towards the next level of attainment. Leila found that whole-class approaches are useful at the 

beginning of a unit for introducing concepts, explaining to students how they could develop their 

ideas, and review their progress. While she considered that individual conversations are the most 
effective for evaluating students’ critical thinking, she believed it is easier for students to write about 

their work, rather than ‘think aloud’ because speaking involves responding to questions and 

bringing ideas that have not yet been explored. Leila found that when she asks students to ‘think 

aloud’ about their work, their words offer insights into their critical and emotional process. These, in 

turn, strengthens their self-reflection. Leila firmly believed that discussions are an eloquent tool for 

recognizing student engagement with their subject matter, showing how passionate they are about 

their work, and how much time they have dedicated to it. 

Looking at different artists models 

Leila was adamant that students, from year 11 onwards, need encouragement to look at different 

artist models when collecting visual material. While at junior level there is more control over which 

artist models to use, she expects senior students to source and diversify their references. When 

students need to vary their thinking, Leila suggests they look at images that take them out of their 

comfort zone, or she invites an artist to offer a workshop at the school. While there are ways to 

guide students through recommendations, Leila said there is a point at which they become 

confident about trialling their work and trying new ideas by themselves:  

I’m not brainwashing them, but they have a go at trying different things so that they can develop critical 

thinking and that is the tricky thing. You are trying to get them to [expand their thinking].  

While Leila was aware that students’ criticality relates to finding and expressing their voice, she 

recognized that this is complex, and providing direction is a delicate matter.  
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My Wunderkammer: Collecting ideas in a wonder chamber  

Leila introduces the idea of ‘My Wunderkammer’ to year 12 students at NCEA level 2 to encourage 

them to explore a collection of personal objects in a familiar space; a strategy she believed 

strengthens student voice. She also found that students respond more readily when a title appeals 

to them: 

This is a concept from the 1700s where [when] some rich aristocrats in Europe had a room full of 
oddities from the natural and the manmade world. So, [they would say] come up and see my 

engravings and they’re quite gross … there are some old images with crocodiles and bugs in jars. So, 

the Wunderkammer means wonder room, it’s a space … like a man cave, and your stuff is in there.  

Leila urges students to visualise a space in their lives, a room familiar to them, in which they can 

explore a collection of artefacts and images: “So, where is all your stuff? Is it in your closet or is it in 

your bed? You can actually have that space in the living room.” Once students have explored a 

space, she motivates them to think about what they can add to that room, suggesting that “it can 

be an extension of what they’ve done in their wunderkammer or it can be that they start knowing 

themselves really well.” 

Working with sexually explicit imagery: Photography as a controversial field 

Leila spoke of how the four visual arts teachers at School C were aware that some students want 
to push the boundaries through sexually explicit imagery. They discuss “the safety factor for 

students as minors taking photographs of other minors.” When Leila’s painting students want to 

work with the human body, she questions their motivation, expects them to justify their choice, and 

allows them to persevere as long as they have framed their approach within the art tradition of the 

nude genre to develop abilities with anatomical drawing. She supports students’ to be self-

reflective:  

Why are you doing it? What have you seen? What sort of interests do you have in this field? Is it a self-
portrait? Is it an object of desire? … [As] it has all this extra meaning … some of them feel dissuaded.  

Where is your thinking behind that? Otherwise it will become very linear, very dead-end … a cliché! 

Why are you doing something that already exists? It’s the critical thinking, how is it now theirs? 

Although working with sexually explicit imagery at schools is controversial and unresolved, Leila’s 

approach reflects a modernist view, one that gives a higher status to nudity when it was framed 

within traditional art conventions.  

Close up portraits: Classroom observations and students’ interviews  

My classroom observations and interviews at School C began with observing Leila with her year 12 

painting class, followed by an interview with Millie, the 16-year-old European-New Zealander who 

was the key student.  

The observations took place in a large specialized space subdivided into a large classroom 

setting, a small art studio reserved for year 13 students, and Leila’s office which held an extensive 

library of art books. In the relaxed atmosphere of this classroom painting debris was spread over 
furniture and tables that had been used as paint palettes. The walls were adorned with artworks 
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from previous years and animal skulls were placed prominently on a shelf. My attention was caught 

by a quotation in the room that cited the artwork, Art is pointless, by Jasmine Kay Uy (2015). This 

quote played on words with clichéd sayings about being an artist as a non-profitable and useless 

occupation, a pun that questions the push for privileging activities that can be translated in terms of 

earning money. 

 

Figure 64. Observation of Leila working with her year 12 art painting class and context setting 



 136 

Leila (HOD Art School C): Portrait of a year 12 painting teacher 

Leila’s inclusive and thoughtful persona was evident at my first observation with the year 12 class. 

Beforehand, I had informally shared with her how the context of art education in Chile had 

motivated my research. In this lesson, she turned ‘my story’ into something meaningful for her 

students, taking care to inform them about this ‘foreign person’ in their class and why it was 

important for me to learn from them as well. Leila was aware of the state of visual arts education in 

other countries and used that knowledge to engender in her students a self-reflective approach to 
their own background as New Zealanders. For Leila, this way of introducing me was a teaching 

moment, an opportunity for students to recognize the value of what they have in their lives, and a 

call not to take anything for granted. From their facial expressions, I could see that the students 

were absorbed by Leila’s words and at the end they sat in silence. Although silence may have 

multiple meanings, it can also be understood as a form of participation. As Schultz (2009) 

suggests, silence in the classroom is conventionally overlooked and misinterpreted as either a sign 

of control or resistance. It can indicate approval, opposition, boredom, protection, thoughtfulness or 

a time to critically reflect on personal experiences. In this instance, Leila prompted students to think 
about the similarities between my situation and theirs, and my research and their projects.  

Following her introduction, Leila worked with the whole class who had completed a series of 

paintings for their first portfolio board and some drawings for the second. She revisited the aim for 

the second board which was to extend students’ thinking. Leila used previous examples of 

portfolios to prompt the class to consider different strategies for extending their ideas. One strategy 

was to encourage students who were studying other art fields, such as photography, to incorporate 

artist models from both fields to inform their art making and broaden their thinking. Leila stressed to 

students that there was a clear difference between the first and second portfolio boards: 

There’s a distinction between what is going on in that first board which is about demonstrating art 

conventions … The second board is pushing forward, trying different things … but there has to be a 

thinking shift onto that second board! 

During the lessons that followed, Leila used a more personalized approach with the year 12 class, 

including Millie. I found it interesting that students called Leila by her first name. This student-

teacher relationship reflects the school’s philosophy and culture of promoting mutual respect and 

students’ voice. This view of education, in which students engage in a dialogical pedagogy 

removed from hierarchical boundaries, meant that Leila supported students to be independent.  

Millie’s thinking journey: Portrait of the year 12 painting student  

I explored Millie’s thinking and art making during our conversation. This 16-year-old student, 

studying NCEA Level 2, thought that the ‘visual’ offers a learning option for students who think and 
communicate ideas differently. She said, “Images are a way of breaking up the monotony of 

reading, writing and drawing attention.” By this she meant that the visual enabled her to actively 

express ideas in subtle and deeper ways which she was unable to do in other curriculum areas. 

While Millie viewed Pinterest as a useful tool for gathering material, and recognized that the 

teenage generation primarily communicates through imagery, she confided that she was less 
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involved with social media than her peers. During our conversation Millie told me how her family 

background had strongly influenced her relationship with images: 

I’ve grown up in a household where art is quite valued. My parents collect art and my grandmother 

worked in an art gallery. It’s been a big part of my childhood … and it has been very normal to talk 

about art and see images. It’s nice for someone my age to have the opportunity to explore art in a very 
accessible manner … and develop my own taste free of the constraints or opinions of other people. 

When asked about how her visual art classes had assisted her to understand images, Millie said 

that analysing imagery had helped her to transcend a ‘gut feeling’ when looking at pictures. She 

believed that holding an opinion is as important as questioning own impressions because images 
are “influenced by the context in which they are created.” Millie agreed that the visual journal was a 

helpful tool for developing her ideas and making decisions, but admitted that she was not devoted 

to it. Her journal contained a few written plans for course tasks, including ideas for exploring her 

wunderkammer. Brief annotations complemented some sketches of a bathroom space, human 

figures, and a graffiti-like image with the words ‘censor’, ‘monotony’, ‘dull’ and ‘teenage’. Most 

drawings were on loose paper, then cut and pasted over pages of her journal. 

 

Figure 65. Millie’s preparatory drawings and early experimentations in her visual journal 

When Millie spoke about her drawing process, she said she felt disappointed in previous years 
because the visual arts courses did not offer enough freedom. Now, at year 12, in a programme 

with fewer constraints, she had reconsidered the value of previous limitations: 

Year 11 was quite frustrating. But, boundaries make things easier. Even in primary school art is quite 

prescriptive, you are told what to do and what artists to look at, but it is quite easy to lose track of your 
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voice. And this year everyone had a freak out moment of: Wait, what am I supposed to do? How do I 

paint … without the constraints that have been placed on me in art throughout school?  

Millie found the freedom offered in year 12 critical for selecting media and techniques. A mixed-

media image of a bathtub depicted the space she explored as her ‘wunderkammer’. This room 

provided the space for study of the human body through paintings that gradually developed into 
abstract images. Millie used collages and photographs with mistakenly inaccurate printing qualities 

to extend her use of painting, layering some pictures beneath plastic and painting on translucent 

materials or over photographs.  

 

Figure 66. A selection of Millie’s final artworks and fragments of her works 

Millie acknowledged that the most problematic issue she faced during her project was a lack of 

particular artist models, a problem arising from her preference for spontaneously browsing images 

to find what appealed to her. She admitted that this strategy did not provide critical support for 

informing her work in a systematic way through established practice, nor for defining a connecting 

theme between her images. Millie was self-reflective about the disadvantages of her approach: 

It’s just been chaos and hasn’t had much of a direction ... When it comes to artists models, last year 
they had been supplied and this year we had to choose them … but I just didn’t do it. I think that is 

reflected in the fact that I don’t really have a theme.  
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While there were no obvious influences in her work, Millie saw links between her art making and 

personal experiences with art, dance and literature. She described her art making as rather 

intuitive and primarily about the joy of expressing herself:  

What drives me to paint is not very insightful, it’s because I enjoy it! … And it is a form of self-

expression … There are lots of artists that are driven by similar ideas and you might see their artworks 
and say: But I cannot see a relationship with your images. But their thinking might have similarity. 

When I asked about the text in the background of one of her paintings, Millie explained that it was a 

poem called Howl by Allen Ginsberg (originally written in 1955 under the influence of a 

hallucinogen). The poem refers to people drawn from the poet’s life and the vision he experienced 

of a demonic god. It embodies a critique of mainstream values, has no adherence to academism 

and follows a free verse composition conceived to liberate Ginsberg’s voice in an authentic fashion. 

 

Figure 67. A selection of Millie’s final artworks 

Millie found that Ginsberg’s poetry expressed a sense of resistance, a principle she was interested 

in. She described her painting as a “tiny teenager rebellion.” She said, “I don’t like being told what 
to do. I’m learning from it, but in my way.” Millie admitted that her resistant approach left her 

without a balance between her thinking and art making. She considered feedback from Leila as 

essential for helping her to persevere with her project, “Because I’m not fully focused on the 
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subject, I lose track ... and receiving feedback makes you look at what you’re doing in a different 

light and it helps to spark ideas.” Millie’s resistance raised questions about the role of school 

frameworks and how she perceived these as restricting her own thinking through their structure. 

The constraints and possibilities of this issue are discussed in Chapter 8. 

Leila and Millie: Portrait of the teacher and her year 12 painting student 

Observing Leila and Millie together helped me understand the dynamic between them. During their 

discussion, Leila provoked Millie to think about defining her starting point and strategies for 
extending her ideas. While Millie said she felt lost about her work, her intention was to restrict new 

images to painting. Leila, on the other hand, suggested she should expand alternative media that 

were already established in her first board through using collage and photographs. Leila explained 

that new ideas needed to depart from existing elements in order to develop a consistent, yet 

broader imagery. When evaluating Millie’s artworks, Leila quietly asserted that each image 

required a purpose and connection with others on her board: 

Images need to be justified through established practice or a technique. If you can’t find the artist 
model it is ok, but then what techniques have you used … that has already made that board stronger. 

 

Figure 68. Observations of critical discussions between Leila and year 12 student Millie 
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During the discussion about her collage with overlapping faces, Millie thought the image was 

disconnected because it had merely responded to a size format without a “destination behind it.” In 

contrast, Leila praised the image, suggesting a number of ways to overcome its disconnection: 

“Because this is your best work … for what it represents on the board … it could take you off into 

board two.” Leila encouraged Millie to extend that image through new artworks which could 

potentially evolve into a new direction and generate more complex imagery, but Millie was 

resistant. She preferred to continue with painting: “… exploring more what I have to pick up on, but 
not expanding the different media … because I’m stuck with them.” To this, Leila responded that 

she could work with alternative media and then add the painting aspect to it:  

There are lots of things you can do. The main idea is don’t discount and don’t just cut a strip and stick it 

on. You can’t just have space fillers. It has got to be there for a reason. 

This interaction between Leila and Millie offered an opportunity to witness differing perspectives, in 
which oppositional yet reverent forces were at play. Later, during my conversation with Millie, she 

recognized the ‘weaknesses’ of her approach, yet was resistant to Leila’s suggestions for 

expanding unexplored ideas. Her aspiration was to continue working with materials that she found 

enjoyable.  

Leila (HOD Art School C): Portrait of a year 13 painting teacher 

Following my engagement with the year 12 painting class, including Millie, my attention turned to 

year 13.  I observed Leila twice with this class, which included the key student, Betsy, a 17-year-

old European-New Zealander.  

During my first observation of her year 13 painting class, Leila began by reviewing the aims 

for the students’ art projects. The aim of Achievement Standard 3.4 is for students to integrate 

conventions in their art field and regenerate ideas across their three-board portfolios. To clarify this 

process, Leila prompted students to scrutinize previous students’ examples displayed in the room. 

She drew attention to the commonality between those portfolios, showing that those students had 

departed from a range of ideas which were then re-visited, deconstructed, and reconstructed into 

new versions. Leila repeated this process a number of times, identifying how former students had 

gradually created more complex layers. She explained that “regenerating is like one-step forward, 
two steps forward, one step back, three steps forward.” She encouraged students to think on a 

regular basis about the regeneration of their ideas: 

You need to really push it beyond … It needs to be about how you are talking about your ideas and if 

you’re not totally certain about what your ideas are, think about what are the commonalities or 
strengths in your images … so how can you push those even further? 
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Figure 69. Observation of Leila working with her year 13 art painting class and context setting 

Leila encouraged students to think about regenerating ideas through continuous experimentation 

with their ideas into a different order to make these thoughts interact until they could find their 

place: “It is like a conversation, not necessarily a narrative with a beginning and end. It needs to 

look like it could carry on for another board.” To reinforce the notion of regenerating ideas informed 

by the artist models, she prompted students to think: 

You construct something, you deconstruct it and when you are putting it back together or into another 
shape, it becomes something other than the original. The tricky thing is that … your starting point is 

responding [to artist models]. It has been done before, but not by you, not with the combination of 

artists you are looking at, not in the format, colours or materials that you’re using. 

To inspire students to broaden their ideas, Leila showed many images of different artist models 

categorized by topic. Together, she and her students analysed the possibilities of using any of 

these artists’ strategies to deconstruct their initial ideas and art works:  

Keep yourself open, ok? If you want to try something a bit different fantastic because that is going to 

really push your ideas … It is just going to give another edge to your work. So, don’t be afraid to 

destroy your work or an aspect of it and if you are afraid, do it on a copy and then destroy it.    

Leila’s call for students to be unafraid to destroy their work made visible a disruptive stance, one 

that in terms of ‘critical thinking’ prompts a self-reflexive and risk-taking approach by inviting them 

to discard, transform and adopt ideas out of their comfort zone.  
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Figure 70. Year 13 painting class-art studio room 

Following the critique of portfolios, students resumed their art projects in the year 13 art studio. 
This studio was an ‘art work’ in itself! It remembered me Francis Bacon’s art-studio, which he 

considered “a cumulative, living collage, a ‘compost heap,’ as he called it” (Bacon, cited in 

O'Doherty, 2007, p. 20). At School C, the studio environment mirrors the idea of the artist as a 

hoarder who collects a wide range of material. The ‘messy’ way in which layers upon layers of 

paint drips, colour palettes, dust, praised and discarded imagery, and other debris were gathered in 

the room reflects O'Doherty’s (2007) view about artists’ workplaces as self-referential thinking 

spaces, in which its detritus becomes “a theme with an agenda” (p. 12). For psychologists Vohs, 
Redden and Rahinel (2013), disorder in working contexts can suggest the quest for “novelty and 

unconventional routes” (p. 1860). 
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The majority of visual items cluttered in this space were part of Betsy’s investigation. A long 

line of Red Bull cans remained as part of her year 12 project. An old suitcase painted with religious 

icons, candles, colour palettes attached to the wall, residues and splatters reflected Betsy’s 

personality and the freedom offered by the art department. The studio suggested the relationship 

between Leila and Betsy, whose agency in terms of enacting her own voice blossomed through a 

politics of space. I learnt about Betsy’s thinking and art making processes during our conversation. 

Betsy’s thinking journey: Portrait of the year 13 painting student 

Betsy’s strikingly expressive personality was evident from the moment we met. When explaining 

how The University of Auckland’s ethical requirements had shaped my research approach, she 

expressed discontent at not being identified by her actual name or through her images. She said: 

“Ah, no!!! This beautiful face is not going to appear in your work?? Then not!!” –– while finger 

framing herself with a sassy smile. This 17-year-old student was studying painting, photography 

and art history and planned to study fine arts in the future. She said that the visual had been 

extremely important since childhood when she realized she could easily learn through her hands. 

While Pinterest, Tumbler and Google were some of her means for looking at images, she preferred 
books and art galleries because of the physical engagement with art works:      

A beautiful painting on a screen it’s cool, but there are hundreds of other images of paintings that are 

all the same. Whereas if I saw the same artwork in a gallery … it’s a real physical act, it’s not an idea, 

neither a representation of that artwork.  

I was curious to find out from Betsy whether her visual arts classes had supported her 

understanding of images. She said that realizing pictures are created with a purpose had captured 

her attention and motivated her to discover the ideas conveyed in them. She also felt that 

interpreting imagery revealed more about herself: “The way I see an image must mean something 

as well! Whatever I think about an image … speaks about me. Why am I seeing that? Someone 

else would see something completely different.” Another enlightening experience for Betsy was 

engaging with non-representational techniques that led her to discover expressive ways to 
communicate emotional content. Registering these experiments and ideas in a visual journal was 

essential for her to maintain consistency: 

I have the brain of a toddler on crack! So, I need to get it down quickly … write down my idea and find 

something to pare it back … because with words I can’t describe what I’m thinking, I need a whole 

range of things to go. I have to sketch it and have a reference. 

Betsy kept a digital visual journal on her iPad in which she wrote and drew with a special pencil 

and collected a wide range of imagery. She said, “my visual journal is a messy representation of 

how I think.” It contained a number of preparatory drawings, colour palettes, quotes, personal 

thoughts, textures and artist models, all interconnected through arrows with questions and 

statements that explored the deconstruction of the human figure. 
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Figure 71. Betsy’s references, notes and experimentations in her digital visual journal 

Betsy’s visual journal resemble her workspace in the year 13 art studio, where she had gathered 
material through a colourful concept map under the title, Keep the struggle. While both her journal 

and workspace reflect Betsy’s expressive and eclectic personality, she also enacted this through 

her demeanour. Her hair was dyed white blonde, her eyes were dramatically delineated, she had a 

nose piercing, dressed in relaxed ragged jeans and wore ballet shoes when working at the studio.  
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Figure 72. Observations of Betsy’s art making processes during her year 13 painting class 

When describing her research process to me, Betsy said her intention was to deconstruct the 

human figure with the purpose of portraying deep emotional meanings. She explained that locating 

artist models which aligned with her intentions offered motivation and technical support, and that 
Francis Bacon’s work was especially helpful:   
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Everything I do relates to Bacon. I like to use some of his techniques … but it’s about how he got to 

show emotion without just painting a sad person [what interests me most] because in my work, I want 

to make you feel a person. Bacon made me look differently at people, spaces and painting. 

Betsy spoke of how her quest for abstraction included maintaining some figurative aspects: “It 

doesn’t matter how abstract I get … It will never get to the point where the person isn’t there … 

because my work is all about people.” She said that achieving this aim during her drawing process 

for Achievement Standard 3.2 involved escaping from the use of the line to some extent for 

deconstructing a person “and then reconstructing it into something different.” 

 

Figure 73. Selection of Betsy’s initial paintings of textures and abstract portraits 

Using people with whom she related to as models was critical for evoking emotional meanings. 

Betsy continued, “I wouldn’t be able to take it much further if the person isn’t real for me. So, I 

started doing my friends who I know really well.” She said that techniques used in her paintings 

were influenced by discoveries experienced in her photography art class. These photographs 
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explored the same theme as her paintings through long time exposure, enabling her to capture 

movement when drawing with a torch. While the shining traces and blurred faces in her shots 

exemplify how Betsy applied the line and texture in her paintings, in this case she was the model: 

It takes an hour to take a photo and days to do a painting. So, painting gives me that time to look over 

someone else, do continuous line drawings … then that stands as a basis. While in photography I’m 
going into abstraction, it is about looking into myself, so I chose something quicker because it doesn’t 

need hours of contemplation.  

 

Figure 74. Selection of Betsy’s photographs which informed her painting practice 

Betsy’s final paintings were clearly influenced by her photographic experiences. She had 
developed further the use of line through imagery with a deeper level of abstraction and complexity 
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of elements, establishing a clear visual narrative and a critical thinking leap in terms of risk taking 

and regenerating ideas. Her final artworks demonstrated bold experiments in which she showed no 

fear about destroying and deconstructing her previous approaches towards the figure, including her 

adamant desire to abandon the figurative. When I asked Betsy whether receiving feedback helped 

extend her ideas, she felt that discussions with Leila were essential. While she was comfortable 

with critique, she did recall having felt disheartened once: 

At the start of the year I wanted to stop painting because Leila was so brutal to me and it took my best 
friend saying, ‘Betsy, it is because she knows that you can do better’, for me to realise that I’m very 

loud and overconfident. Leila helped me with what I needed with images, but also with how do I need 

to really work on it. So, she broke me a little bit … and it’s the best thing she could have done because 
[once I succeed] I slack off. She knows how to get the best from me and provoke me.  

 

Figure 75. Selection of Betsy’s final paintings 
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Betsy’s appraisal of Leila’s impact on her perseverance reflects a self-critical position and   

collaborative teacher-student relationship, one that demands the thoughtful and responsive 

involvement of both.  

Leila and Betsy: Portrait of the teacher and her year 13 painting student  

To understand Leila’s and Betsy’s dynamic I observed their conversations which focused on 

evaluating how, and whether, two of Betsy’s most recent images were clarifying her project. Leila 

complimented these works, but questioned whether there were sufficient pieces associated with 
them. Leila suggested that bringing to the board her experiences with photography could develop 

further the links that were evident between Betsy’s photographs and paintings:  

This is all movement through line and that’s playing around with light. There’s a reason why it’s blurring 

and that is where these come from. So, you’ve got your line work … and this would be light as line. 

Together, they reviewed Betsy’s ideas, which included an actual suitcase that she considered to be 
a performative artefact that would invite viewer interaction. Betsy had painted the interior of her 

suitcase with an image reminiscent of a religious icon, complemented with candles, but was not 

sure whether to persist with this. Leila recommended a number of options to extend Betsy’s plan, 

warning her about the multiple meanings that her installation could convey in relation to existing 

religious narratives. When Betsy said she was struggling with simplifying her imagery into more 

abstract forms, Leila reminded her that it was important for her to justify her aims and create links:  

It has got to be for a reason and if you are thinking that your last board is going that way, it is too 
prescribed. You still need to keep challenging and asking yourself why doesn’t this have a friend, why 

doesn’t that have a friend, why is that over there by itself (referring to unconnected images). Putting 

these three odd things together doesn’t make them family ... Yes, you have clarified and you’ve got all 
these pieces, but you still need to cull a whole lot of stuff back. 

Betsy agreed, but remained determined to liberate her painting from figurative representation. Leila 

suggested diverse techniques to help Betsy challenge the idea of what she was perceiving when 

painting her models, yet recognized that her student could not visualize that level of abstraction in 

her art because she remained attached to figurative aspects. Leila reassured Betsy, “There’s 

nothing wrong with getting a glimpse of the body over there … if this is the order there could still be 
something of your idea of the figure.” Leila concluded with praise about the quantity of work Betsy 

had generated and offered suggestions for clarifying images: “There is still the potential to go 

through a number of different ways. Even though you think that you are going to go that way, just 

keep it a little bit open.” Leila’s advice reinforced the idea of students’ keeping an open mind, a 

stance in which unexpected ideas can be reconsidered in light of emerging possibilities for 

expanding thinking. 
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Figure 76. Observation of Leila discussing with Betsy her visual project 

Potential thoughts 

From the connections I experienced at School C through my encounter with its philosophy, 

conversations, and observations with Leila and her students Millie and Betsy, there emerged a 

number of potential thoughts about critical thinking as a way to support students’ voice. Despite the 

smaller sample of participants, this school offered an eloquent and distinctive portrayal of critical 

thinking. This uniqueness was undoubtedly influenced by the school’s inclusive culture, Leila’s 

cultural identity, and the students’ personalities and socio-cultural capital. While the ‘all comers’ 

approach of the visual arts scheme permitted different types of students to engage in art, the main 
thrust was offering opportunity for experiencing this field rather than the successful achievement of 

an ‘élite’. This inclusive framework offered a balance between equity principles and aims of 



 152 

performativity and efficiency. Suspension of instrumental goals was further reflected in Leila’s 

thoughtful introduction of my persona to the class when she offered students the opportunity to 

reflect upon their context in light of the Other. Inclusiveness was demonstrated through the politics 

of space adopted by Leila, an approach that enabled the students to play an active role in relation 

to their studio and supported a sense of agency. A politics of voice was further reinforced by the 

absence of mandatory uniforms which empowered students’ self-reflective expression of personal 

and cultural identity and offered a space for breaking binary gender-based dress categorization. 

 A pertinent finding in terms of critical thinking was ‘inclusion’ and how this was underpinned 

by a non-hierarchical approach between Leila and her students. They called Leila by her first 

name, a gesture that embodied an egalitarian stance in the class and supported student voice. 

Inclusion was demonstrated at year 10 through playful pedagogies, in which emotions and humour 

played a central role in students’ study of artist models. Inclusiveness was embraced through 

organically integrating the written research component with art making, instead of 

compartmentalizing these elements into a hierarchical order in which research is positioned as the 

starting point to feed students’ creative practice. The attention that Leila gave to visual journals as 
evidence of students’ thinking processes, and not merely to ‘outcomes’ presented on portfolios, 

endorsed inclusiveness in terms of praising students’ acts of ‘becoming’, including their struggles, 

mistakes and assertiveness to find their voice. Leila’s position demonstrated a critical view towards 

achievement-orientated frameworks that categorise individuals according to their success or 

failure. Her focus on student process prioritized their experience, an approach that enabled their 

voices to be heard. 

 The emphasis at School C on students voicing their perspectives revealed the sole 

expression of dissent that I observed during my research. From this, I concluded that principles of 
equity promoted at the school offered space for expression of opposition. Such values are 

consistent with a democratic vision of education, one that does not fear but provides room for 

conflict. While the school supported critical thinking as a skill needed for students’ achievement 

and future success, this was balanced by a sense of inclusive community, an engaged non-

hierarchical pedagogy and a politics of voice. Millie’s thinking process provided an opportunity for 

me to engage with an unusual ‘critical thinker,’ one who was able to articulate nonconformity 

towards the visual arts framework and aims of performativity. Leila’s approach with Millie reflected 
hooks’s (2010, p. 17) view of radical teachers: 

Progressive educators continue to honor education as the practice of freedom because we understand 

democracy thrives in an environment … where the ability to think is the mark of responsible citizenship, 

where free speech and the will to dissent is accepted and encouraged. 

Leila’s inclusive and non-hierarchical approach made possible the articulation of a political type of 

critical thinking, one concerned with enabling the authentic character of each voice. Her invitation 

to year 12 and 13 students to be fearless about destroying their work exposed a disrupting stance, 

one that in terms of critical thinking prompted students to perform a self-reflective and open-minded 

approach. Betsy’s conflict with representational aspects of art offered opportunity for me to witness 
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a bold creative practice. Her art project raised questions of whether it is possible for visual arts 

education to be critically liberated from representation, since it is largely rooted in the fabrication of 

representational objects. While this issue remains unresolved, Leila’s encouragement, critical 

support and dialogical commitment to her students, enabled Betsy to voice and explore her 

interests beyond her comfort zone. Although Betsy’s commitment to the field may reflect the 

characteristics of a high achieving student for whom success is important, I believe her attitude in 

this subject was driven by two forces. One was her desire to pass the highly competitive entry 
exams for studying fine arts at university. The other was that this aspiration was propelled by her 

experience with the arts as an emotional channel which she considered essential in her life. At 

School C I encountered two remarkably different students with whom Leila adjusted her 

approaches. While Millie questioned educational frameworks and its focus on achievement by 

engaging with visual arts for pure joy, Betsy’s concern for pushing the boundaries in the arts 

responded to both the aims of performativity, but also of self-expression and self-discovery. 

 To complete the possibilities of these thoughts, I created a screenshot to capture the 

intersubjective relationship between the perspectives expressed at School C and my view, which 
through a camera and visual software engaged with the data to narrate our shared story. My image 

depicts the evidence collected and the ongoing process of selecting, editing and arranging the 

findings to contextualize them, show patterns and generate meaningful visual statements. 

 

Figure 77. Screenshot of my mediated discoveries at School C 

The intersubjective insights gathered through this living inquiry at School C provided a picture of 

the particular identity of this co-educational school, and helped me to imagine the possibilities of 

critical thinking in visual arts education. New understandings inspired the creation of collages – my 
a/r/tographies – in which Leila’s, Millie’s and Betsy’s perspectives and my view as an artist, 

researcher and teacher are merged to (re) imagine the data. These visual renderings complement 

A living inquiry at School C in Part 1 of this chapter, and are presented next in Chapter 6 - Part 2: 

(Re) Imagining a living enquiry.   
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CHAPTER 6 - PART 2 

(RE) IMAGININING CONNECTIONS 

 

My a/r/tographical collages sum up how I (re) imagined my connections with School C. These 

images evoke a liminal space in which my participants’ perspectives and mine came together (La 

Jevic & Springgay, 2008). These encounters are presented as digital collages through which I 

conceived ‘liminality’ as a way of interconnecting multiple views and meanings. As O’Reilly (2008, 

p. 19) suggests, “criticality is embedded in [a] collage’s methodology as well as its content, as its 
mode of construction is perpetually on show––whether through the evidence of the actual cut or 

the semantic stitching between elements in an otherwise seamless digital construction.” As an 

a/r/tographer ‘collagist’, I collected diverse material, engaged in intersubjective relations with my 

participants at School C, perceived interconnections in-between fragments of the data and 

theories, and re-arranged these to metaphorically suggest new insights. My collages articulate 

liminality as a state of becoming “in the in-between spaces, [which] in a/r/tography … is un/folded 

between the identities and forms of engagement for the artist/researcher/teacher” (Irwin, 2008, p. 

26). In this sense, re-configuring the data enacts how knowledge and aesthetics are evocative of 
each context and transformed my understandings of critical thinking through the visual.  

I (re) imagined the data and my new insights through a series of images, beginning with a 

collage that suggests how the school’s visual arts scheme was enacted through Leila’s approaches 

for supporting critical thinking. Further a/r/tographical collages I created drew on the students’ 

thinking journeys, with each image complemented by a poem, a type of cut-up text that embodies 

the encounters between the participants’ voices and my perceptions. Two a/r/tographies complete 

my (re) imagination of the data to embody the critical interactions between Leila and her students, 

Millie and Betsy. 

(Re) imagining School C’s visual arts programme: An inclusive approach  

This a/r/tographical assemblage was inspired by the inclusive design of School C’s visual arts 

scheme and the concept of ‘wunderkammer’, or cabinet of curiosities. At this school, ‘inclusion’ was 
based primarily on awareness of diversity and the principle of offering students equal opportunities 

and experiences. The absence in the scheme of requirements for students to engage with visual 

arts at particular year levels, or in NCEA achievement standards, reflects ideals beyond the logic of 

performativity. Rather, the scheme provided a balance between principles of academic success 

and equity through an ‘all comers’ approach which enabled the involvement of students with 

diverse purposes and background knowledge. Such diversity, sense of inclusion and validation 

was evident in the politics of space present in the year 13 studio, an area which students made 
their own. In sharing this room, students collected objects and art experiments in an all-embracing 

fashion that echoed their concerns and identities. I found the level at which students’ agency was 

promoted exciting. Gathering material and investigating students’ backgrounds in this space 

transformed it into a type of wunderkammer, a notion that Leila used to encourage students to 
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critically explore a collection of visual artefacts in a space familiar to them. This ever-changing 

‘wonder chamber’ mirrored the workflow of the class and the passing of time through multiple 

layers of painting debris and remnants of previous students’ practices. Inspired by the artist Igor 

Morsky, I visually captured this ideal through a ‘head-shaped cabinet of curiosities’. My intention 

was to (re) imagine how this model serves to encourage students’ critical thinking through the 

visual. My wooden-head warehouse captures the notion of collecting diverse visual data in a space 

used to promote thinking. The objects in this imaginary room, created from fragments of imagery 
captured at School C, suggest inclusiveness and diversity. The empty shelves are conceived as 

opening-up spaces for new interventions and ideas.  

A cabinet of curiosities may disclose wonders that are yet to be defined, 

you may discover a planet hidden in a matchbox, 

a howl under layers of painting debris 

or the movement of the stars in a flock of brushstrokes. 

 

Figure 78. School C’s inclusive programme 
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 (Re) imagining the students’ thinking journeys  

Millie’s and Betsy’s thinking journeys were evident through their sources of inspiration, preparatory 

drawings and final art works. Their references and practices differed, largely due to Millie’s refusal 
to inform her work through studying artist models or develop ideas as required in the assessment 

criteria in the NCEA achievement standards. Despite these differences, both students 

demonstrated a critical understanding of their art experiences in their art, and during our 

conversations. Their insightful thinking journeys inspired me to create a series of a/r/tographies that 

metaphorically suggest the students’ and my initial analysis of their performance. From Millie’s and 

Betsy’s visual journals I extracted initial ideas that were starting points for their explorations. I 

collected fragments from their preparatory drawings and final art works, and selected excerpts from 
our conversations. Each collage and poem merges the students’ accounts with mine. My aim was 

to locate myself in the students’ mind-sets to create digital collages, (re) imagined as ‘manifestos’ 

of their intentions. Together, these a/r/tographies evoke the students’ thinking processes and 

capture them as portraits of their aspirations and experiences with the visual.  

 

 

 

In-between dissent and norms, 

lies a place to connect with others, 

a borderline in which  

reciprocal insights  

emerge. 
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A/r/tographies inspired by Millie’s thinking journey 

Two a/r/tographies present my encounter with year 12 student Millie’s art making, including her 

starting point, mistakes, inspirational sources, and defiant position towards education. Her 

opposition to following instructions or to underpin her work with a study of artist models reflects a 

resistant version of critical thinking, one that exemplifies self-determination and materializing ideas 

on her own terms. Her critical appraisal of how educational frameworks can erode a student’s 

authentic voice demonstrated a criticality about the mimetic effects of certain schemes, and a 
strong desire to resist engaging in that system.  

Despite knowing that using artist models and following suggestions could lead to successful 

‘outcomes’, Millie dismissed the framing of her art project within that ‘outcomes’ construct. While 

admitting she felt lost in a chaotic process, she saw this as legitimate confusion. I used two of her 

images to create a digital collage that captured her sensibilities. A photograph of a window frame 

metaphorically suggests Millie’s view of educational structures that she perceives as boundaries for 

framing critical thinking. I conjured up the lop-sided angle of her image, her roughly inaccurate 

printing quality that she chose not to discard, and her casual approach. My a/r/tgraphy summarises 
Millie’s commitment to keeping her thinking as authentic as possible. I cut out the opening of the 

window and pasted it on one of her abstract paintings. Millie’s flowing and muddled brushstrokes in 

this a/r/tographic rendering evoke her feelings of both confusion and freedom. My poem reflects 

her rebellious orientation and ideas she shared during our conversations.  

 

Figure 79. Millie’s preparatory drawings and paintings (Year 12) 
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My second a/r/tographical rendering, created with fragments from some of Millie’s most expressive 

artworks, was informed by her sources of inspiration, thinking and art making processes. It includes 

Alan Ginsberg’s poem Howl that she wrote by hand on her painting. This poem, censored by police 

authorities in 1956 for breaking obscenity laws, provided inspiration for Millie’s resistant position. 

While Ginsberg embodied aspects of a counter-culture of its time, he was also fiercely opposed to 

academicism and the normative: “I’m not interested in tradition because I’m more interested in 

what I’m doing, what it’s inevitable for me to do” (Ginsberg, cited in Morgan & Peters, 2006, p. 85). 

To encapsulate Millie’s ‘appropriation’ of Howl and its re-inscription into her art, I generated 

this a/r/tography as a palimpsest with a layered combination of her works. For Tavin (2005, p.5): 

“palimpsestic discourse is text that is written, then partially erased, and written over again. … [It] 

situates text within the field of other text(s) and the past within the present, while always accruing 

new layers of meaning.” By decreasing the opacity of the images, I created transparent layers to 

re-signify each other. This approach mirrors Millie’s collages, in which she covers pictures with 

clear plastic sheets and paints over them. The paintings of females in this palimpsest suggest the 

satisfactions and struggles Millie experienced due to her resistant approach. This idea, conveyed 
through my a/r/tographic poem, seeks to capture Millie’s sense of fulfilment and bewilderment in 

the quest for expressing her voice. Her bathtub collage in the middle interrupts the blend of a 

pleasing arrangement and consistent whole, and metaphorically presents her disruptive stance.  

 

Figure 80. Millie’s thinking journey (Year 12) 
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A/r/tographies inspired by Betsy’s thinking journey 

Three a/r/tographies, entailing a more complex and in-depth investigation in which profound 

psychological meanings are revealed, capture my encounter with the thinking processes of year 13 

student Betsy. The first, inspired by her starting point and preparatory drawings, is (re) imagined 

from a photograph I took of Betsy during my observations of her in the studio. This long-time 

exposure, while she was in motion, blurred her shape. This effect reflects her photographic and 

painting approaches in which she intentionally abstracts human figures to embrace the ‘essence’ of 
the people she depicts. Reminiscent of Betsy’s initial attempts with abstraction, where she uses a 

flickering line over found images, I applied that technique on her portrait with the aim of suggesting 

her strategies and personality. My a/r/tographic poem contains the famous words of artist, Paul 

Klee, with the quotation extended with a rhyme to encapsulate Betsy’s first steps towards 

abstraction of human forms and her aspiration to evoke the character of her models. 

 

Figure 81. Betsy’s visual journal and preparatory drawings (Year 13) 
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The second a/r/tography, informed by Betsy’s ideas and collage techniques, illustrates her steps 

into abstraction in which she abandons the linear and experiments with textures. Betsy realised 

she could not escape from the human figure entirely because of the psychological content behind 

the people she portrayed in her artworks. To suggest her yearning for her models’ psyche I used 

another of Betsy’s photographs as the basis for this a/r/tographical abstraction of her persona, and 

drew a line over it. After placing several colourful layers over her portrait, using a similar palette, I 

successively removed slices from the upper layers and placed a fragment from one of her dripping 
paintings on top. The action of peeling this image, evokes Betsy’s fondness for getting to the heart 

of people. To complete this a/r/tographical construal, my poem suggests her desire to reveal 

peoples’ true selves. 

 

Figure 82. Betsy’s underpinning ideas for her art making (Year 13) 
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My final a/r/tographical collage of Betsy’s thinking journey was inspired by the creative photographs 

that fed her painting project. Betsy used herself as a model while drawing with a torch in the 

darkness, thus I chose one of her nocturnal landscapes to create a digital collage. I inverted two 

copies of the same image to face each other to (re) imagine a cave, a space that metaphorically 

represents Betsy’s exploration of her inner self. While in her photograph she captures herself 

tracing lines with a torch, I deleted the figure and left untouched the starting and final points of her 

glowing mark. I saw this as a metaphor of her quest for abstracting and capturing the core of 
people. My poem, designed to be succinct and essential, suggests her search for abstraction. 

 

Figure 83. Betsy’s thinking journey (Year 13) 
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(Re) imagining the interactions between the teacher and her students 

The interactions I observed between Leila, Millie and Betsy during are captured in a/r/tographies 

that reflect the dynamics between them. Leila maintained a critical, encouraging and non-
hierarchical approach, but the students’ responses differed. I (re) imagined the particularities of 

their exchanges through two a/r/tographies, one for each student. These were inspired by my 

perceptions of whether Millie and Betsy thought discussions with their teacher were critical to their 

exploration of ideas.  

A/r/tographical collage inspired by interactions between Leila and Millie 

This a/r/tography captures the interaction between Leila and Millie when they discussed the 

student’s lack of extension of ideas, and was informed by the disagreements I witnessed. While 
Leila considered the ‘potentiality’ of a particular collage that Millie could develop further through 

new images, the student was reluctant to accept advice and preferred to continue with thinking 

threads with which she felt more satisfaction. Although disagreement was a feature of their 

interactions, they maintained a reciprocally respectful and non-hierarchical approach. To suggest 

how their discord did not hinder their communication I digitally transformed, with chromatic filters, a 

photograph I took during their conversation. The black and white background emphasises the 

relationship between them. The colourful spotlights, directed from their mouths to Millie’s art works, 

convey how differences were frankly ‘voiced’. Millie’s strong self-determination, and ultimate 
decisions about her project, is metaphorically depicted in larger scale.  

 

Figure 84. Disagreement: Teacher Leila with student Millie (Year 12) 
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A/r/tographical collage inspired by interactions between Leila and Betsy 

To capture interactions between Leila and Betsy, I drew a wavering line over a photograph I took 

during their discussion. Since this discourse revolved around Betsy’s intention to transform human 

figures into abstract forms, I (re) imagined them both through a linear trace to mirror one of her 

strategies. While Leila and Betsy’s bodies are blurred through using a long-time exposure, the 

wavering line partly reinstates their figures, yet in multiple positions. My aim was to show the 

energetic dynamic between them, dimensions that are inherent in Betsy’s vibrant personality and 
Leila’s sense of humour. The interconnecting lines between them capture Betsy’s responsiveness 

to Leila’s advice, which she found invaluable for supporting the critical development of her ideas in 

a co-constructed fashion. While Betsy is strong-minded, being receptive to Leila’s suggestions was 

an essential step towards her career aspirations to study fine arts in the future. The converging 

lines at the centre suggest Betsy’s ambition and Leila’s support for her student to succeed in that 

aim.  

 

Figure 85. Co-constructing thinking: Teacher Leila discussing with student Betsy (Year 13) 

A screenshot of connections 

The particular identity of this co-educational school offered a distinctive ‘palette’ for making 
connections. As an a/r/tographer I reacted to the unseen elements behind the data that were 

instrumental in creating connections and (re) imagining the story through the visual. While my 

digital scissors stole fragments of my participants’ views, I (re) imagined these pieces in new 

combinations to suggest co-understandings. I adopted the ‘cabinet of curiosities’ with the purpose 

of visually collecting and metaphorically exhibiting the philosophy of School C’s inclusive visual arts 
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framework. This wonder chamber maps the students’ thinking journeys. Their oppositional and bold 

personalities, evidenced through their unique quests, provided insightful material for my 

a/r/tographical engagement. These shared insights were created by collaging fragments of the 

students’ images with their voices and mine. Correspondingly, I (re) imagined the interactions 

between Leila and her students Millie and Betsy by metaphorically connecting their dynamics and 

my perspective by reconstructing photographs of their conversations. 

A screenshot of these connections completes the co-understandings I experienced at School 
C. This final image shows the construction of my a/r/tographies framed by digital visual methods 

and how these influenced the insights I gained at this school. In this picture I illustrate the process 

of combining the data with my view of School C’s inclusive programme. Through this image, the 

strategies I used to select, combine and (re) imagine the data become visible as co-constructions 

into how critical thinking is visually embraced at this school. 

 

Figure 86. Screenshot of my a/r/tographical conclusions at School C 

For each of the three schools, I have presented a selection of the data that portrays the character 

of their contexts, followed by an initial reflexive consideration of my findings using an a/r/tographic 

lens. The data have revealed multi-dimensional realities and positionalities of the students, 

teachers, and the schools. In Chapters 4 to 6, I painted a picture of what occurred at various levels 

in these settings, and how this can provide a foundation to (re) imagine critical thinking through the 

visual. The discussions that follow in Part Three of this thesis, Thinking in-between multiple lenses, 
I interrogate these findings further through a bricolage of data and theory. My aim in the following 

two chapters is to deterritorialize the understandings I gained about critical thinking in my 

engagement with the data. This includes national educational policies, the schools’ culture and 

visual arts schemes, as well as the teachers’ and students’ perceptions. Deterritorializing new 

insights entailed unsettling the logic of the discourses embedded in my findings in light of their 

ethical implications for critical thinking and visual arts education.   
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PART THREE: THINKING IN-BETWEEN MULTIPLE LENSES 
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CHAPTER 7      

DETERRITORIALIZING EMERGING DISCOURSES  

 

This chapter focuses on deterritorializing discourses that emerged in both The New Zealand 

Curriculum (MoE, 2007) and the philosophical stances of the three schools. ‘Deterritorializing’ 

these narratives implies unsettling the logic that underpins them and how they are understood 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) in light of their possible implications for critical thinking. In each of the 

three sections of this chapter I illuminate the ‘themes’ that became visible during my analysis of the 
curriculum and the three schools’ vision statements and culture. In the first section I concentrate on 

the tensions between ideals of performativity and equity present in the curriculum. I explore the 

place of critical thinking within these conflicting rationalities which point, respectively, to 

individualism and a sense of community. In the second section I examine how each school 

positions itself and whether they have adopted these contradictory discourses in their philosophies 

and culture. I analyse the possibilities for ‘critical thinking’ under these circumstances in a girls’, 

boys’ and co-educational school. In the final section I offer a number of potential thoughts by 

metaphorically capturing how narratives of success and equity transformed my understandings of 
‘critical thinking’ from the stance of an a/r/tographer. 

A key finding of my research is that national curriculum policies revealed a paradox between 

discourses of ‘success’ and ‘equity’. The issue I hold with narratives of success is that they 

emphasise individualism, thus ideals related to equity and community can be relegated to being of 

secondary importance. This position can affect the way in which ‘critical thinking’ is framed at 

schools, a situation whereby its position duels in-between the logic of student achievement for 

future success and an ethical stance motivated by community values. I found that this theoretical 

tension led to conflicting vision statements at the schools. In their philosophies, the prime aim of 
education was largely driven by a desire to foster students’ success through imperatives for them 

to achieve excellence, gain entrance to university, and attain employment. These discourses of 

‘success’ were, however, accompanied by values of equity. Although each school’s philosophy 

reflected the paradoxical principles present in the national curriculum, these were embraced in 

differing degrees and forms due to the unique culture of each school. In light of these bewildering 

aspects, I delved into the schools’ vision statements in search of narratives and counter-narratives. 

Here, critical pedagogy was particularly helpful as it offers a disruptive position for questioning 
assumptions and worldviews. My aim was to ascertain whether a transformative approach to 

critical thinking could open a lens for resisting individualism, and empower schools as sites of 

struggle and hope.  

Eyes on the future: Paradoxical principles in the national curriculum 

During my scrutiny of The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007) I discovered paradoxical 

principles of success and equity, both merged by discourses that emphasise the future. This ‘future 

focus’ reflects the effects of dominant neoliberal ideology that has influenced New Zealand and 
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global settings since the 1980s (Court & O’Neill, 2011; McMaster, 2013; Peters & Marshall, 2004; 

Openshaw 2014; Simons, Olssen & Peters, 2009). While a prominent concern with the ‘future’ in 

national curriculum is influenced by economic aims, it is also interwoven with community ideals.  

The curriculum’s paradoxical vision of the future is expressed through its aim of being “a 

framework designed to ensure that all young New Zealanders are equipped with the knowledge, 

competencies, and values they will need to be successful citizens in the twenty-first century” (MoE, 

2007, p. 4). The contradictory purposes of its ‘future-focus’ is evident through encouraging 
“students to look to the future by exploring … issues such as sustainability, citizenship, enterprise, 

and globalization” (p. 9). This mix of concepts reveals contradictory ideals that could potentially 

lead educators to frame the future in terms of attaining skills and knowledge alone. Although 

economic ideals are evident in the curriculum’s focus upon “competencies students need for study, 

work, and lifelong learning”, the power to shape these ideals is moderated through a combination 

of individual and collective values (p. 6). These are cited as “excellence, innovation, inquiry, 

curiosity, criticality, diversity, equity, community and participation, ecological sustainability and 

integrity” (abbreviated list from p. 10). In addition, the curriculum principles encourage each school 
to interpret these through a dialogical partnership with their communities, whereby “participation for 

the common good is associated with values and notions such as peace, citizenship, and 

manaakitanga15” (p. 10).  

Despite perceived conflicts in the curriculum, Benade (2012) suggests that its flexible 

framework, focus on citizenship and promotion of “critical thinking provides teachers and schools 

with a vehicle enabling students to steer their own ethical path through these contradictions” (p. 

184). In contrast, Morgan (2013) alerted me that concepts fostered in the curriculum should be 

critically examined in light of the contested ideological meanings embedded in them. For Morgan, 
some of these principles “are likely to lead schools and teachers to present the ‘future’ as one 

based largely on openness, individualism, community initiatives and high levels of technology” (p. 

29). My analysis of the conflicting principles embedded in these ideals, and their possible effects 

on ‘critical thinking’, motivated me to examine both individualistic and collective values.  

For this critique, I drew upon Codd’s (1993) conceptions of individual choice and equity. He 

argues that the concept of ‘choice’ appears “to be consistent with … democratic values and respect 

for individual differences”, but “there is a fundamental philosophical tension” between policies 
committed to the market and the ones whose goal is social justice (p. 78). The issue with economic 

ideals is that they associate education with performativity and competitiveness, a framework in 

which individuals hold self-responsibility for achieving their own success (Davis, 2007; Olssen, 

2006; Peters, 2011). Under this framework, ‘performativity’ moves schooling away from egalitarian 

ideals in pursuit of efficiency and learning outcomes, ignores inequities in society, and places 

accountability with the individual.    

                                                        
15 The Māori term manaakitanga refers to ‘caring’ for others. In New Zealand’s education, this notion is embraced through 
culturally responsive pedagogies which acknowledge and celebrate diversity. It “is about values of integrity, trust, sincerity 
and equity. Through manaakitanga, the teacher and fellow students recognize and affirm the identity of each student in 
open and trusting relationships” (MoE, 2011, para. 1). 
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Performativity                                

Lyotard’s (1984) notion of ‘performativity’ refers to the pursuit for efficiency, a criterion which 

requires the maximum optimization of an “input/output equation” (p. 46). In capitalism, the 

rationality of ‘performativity’ territorializes all aspects of society by permeating them through the 

logic of making them more efficient. In education, performativity is related to the shifting state of 

knowledge in contemporary societies in which globalization, new technologies and capitalism have 

transformed the way this dimension emerges and is conveyed. Torres and Van Heertum (2009) 
argue that while ideals of performativity embedded in neoliberal discourses, worldwide, seem 

progressive these ignore the view of education as a public good. Such narratives “promote 

individual choice, access, student autonomy and collaboration, but appear to be largely driven by 

market forces and an attempt to make schooling about sorting and training alone” (p. 143). Market 

ideals of performativity are endorsed in the curriculum statement that “Students will be encouraged 

to value: excellence, by aiming high and by persevering in the face of difficulties” (MoE, 2007, p. 

10). Clarke (2012) argues that this tendency is the result of powerful discourses that have placed 

competition as an urgent thrust for positioning the nation in the global market. In the context of 
these anxieties, education plays the role of providing opportunities that will lead individuals to 

succeed economically in the future. This perspective aligns with the market view “of ‘rate return on 

investment in education’ in line with Human Capital Theory” (Simons, Olssen & Peters, 2009, p. 

55). Zepke (2009) maintains that under this scheme education is understood as an asset and 

pedagogies are framed in terms of improving outcomes, efficiency and accountability for students’ 

individual success.  

Pertinent to my research is McMaster’s (2013) view that this market model leaves New 

Zealand’s education vulnerable because “The space for critical thinking, a critical pedagogy or a 
place where students should be educated for citizenship has become dangerously limited” (p. 526). 

The most harmful aspect of this view of performativity is that it promotes a radical individualism 

over collective ideals, a framework that could hinder the possibility of ‘critical thinking’ as social 

awareness and, even more so, of community involvement. A further issue is that performativity 

requires schools to support this ideology through a set of skills, including critical thinking, which can 

enable students’ access to the labour market. In the curriculum, these skills take the form of key 

competences which are thought to shape the subjectivity of the lifelong learner and the flexible 
worker. Since skills are thought to be applied in a variety of situations to enable students’ 

adaptation to the market, these are likely to be adopted to maintain the status quo (Zepke, 2009). I 

sought, therefore, to examine the place of critical thinking in the national curriculum in light of 

discourses that seek to prepare students to master certain skills for their future economic success.   

The place of critical thinking in The New Zealand Curriculum 

In the curriculum it is stated that ‘thinking’ is one of the five key competencies “that young people 

need for growing, working, and participating in their communities and society” (p. 38). Here, 

‘thinking’ is described as “using creative, critical, and metacognitive processes to make sense of 
information, experiences, and ideas” (p. 12). While thinking is endorsed within conflicting principles, 
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its definition remains discrete and neatly enclosed by paradoxical terms. This caution contributes to 

portraying ‘thinking’ as devoid of political meanings. Harpaz (2015) posits that neutralizing ‘thinking’ 

is a fallacy; that there is a need in education to de-neutralize it by revealing ideological approaches 

to critical thinking. Harpaz argues, further, that this false naivety, coupled with numerous and 

contradictory theories about critical thinking, could leave schools and teachers disoriented. 

Although I ascertained that all three schools included critical thinking in their vision statements, no 

explicit definitions were declared. Instead, I could only infer notions of critical thinking held by the 
visual arts teachers from how this was expressed by them and embodied by their students (see 

Chapter 8). Admittedly, the role of a curriculum statement is to provide direction for teachers rather 

than containing explicit and deep theorizing about thinking. The implication is that teachers have to 

acquire their own knowledge or theories about critical thinking. This position, together with 

dominant discourses of success, lifelong learning and performativity in the national curriculum, 

aligns with the cognitive skills and dispositional approaches towards critical thinking. 

As expounded in Chapter 2, critical thinking can be organized under three ideological 

perspectives: cognitive skills, dispositions, and critical theory. The ‘cognitive skills’ ideology defines 
critical thinking as a set of intellectual processes and capacities that are instrumental for evaluating 

and negotiating ideas with the purpose of engendering personal understandings (Cottrell, 2017; 

Ennis, 2011; Facione & Gittens, 2013). The ‘dispositions’ perspective is associated with mind-sets 

towards thinking which include emotions and an openness in relation to other ways of experiencing 

the world (Davies & Barnett, 2015). Harpaz (2015) perceives this stance as the ‘sidekick’ of the 

cognitive skills position since attitudes are thought to support the development of reflective abilities. 

In contrast with the cognitive and dispositional views, ‘critical theory’ understands critical thinking 

as a means of potentially achieving social change. Here, a socio-political lens is applied to reveal 
the ideological constructions behind ideas (Davies & Barnett, 2015). For Brookfield (2012, 2015), 

this viewpoint is concerned with resisting power structures that perpetuate inequities and 

supporting community participation. Critical pedagogy stems from this perspective. Its aim is co-

constructing a fairer society by empowering students’ voices and criticality (Freire, 2005; Giroux, 

2005; hooks, 2010). The perceptions I gained about the prevalence of cognitive and dispositional 

perspectives in The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007) mirror a worldwide trend in education for 

supporting critical thinking in terms of intellectual skills and attitudes towards learning and ‘good 
thinking’ (Davies & Barnett, 2015). While it became evident to me that national policies in education 

reflect cognitive and dispositional views by including ‘thinking’, which align with the quest for 

performativity and ‘success’, the curriculum also exhibited beliefs about ‘equity’. Although it is 

stated in the curriculum (MoE, 2007) that “Thinking is about … [making] sense of information”, 

reflecting a cognitive stance, it also calls for encouraging students to “challenge the basis of 

assumptions and perceptions” (p. 12). Having discovered that ideological approaches towards 

thinking, together with paradoxical principles, can influence the place of critical thinking I set out to 

ascertain whether this assemblage of conflicting ideals in the form of narratives of success and 
equity were present in the vision statements and culture of Schools A, B and C.  
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Narratives of success and equity in the schools 

In the context of my research, the assemblage of individualistic and collective accounts present in 

the curriculum can be conceived as narratives of success and equity. The conclusion I drew, that 
these discourses might lead to paradoxical views of critical thinking, led me to examine whether 

conflicting rationalities were present in the schools’ vision statements and culture. The notion of 

paradox, exemplified through the diverse tensions in the curriculum, were articulated and enacted 

in Schools A, B and C through goals related to achieving excellence and shared well-being. From 

this examination, ‘individualism’ became a central question in light of its possible implications for 

critical thinking as a transformative dimension. I assumed that shedding light on what kind of 

discourses were present in the schools’ philosophies and culture might reveal perspectives that 
orientate critical thinking in these settings.  

Narratives of success and equity at School A: The ‘can-do’ girls in a sustainable future  

Narratives of success and equity were both present in School A’s vision statement and its culture. 

While at this girls’ school success took the form of an emphasis on students achieving excellence, 

‘equity’ was conveyed through a sense of community involvement, a celebration of diversity and 

the value of compassion. 

School A’s concern with individual success was reflected in its emphasis on female students’ 

personal achievement. This was evident in its policies for freedom, discourses of excellence and 
technologies of recognition (Demerath, 2009). It was mirrored in its vision statement and 

philosophical stance that ‘girls have every opportunity to excel’ (School A Vision Statement, 2015). 

This particular view mirrors the neoliberal conceptualization of success in the hands of the 

entrepreneurial-self (Nairn et al., 2012) and reflects what Harris (2004, 2010) and McRobbie (2007, 

2009) both call the construction of ‘can-do’ and ‘top’ girls. Harris (2004) describes the ‘can-do girl’ 

as an individual “who is flexible, individualized, resilient, self-driven, and self-made and who easily 

follows non-linear trajectories to fulfilment and success” (p. 16). For Harris, narratives of individual 

success prevalent in neoliberal discourses appeal to young women because they appear to be 
consistent with the feminist accomplishment of creating new “self-made” possibilities for them 

through their integration in post-schooling education and employment (p. 6). In this scenario, 

education becomes a powerful platform that favours ambitious individuals who strive for success. 

Harris (2004) maintains that this phenomenon is particularly visible in middle-class women who are 

assumed to have embraced notions of equal opportunity and enjoy the socio-cultural capital 

needed by the labour market. This issue is pertinent to the student demographic at School A, 

whose high decile (socio-economic ranking) was a determining factor for establishing a culture of 
success among its school and wider community.  

I perceived School A’s focus on excellence as reflecting the urgency placed on middle-class 

young women to achieve personal goals in the form of qualifications, employment and economic 

independence. This is echoed in the school’s culture through the form of high expectations for 

individual success and the way its community plays a supporting role for these ideals. I found that 
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its policies, students’ reflexivity and pedagogies were collectively articulated in the form of a culture 

for assuring and assuming personal success. These systematic approaches mirror Nairn et al.’s 

(2012), and Demerath’s (2009) ideas about planned strategies employed in schooling to normalize 

a type of discourse. I found that School A’s rich curriculum, extra-curricular programme, vocational 

guidance, specialized visual arts teaching staff and well-equipped art rooms revealed the 

conviction “that ceding control to young people and accommodating their preferences would help 

them to be successful” (Demerath, 2009, p. 21). My encounter with this girls’ school offered 
possibilities for examining whether a transformatory version of critical thinking was possible at a 

setting characterized by high expectations and an acute sense of self-responsibility. While I 

discovered that School A’s vision statement aligns to some extent with the ideal of the ‘can-do girl’ 

in their definition of young women as “leaders of the future” and where their education is 

considered a necessary investment for their future success, narratives of equity were also present.  

These were expressed in the school’s vision statement through encouraging a sense of 

community, together with principles of respect and compassion, and an emphasis on students 

contributing to a sustainable future.  

I found at School A that ideals of equity and values operated as counter-discourses to 

narratives of success by fostering students’ responsibility in a sustainable world. This philosophy 

supports a caring learning community and a shared purpose. McLaren (2015) explains that there 

are two discourses about ‘sustainability’ in education. One is related to dealing with ecological 

resources and economic aspects. The other approaches sustainability as related to “justice and 

equity” in terms of questioning unequal relationships between individuals and of these with the 

environment (p. 278). In School A’s vision statement, the narrative of ‘sustainability’ reflects the 

second stance because it is extended in a holistic fashion to include “our natural, cultural, social 
and economic environment.” This shared vision, together with principles of compassion and 

responsibility, provides motivation for the whole school community to become critically involved in a 

future that belongs to all. Here, there is an emphasis on an ethics of care that reaches beyond 

individualistic goals. This vision is crucial because it invites both teachers and students to be 

actively engaged and collaborate towards achieving this goal. It also reflects a holistic sense of 

equity in which all dimensions of education are valued and can contribute to the construction of our 

future. This holistic stance was reflected further in the school’s artistic culture, where the arts 
enjoyed a high status. In the case of visual arts, there were eight visual arts teachers who offered 

the five art fields suggested by NCEA coupled with art history, bountiful displays of artworks 

throughout the school buildings, the number of specialized art classrooms, and the visual arts 

department office as its hub. I found at School A that holding a vision which guides students 

towards shared goals, including creative and caring aspects, offered an alternative imaginary in 

which they can find their way towards moving beyond individualism and the quest for success. 

While both narratives of success and equity were embedded in the school’s vision statement, these 

were subsequently negotiated by the teachers whose diverse perceptions were influential in the 
ultimate vision of education and critical thinking encouraged in their classrooms. Similarly, the 
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students’ socio-cultural capital played a role in the negotiation of these discourses. Enacted by 

teachers and students in the classrooms, these dimensions are discussed further in Chapter 8.  

Narratives of success and equity at School B: The excellent and caring subject 

Narratives of success and equity were evident in the vision statement and culture of School B. 

While the focus at this Catholic boys’ school was on ‘success’ and its concern for the students’ 

achievement and skills for their future lives, its vision statement also emphasised criticality as a 

sense of care, ethics and social justice, born out of its religious convictions.   

In this school’s vision statement I encountered a strong focus on competition, individual 

learning, self-sufficiency, vocational management and promotion of excellence (Nairn et al., 2012). 

An economic vision of schooling was evident in its stress on students achieving excellence and 

developing the skills needed for their future in terms of economic potential. This philosophy aligns 

with a neoliberal perspective of education which, driven by market forces, aims to produce a new 

kind of individual under the notion of the ‘excellent subject’. Peters (2011) posits that the ‘excellent 

subject’ is seen as an independent and self-driven individual whose interests are reached through 

personal decisions that are thought to maximise performativity and competitiveness, all for the 
sake of efficiency and ensuring a place in the labour market. One sign of this economic model was 

reflected in the comparatively small size of the visual arts department, with only four teachers in a 

school of 1300 students. This suggests, perhaps, that ‘academic’ rather than ‘practical’ subjects 

held greater currency. Economic rationales were also evident in the art fields offered by the visual 

arts department: painting, photography and design. While the presence of painting in the 

programme could be in response to the higher degree of legitimacy that middle-to-upper classes 

usually grant to this field as a form of ‘high culture’ (Bourdieu, 1984), the space given to 

photography and design was certainly the result of their potential application in the creative 
industries, a choice influenced by entrepreneurialism (Nairn et al., 2012). This reflects a neoliberal 

perspective which echoes Lyotard’s (1984) notion of knowledge as a commodity that can be traded 

in the market. I took into account the economic discourses of ‘success’ present at School B when 

evaluating the nature of critical thinking encouraged in the classrooms (see Chapter 8).  

At School B, a culture of success was an organizing principle widely expressed through a 

“competitive awareness and pressure to succeed” (Demerath, 2009, p. 133). This approach was 

encouraged between students, as well as with other schools. The notable focus on competiveness 
was evident through the importance the school placed and conferred on students’ outcomes 

through awards. Recognition in the form of caps and ties for outstanding students who have 

excelled in sports and the arts were important symbols of distinction, reflecting the significance of 

individual acknowledgement articulated in the school’s philosophy. I became aware that a 

competitive vision of schooling could possibly reveal an instrumentalist and paradoxical vision of 

critical thinking. A further risk of framing ‘critical thinking’ as an achievement-oriented skill is that 

students’ success could be understood as achieving the most efficient strategies to reach individual 

aspirations. Such a view aligns with the cognitive skills approach to critical thinking, one that 
prepares students towards efficiency, which aligns with ideals of performativity.  
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The endorsement of ubiquitous narratives of success for the future at a Catholic boys’ 

school, like School B, raised the question for me of whether religion plays a role in inculcating a 

particular notion of what it means to become an ‘adult’. Burke (2011) points out that adulthood “as 

put forward explicitly (indeed lettered on stone often) by an all-boys catholic school gets played 

with fitfully, through language, curriculum and bodies that are ever filtered by/through ideology” (p. 

29). From this perspective, a religious boys’ school could well be powerful in shaping a view that 

requires young men to be successful lifelong learners. Esping-Andersen (2009) suggests that this 
perspective derives from the de-industrialization for employment and responds to the imperatives 

of workers’ flexibility. A key implication of this vision of the adaptable individual is that it affects the 

notion of family, a paradoxical effect for a Catholic boys’ school given that ‘family’ and ‘care for 

others’ was a central value in School B’s vision statement. According to Esping-Andersen, the 

problem with the new conceptualization of family in late capitalism lies in “the essence of a 

workable family policy … one that maximizes families’ capabilities via ‘defamiliarization’, in 

particular of caring needs” (p. 9). In this context, the issue for families is the requirement to balance 

financial imperatives and questions of equity related to gender in the struggle for reconciling work, 
leisure and caregiving roles. Nevertheless, the ideal of the ‘lifelong learner’ at School B, a response 

to economic anxieties, was moderated through community values that pointed to caring for others.  

I found that School B’s vision statement strongly endorsed ethical principles related to 

Christian family values, social involvement, empathy and care. Emphasis was explicitly placed on 

students developing the capacity “to apply critical judgement to the values and ethics implicit in 

current thinking and to act in the light of social justice” (School B Vision Statement, 2015). This 

view aligns with Giroux’s (2005) vision whereby “Ethics becomes a practice that connotes one’s 

personal and social sense of responsibility to the Other. Thus, ethics is taken up as a struggle 
against inequality and as a discourse for expanding basic human rights” (p. 67). The vision of 

education that I encountered at this boys’ school revealed, therefore, a paradox between ideals of 

performativity that seek to promote efficiency and a moral view that values care for others. I 

speculated whether the aftermath of this ‘excellent and caring subject’ philosophy could leave 

students with the belief that being an adult means duelling between individual economic aspirations 

or pressures and ethical principles, as if these were incompatible. It occurred to me that, in the 

context of School B, a political approach to critical thinking could contribute via alternative versions 
of adulthood. Such interpretations are already portrayed in mass media. An inquiry into differing 

accounts might engender questions about individualism and the care for the Other. When critical 

thinking is framed as a socially engaged practice, questions are raised about embracing collective 

principles in an environment in which growing into an adult does not simply mean being 

economically ‘successful’ and independent.  

At School B the valorisation of excellence and competition in the vision statement, together 

with social values, presented a tension between narratives of success and equity. The culture of 

success at this school raised the question of whether, and to what extent, my key student 
participants had internalized discourses of ‘excellence’ and/or of ‘caring for others’. Thus, I became 

attentive to moments in which students, as critical thinkers, appeared to negotiate their ideas in 
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light of these conflicting discourses. These, and other specific aspects of critical thinking through 

the visual that I witnessed at this boys’ school, are discussed further in Chapter 8. 

Narratives of success and equity at School C: Students’ career prospects and critical voice 

Narratives of success and equity were evident in the vision statement and culture at the co-

educational School C. I speculated whether this balance between conflicting narratives and views 

of education was due to contextual cultural struggles (Giroux, 2008; McMaster, 2015).  

I found that discourses of ‘success’ at School C were grounded in neoliberal ideals which 
supported students’ career prospects beyond schooling, as well as individual learning. 

Nevertheless, these discourses of success were articulated within an inclusive philosophy that 

sought to support students’ critical voice. This ethical stance included a partnership with Māori 

families and the possibility “to be educated within the rumaki” (School C, Vision Statement, 2016). 

Both viewpoints reflect the principles of performativity and equity embedded in The New Zealand 

Curriculum (MoE, 2007). I became aware that the presence of egalitarian ideals in School C’s 

vision statement could enable an “open space to integrate values content in a critical pedagogy” 

(Benade, 2011, p. 160). Although there is a paradox between encouraging excellence for future 
career pathways and equity, national policies assume that these are shared values that need to be 

integrated in each school through local negotiation. In this respect, McMaster (2013) argues that 

New Zealand’s ‘bicultural’ imperatives and the relationship between Māori and Pākehā can 

contribute “inherent inhibitors, or intuitive cultural resistors” to dominant neoliberal ideologies (p. 

523). Although schools can reflect aspects of their broader contextual culture, each school works 

as a subcultural site to develop a distinctive character. 

School C’s unique culture reflects McMaster’s (2015) idea of idiosyncratic sites of exchange 

in which a particular identity is built in the co-construction of wider and local values. While 
narratives of success and inclusion, supported by national curriculum policies, had shaped this 

school’s character, these had also been negotiated as a bricolage. On the one hand, School C’s 

vision statement emphasised a market model in its “commitment to [its] core business of producing 

graduates who gain the academic qualifications required for competitive access to sought-after 

tertiary level courses”. On the other hand, the school affirmed its “identity as a school distinctive for 

nurturing individuality, creativity and critical thinking.” Endorsement of these latter principles reflects 

the school’s overarching priorities. While ‘individuality’ resonated with the rhetoric of success and 
performativity, this was balanced with encouraging students’ to be creative and critical thinkers. I 

found that both values were articulated in its vision statement as the main pillars for learning: “From 

Health to Dance, and from Arts to Statistics, we expect our students to be leading the debate, 

posing new questions, and generating solutions.” The language used to support these ideals 

reflects an ideological stance towards critical thinking, one that mirrors Giroux’s (2005) view of 

critical pedagogy by offering students the space for challenging worldviews rather than adapting to 

them. “Leading the debate”, as expressed in School C’s vision statement, implies that critical 

thinking enables students to build their school as a democratic arena. This stance aligns with 
Giroux’ (2005) view of criticality, whereby students are encouraged to “locate themselves in history, 
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find their voices, and provide the convictions and compassion necessary for exercising civic 

courage, taking risks, and furthering … social relations that are essential to democratic public 

forms” (p. 67). The emphasis on ‘student voice’ illustrated an inclusive philosophy, a key aspect for 

supporting a political and dialogical approach to critical thinking. 

School C’s inclusive philosophy was rooted in an awareness of the diverse needs, 

backgrounds and circumstances of its students and how these dimensions could influence their 

experience of the world. Inclusion was evidenced through the absence of mandatory uniforms, a 
view that acknowledges diversity and enables the expression of this through empowering students’ 

voice and self-criticality towards matters of dress. This inclusive consciousness could perhaps be 

attributed to the school’s ethnic makeup since its roll comprised 45% ethnically diverse students, 

including 27% Māori students. School C’s responsive and dialogic relationship with its community 

had resulted in the creation of a strong Māori medium unit, Ngā Puna O Waiorea, in which Māori 

perspectives of education are included across the curriculum (see Chapter 6 – Part 1). School C 

had opened up its programme to the community, not with a symbolic gesture, but through a 

participatory articulation of Māori cultural accounts in the co-construction of schooling. 

The involvement of the school’s Māori community reflects Beck and Purcell’s (2013) idea of 

an organized collective practice which acts as a counter-narrative to Western paradigms by 

generating a space in which differing cultural identities are respected and interact under equal 

power sharing. It was evident at School C that its engagement with the cultural perspectives of its 

population, and the inclusion of a framework that supports Māori as Māori, had shaped its 

understanding of the assumed values of excellence and equity embedded in the curriculum. This 

practice reflects Byrne’s (2014) view of ‘intercultural’ participation in education. Byrne claims that 

the difference between multicultural and intercultural postures is that the first acknowledges 
diversity and the second promotes “critical thinking and overtly political dialogue in an effort to 

shape society more equitably” (p. 59). While School C acknowledged a multicultural stance in its 

philosophy, the engagement of a Māori-medium unit involved moving beyond a celebratory 

approach towards cultural differences, to one which includes minorities in the construction of 

knowledge. It became apparent during my encounter with School C’s vision statement that 

inclusion worked as a counter-discourse of narratives of success at this setting. While principles of 

success frequently hold an economic focus, in which the imperative is to motivate students’ 
achievement, a dialogical and critically active view of inclusion opens a gate beyond the labour 

market. For Byrne (2014), inclusion under these terms does not aim to create opportunity, but 

equity, by challenging the political structure which grants access to participation. Beyond a politics 

of pluralism, this perspective aligns with the need to transform schooling into a critical and non-

hierarchical domain.  

While narratives of success were present at School C through a focus on students’ 

prospective careers, these coexisted with clear community values, a politics of voice, and a culture 

of inclusion and partnership. I became aware, therefore, that the school’s inclusive vision and call 
for students’ critical participation could well influence the way critical thinking was approached in 
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the classrooms. The extent to which such principles were influential are discussed further in 

Chapter 8. 

(Re) imagining paradoxical principles through a/r/tography 

To (re) imagine the guiding principles for critical thinking evident in national curriculum and in 

School A, B and C’s vision statements, I captured the tension between market and democratic 

ideals through the theoretical framework of a/r/tography. This process enabled me to visually 

conceptualize, through an image, the conflicting principles present in the curriculum and the 

schools as an assemblage of discourses and desires. My visualization is built as an encounter with 

the critical theories used to find the place of critical thinking, findings from the research (including 

the curriculum and schools’ philosophies), and my perspective. The opposing views I encountered 
at all three schools raised questions of whether it is possible for students to develop criticality in 

terms of “self-representation and social reconstruction” (Giroux, 2005, p. 59) in settings where 

individualism is dominant. Pervasive in each school’s philosophy is the theme of individual success 

and the idea of community. Together, these themes informed my findings about critical thinking. 

The influence of a neoliberal mind-set in the schools was offset, however, by a hybrid blend of 

paradoxical beliefs. Among these tensions were competing notions that guided schooling towards 

a vocational training for students’ economic future; a holistic view focused on sustainability; a 

humanist ethical stance which valued care for others; and a position which pointed to egalitarian 
ideals and active inclusion. While the principles embedded in national curriculum were influential, 

each school’s culture functioned as a point of negotiation in modelling a range of iterations of 

‘success’ and ‘equity’. The aim of my visual rendering is to capture how these modes of exchange, 

in which paradoxical principles were traded with corresponding issues and possibilities, 

transformed my understanding of the ideals behind critical thinking in visual arts education in a 

sample of New Zealand’s secondary schools. 

While my research denotes a navigation through the data, which in this chapter is dedicated 

to the national curriculum and the schools’ philosophies, it also entailed an in-depth search for the 
principles that underpinned these views. In Chapter 2 I used the metaphor of the iceberg in my 

a/r/tographical collage (see Figure 2, Diving into the philosophical foundations of my findings, p. 

27), to evoke how this inquiry process entailed engaging with both ‘obvious’ and ‘concealed’ 

structures. In this instance, I delve into those invisible aspects which informed the data in order to 

understand the schools’ deeper motivations. To create this a/r/tography I positioned myself within 

the schools’ frameworks, in which the construction of their philosophies existed alongside 

conflicting concepts embedded in the curriculum. The paradox of New Zealand policies (see Figure 

87) evokes both principles of success and equity. This contradictory image metaphorically captures 

the individualistic and collective principles that frame critical thinking within the curriculum, ideals 

which are then negotiated at the schools. To encapsulate community values I drew a tui, a bird 

which in Māori beliefs is regarded as “one of three guardians appointed in times remote to preserve 

the welfare and fertility of the forest, and also of its occupants, the children of Punaweko, birds” 

(Best, 1977, p. 292). The flock of birds filling the tui’s silhouette suggests collective ideals and 
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social involvement for the common good. In contrast, the creature below evokes a paradoxical 

reflection of the tui bird, one that contradicts its benevolent meaning through a threatening 

demeanour. This menacing and un-defined being portrays the predatory features of neoliberal 

discourses of ‘success’, a strategy used to disguise the schools’ individualistic purposes. Both 

parts of my a/r/tographical rendering recall the lower part of the iceberg metaphor, in which I 

expressed my intention to dive into the deep waters of the philosophical foundations of my findings. 

 

Figure 87. The paradox of New Zealand policies  
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While the effects of narratives of success became evident in the schools’ vision statements and 

culture through an emphasis on students’ achievement, discourses of equity also emerged via 

principles of sustainability, care and inclusion. When this equitable position emerged, whichever 

the school, it was motivated by values of equity held by their particular culture. The ultimate 

influence of these and other aspects towards critical thinking was the result of new negotiations 

with teachers and students. 

The perspectives of the visual arts teachers at each school were decisive in framing critical 
thinking through its articulation with their art classes. The students’ socio-cultural capital, 

expectations and aspirations were significant for the nature of the critical thinking conveyed 

through their voices, processes and visual arts projects. While the teachers’ perceptions and 

practices revealed a hybrid juxtaposition of viewpoints about critical thinking, it was in their 

interactions with students that more definitive action was displayed. In the next chapter, I plunge 

again into this sea to re-examine critical thinking with a focus on ‘the visual’. My aim is to 

reconsider the interactions between the visual arts teachers and students and their perspectives 

and approaches towards critical thinking, and to illuminate further the issues and possibilities of 
critical thinking in the classroom context.   
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CHAPTER 8      

EXPLORING CRITICAL THINKING WITHIN LIMINAL SPACES 

 

The issues I discuss in this chapter emerged from my examination of critical thinking within liminal 

spaces in-between The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007), the three schools’ visual arts 

programmes and multiple interconnected theories that informed my lens. Three themes emerged 

during my research. In the first section I debate how paradoxical aspects of national policies and 

visual arts education reflect a post-paradigmatic context. I understand this framework as 

‘postparadigmatic’ because it does not rely on one guiding paradigm, but is driven by centrifugal 

forces which move its position away from the centre to in-between fragments of many lines. In the 
second section I examine the influence of three overlapping paradigms in the schools’ visual arts 

frameworks and the implications for shaping critical thinking in light of discourses of ‘success’ and 

‘equity’. In the final section I draw potential lines of thought through a visual metaphor that evokes 

how the coexistence of paradoxical paradigms and ambiguous meanings transformed my vision(s) 

of ‘critical thinking’ as an a/r/tographer. 

Pervasive in each school’s philosophies were conflicting principles of success and equity. 

These ideals align with the values present in the national curriculum, resulting in hybrid visions of 
education in the schools. Hybridity was also present in the schools’ visual arts programmes whose 

schemes responded to the prevalence of contrasting paradigms that continue to guide the role of 

visual arts education in a postparadigmatic fashion. Since the coexistent paradigms conflated 

diverse conceptualizations of education and ‘criticality’, I interrogated the findings to understand the 

conditions in which these views interacted. My aim was to discover whether a transformative 

version of critical thinking was possible in a rather ambiguous landscape.   

A postparadigmatic conceptualization of visual arts education  

Applying Pearse’s (1992) lens that visual arts education has become postparadigmatic because of 

its “constant state of flux, a kind of perpetual pluralism” (p. 250), enabled me to see that conflicting 

paradigms coexisted at the three schools in terms of postmodernism and its fragmentary effect on 

traditional models of thought. Kuhn (2012) explains that paradigms are perspectives that comprise 
values, beliefs and methods shared by a given community, which in an attempt to articulate a 

worldview redefines its theories in relation to it. He argues that the effort to maintain a prevailing 

viewpoint might ultimately generate inconsistencies in relation to what is expected from it, and that 

increasing contradictions may prompt a crisis that ends with the production of a new paradigm.  

The idea of the successive replacement of paradigms echoes Lyotard’s (1984) definition of 

modernism as an era in which consecutive grand narratives, based on certain rules, seek to 

legitimate a particular viewpoint and explain the world. Lyotard posits that while grand narratives 

work as ruling principles of the modernist project of progress, which views the development of 
knowledge as an emancipatory force, this comes to an end with postmodernism. Defining 
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postmodernism as a condition of scepticism towards metanarratives, not a period of time, Lyotard 

argues that the origins of this disbelief lie in the influence of capitalism, a logic that replaced the 

conviction based upon universal and utopian principles of emancipation with the criteria of profit 

and efficiency. Lyotard claims that as the market encompassed knowledge this became 

subordinated to it as “an informational commodity” (p. 5). The difference between metanarratives 

and capitalism resides in how the former seeks to embrace all knowledge in a unique system, while 

the latter includes all views through fragmentation as long as those constructions align with the 
purposes of the market (Lyotard, 1988). In contrast to the unity proposed by modernist grand 

narratives, capitalist concepts of multiplicity, plurality, difference and fragmentation develop in a 

hybrid fashion.  

In terms of postmodern visual arts education, Rolling (2008) argues that as long as a model 

of thought is considered “significantly informative, the resultant paradigm may continue to act as a 

watershed against competing systems of understanding” (p. 2). I found at Schools A, B and C that 

their visual arts programmes offered opportunity for me to witness the fragmentary remnants of 

different paradigmatic forces which, when juxtaposed, revealed paradoxical views of the field and 
of critical thinking. The national curriculum’s discrete conceptualization of critical thinking enables 

multiple understandings, thus fitted neatly within discourses of success. The flexible and content-

free framework for visual arts in the curriculum allows for embracing multiple visions and, as 

pastiches, the schools’ programmes reflected Lyotard’s (1988) idea of fragmentation. An issue with 

this capitalist notion of multiplicity is that it permits any discourse on condition that these support 

market values. In the case of education these are the principles of efficiency and performativity 

embedded in dominant narratives of success. The stipulated ‘openness’, a characteristic of 

postmodern fragmentation, raised the question for me of whether it is possible to embrace critical 

thinking from a political perspective within a logic that in the end seeks to not contradict itself, yet is 

all-embracing in terms of improving productivity. While fragmentation allowed for the coexistence of 

multiple paradigms in the schools’ visual arts philosophies, these were manifested to differing 

degrees and with paradoxical tones. This position reflects Pearse’s (1992) postparadigmatic 

appraisal of art education in which concurrent models of thought compete: 

Postmodernism's stance of being oppositional, being radically unsettling, and making problematic 
captures a kind of truth, albeit a paradoxical truth which denies claims to certainty and totality. 

Postmodernism goes beyond the bounds of conventional paradigms. It is post-paradigmatic. 

Nevertheless, "old" or earlier paradigms continue to exist as both historical artifacts and governing 
perspectives for some people. (p. 249) 

Pearse’s postparadigmatic stance informed my examination of the three schools’ visual arts 

philosophies, teachers’ practices, and students’ thinking and art making processes. I scrutinized 

the particular tensions revealed at each school, their relation to discourses of success and equity, 

and differing perspectives on critical thinking. While Pearse’s position helped me identify the 

teachers’ hybrid orientations, Lyotard’s (1984) analysis of postmodernism, with its effects on the 
commodification of knowledge and fragmentation, was instrumental in understanding the 

paradoxical issues and possibilities found in these schools. At the same time, postmodernism 
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provided a key lens for me to detect the emergence and place of visual culture as one of the 

inherent effects of fragmentation and the rise of multiple views in visual arts education.  

From my reflections upon the schools’ postparadigmatic visual arts programmes, I found an 

umbrella of understandings that juxtaposed in a hybrid fashion, yet in their pastiche a number of 

themes became evident. While Pearse’s (1992) view enabled me to identify three main directions 

in the schools’ visual arts frameworks, the empirical analytic, the situational interpretive, and critical 

theory, their interconnections expanded the fragmented vision of the field into a myriad of other 
interpretations. Overall, the majority of themes and patterns that became visible during my critique 

of the programmes aligned with discourses of success derived from a neoliberal perspective, a 

logic which allows multiple views as long as these support efficiency and productivity (Lyotard, 

1984). Alongside fragmentation, each of the three models of thought identified by Pearse served as 

lenses for inquiring into the foci embedded in the three visual arts education frameworks. The three 

theoretical models correlate with the three trends towards critical thinking discussed in Chapter 7: 

cognitive skills, the dispositional and the political perspective. While the effects of each paradigm 

on visual arts education, and on critical thinking, are discussed separately in this chapter these 
manifested themselves as remnants or fragments which form an hybrid assemblage of discourses.  

Remnants of the empirical analytical paradigm in visual arts education 

I discovered that the empirical analytical paradigm influenced all three visual arts programmes. 
Aoki (2005) argues that this model promotes a technical orientation and perceives ‘knowing’ as a 

utilitarian practice in the interests of enhancing the cognitive knowledge of the world, “efficiency, 

certainty, and predictability” (p. 102). This dominant perspective is limited to the study of a problem 

and the efficient application of methods. The ultimate purpose of this view mirrors discourses of 

individual success which support efficiency and performativity (Nairn, Higgins & Sligo, 2012). 

Pearse (1992) argues that in visual arts education this perspective prioritizes outcomes in the form 

of object making and development of skills and techniques.  Similarly, Rolling (2008) explains that 

this view, which is rooted in modernism, conceives the field as a system of production. With its 
focus on cognitive processes and material products, it is ‘commodity-oriented’:  

The empirical-analytic mindset … conflated the sensuousness of raw material with industrialist and 

capitalist practices … turning works of art into commodities, collector’s items and symbols of status.  

The commoditization of art objects ultimately served to privilege … the mastery of medium-specific 
skills … the prominence of galleries … museums and marketplaces to display … such objects; and the 

designation of aesthetic beauty ascribed to [them]. (p. 4)   

While this paradigm responds to a modernist view of art, it remains influential alongside newer 

perspectives. At the schools, empirical-analytic notions of beauty and taste and emphasis on the 
production of art objects as representations sat together with the acquisition of technical and 

cognitive skills. Rolling (2008) claims that the difference with previous versions of this paradigm is 

that, in the present, art is reinterpreted as a system of information with meaning-making 

implications rather than emphasis on its material values. In contrast, Grierson (2011) maintains that 

traces of art education conceived as a productive force, especially its focus on lifelong learning 



 182 

skills, persist. In terms of critical thinking, this view aligns with the instrumental perspective of the 

cognitive skills ideology, a position that emphasises development of a set of capabilities with the 

aim of serving as ‘tools’ to efficiently relate to the world (Davies & Barnett, 2015; Harpaz, 2015), or 

a collection of ‘useful tools’ needed by the market (Davis, 2007; Olssen, 2006; Peters, 2011). 

The ‘look’ of the cognitive skills perspective: A toolbox for thinking through the visual 

The visual arts programmes at each school were, to a large extent, influenced by the cognitive 

perspective. This was evident in their emphasis on skills within the ‘key competences’ identified in 
The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007), and reliance on the NCEA achievement standards to 

measure and scaffold the development of these abilities. Although the curriculum offers flexibility to 

schools and teachers to interpret its narratives and guidelines, my examination of the art teachers’ 

views was critical for ascertaining the impact of the cognitive skills ideology.  

I found that the teachers’ views and approaches for supporting students’ critical thinking 

through the visual were largely shaped by the cognitive skills perspective. This was evident in their 

definitions of critical thinking predominantly in terms of students’ investigating and creating images 

through a systematic set of skills. It was reflected in the language used by teachers. Machiavelli, at 
School B, saw critical thinking as the ability to make the right scaffolded choices to develop 

students’ own ideas, and Eireann considered it a process that comprised the efficient and gradual 

application of analytical abilities. A cognitive stance was also apparent at School A through the use 

of metaphors, such as the ‘toolbox’, and the act of ‘brainstorming’ ideas. This focus on logical 

decisions and instrumental capabilities reflects Harpaz’s (2015) appraisal of the cognitive skills 

ideology as a view of thinking that is guided by efficiency, holds the skilful thinker as its ideal and 

uses the concept of the ‘toolbox’ as its trope. He continues, “The mind is conceived as a bundle of 

instruments adapted to the treatment of certain challenges - tools to solve problems … thinking 
itself is a tool” (p. 34). Harpaz claims that practitioners inclined towards this approach have a 

preference for practical pedagogies that point to promote effective competences through teaching 

methods based on imitation, exemplifying and exercising. This ‘how to do’ stance is prevalent in 

the literature (De Bono, 2000; Ennis; 2011).    

 ‘How to do’ thinking publications are conceived as commercial packages for applying 

cognitive approaches and are popular among teachers (Wegerif, Li & Kaufman, 2015). In my 

research, the teachers’ reliance on these literary forms was exemplified by Laura’s practice at 
School A where the ‘six thinking hats’ of Edward De Bono underpinned some of her strategies for 

encouraging critical thinking in design. Wegerif et al. (2015) claim that De Bono is an example of 

‘bestseller’ proclamations that are not based on deep examination of research findings, but on 

‘cherry picking’ results to make them fit within a certain approach. These authors maintain that 

‘thinking packages’, while popular with teachers world-wide, are rarely questioned and their 

underlying theories suffer from significant flaws. In contrast, Higgins (2015) argues that while De 

Bono’s approach is based on pseudo-science its popularity with teachers suggests it may have 

virtues that demand examination by researchers. While critiques of these thinking ‘manuals’ 
suggest a lack of evidence of their contribution, theoretical grounds and orthodoxy little comment is 
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offered about the cognitive skills ideology that inform these approaches. Harpaz (2015) argues that 

the popularity of ‘how to do’ literature is related to their utilitarian value and practical application in 

schools. For him, the issue is that these approaches leave critical thinking unresolved because the 

‘how’ is mainly based on imitation and strategies and not on the worldviews behind thinking. In all 

three schools the emphasis on the ‘how’ was reflected in whole class approaches to showing 

previous portfolios as examples which model successful thinking strategies for the current 

students’ art projects. This stance was further mirrored in the use of ‘artist models’ as a guide for 
students to consider how diverse artistic approaches could inform their own art making. At each 

school, the ‘how’ was also demonstrated in their construction of scaffolded visual arts programmes 

to support the development of students’ thinking skills via a step-by-step approach.  

While advocates of the cognitive ideology argue that this approach can serve any purpose, 

including social change, others call for an examination of whether approaching thinking as skills 

offers the possibility of resistance. Harpaz (2015), for example, argues that “Critical thinking when 

understood strictly in terms of skills, does not criticize accepted beliefs and goals, rather, it 

criticizes the means employed to realize these beliefs and goals more efficiently; the beliefs and 
goals remain themselves beyond compass” (p. 35). I found this issue evident in visual arts 

programmes that emphasised acquisition of critical thinking skills as the foundation for the 

students’ art making processes. At School B the teachers identified ‘boys’ as concrete thinkers 

whose thinking needs to be efficiently guided by privileging art making rather than writing or using 

visual journals. This position revealed a number of assumptions. First, it assumes a dichotomy 

between images and words and compartmentalizes both practices. Paivio (2009), however, 

emphasises that “imagery too, may be abstract and schematic … and serve abstract functions, 

although usually only in interaction with verbal processes” (p. 18). A second assumption is the 
hypothetical effect of gender on abstract or concrete thinking capacities. This remains controversial 

with differences considered to be more the result of socio-cultural factors (Liang & Kale, 2011). 

DeFrancisco and Palczewski (2014) concur, and stress that the risk of assuming that certain 

genders perform better at certain tasks reinforces stereotypes and creates a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

The third assumption, the most pertinent to my research, is that by taking a cognitive skill stance 

towards thinking, teachers take for granted their own beliefs and perpetuate them. In this sense, 

criticality is taken over for the sake of efficiency and outcomes rather than providing support for 
potential self-reflective practices or resistance. In my research, the presence of an empirical 

analytical paradigm and a cognitive skills perspective raised questions of whether these highly 

formulaic views, which focused on production and competencies, play a conditioning role in 

inculcating notions of individualism and efficiency rather than ‘criticality’. This led me to question 

the cognitive skills view, articulated in these narratives about thinking, in terms of its productive 

value for students’ future success. 

Visual arts education as a productive force: Critical thinking as an evaluative ‘tool’ 

Grierson (2011) holds the view that the economic focus on knowledge has turned visual arts 
education into a productive force. She argues that the market model confines creativity to a skills-



 184 

based domain that is largely driven by representational aims through the production of artworks for 

display. For her, this emphasis on skills has positioned the field in the role of representing the world 

rather than revealing it. Grierson claims that this perspective has limited visual arts education to 

purely visual and aesthetic engagement related to issues of taste. She calls for moving beyond the 

commoditised skills framework to a critical approach: 

Creative skills are the new paradigmatic industry in education as creativity assumes a role across the 
curriculum from the arts to sciences, technologies and business, and into the everyday exigencies of 

social living. In the guise of innovation, enterprise and skills, creativity has become the new bedrock of 

an approach to learning in the knowledge industries—and all of this is in the interests of new 
performativities for economic progress. (p. 340) 

From this perspective, creativity is perceived as the ability to innovate in terms of meeting goals in 

more efficient modes that improve performativity, which in turn respond to the production of 

artworks and acquisition of skills. Kalin and Barney (2014) argue that in visual arts education the 

‘productive’ focus is expressed largely through emphasis on the management of new technologies, 

configuration of standardized performances, and demand for teachers’ responsibility. Within this 

framework, educators become technicians of neoliberal forces (Giroux, 2010), a role that leaves 
them in a paradoxical position between creativity and an accountability culture (jagodzinski, 2010). 

I found this perspective evident at the three schools through continuous assessment of the 

students’ key competencies. Here, creativity and critical thinking were regarded as key lifelong 

learning skills that students need for their future. The fulfilment of such competencies is thought to 

meet vocational purposes as these abilities are in high demand by the creative industries and the 

market in general (Kalin & Barney, 2014). Grierson (2011) claims, however, that rendering thinking 

in productive terms has become a globalized trend in education “with the creative as the generator 
and the critical as the evaluator” (p. 341). Thus, values of efficiency and performativity in visual arts 

education reflect the discourses of individual success and the self-adaptable subject (Nairn, 

Higgins & Sligo, 2012). They also reflect the cognitive skills approach towards critical thinking 

(Harpaz, 2015). For Grierson (2011), “The focus here is on the individual as a cognitive being, a 

rational thinker whose responses may be observed, tested and evaluated, and if necessary 

modified or changed to suit other necessities and categories of behaviour” (p. 341). Under these 

conditions students are expected to become creative and critical subjects, able to grasp and 

explore the ‘opportunities’ offered by the new visual technologies within their milieu.  

The focus on performativity and cognitive aims that I encountered at Schools A, B and C 

raised the question of whether it is possible to locate visual arts education as a social and political 

site in which students can engage with the visual in political terms. The problem with framing it 

through a utilitarian vision based on taste and efficiency is that its resultant approaches disregard 

aesthetics as an ideological medium. This becomes more complex when these approaches are 

wrapped in pleasing packages. As Duncum (2007) argues, “Rejecting ideology is made all the 

more complicated when offered in attractive, pleasurable forms by not wishing to reject the 
accompanying pleasure. And when we experience the offering of ideology bodily … subjecting 

ideology to critical scrutiny is difficult” (p. 289). Although a focus on performativity was most evident 
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at School B, ‘productivity’ through emphasis on production of artworks, acquisition of lifelong 

learning skills and the imperative to meet NCEA achievement standards’ assessment criteria, were 

pervasive throughout each school’s visual arts programme. Utilitarian approaches were apparent in 

the focus on mastering technical skills with the ultimate purpose of effectively communicating 

meanings. Under this framework, critical thinking was conceived as an evaluative tool for solving 

problems in the form of art portfolios in which strategies, interpretations and ideas are assessed in 

light of notions of efficiency and performativity. This ideology towards critical thinking, and 
conception of visual arts education as a productive force, was taken further at School B where 

there was strong emphasis on students achieving success particularly in the art field of design.  

The issue of design education: Problem-solving or trouble making 

At School B visual arts education focused on efficiency and performativity. Here, critical thinking 

was framed as an instrument for evaluating and effectively conveying visual meanings that were 

expressed in design in terms of selling a product or idea. This raised the question for me of 

whether it is more problematic to frame critical thinking in ideological terms in design education. 

Charman (2013) suggests that “thinking about design can be a complicated process, one in 
which commercial, aesthetic, symbolic and environmental aspects all jostle for attention” (p. 121). 

A reality is that the profit-driven goals of design differentiate it from other art fields. This issue 

reflects Guixé’s (2003) view of design as a sphere that is often approached as “a problem-solving 

discipline and Art as a trouble-making one. In both you are confronted with a situation where you 

react, solving or sabotaging. But you can solve sabotaging, and sabotage solving” (p. 14). This ‘ex-

designer’, as he calls himself, problematizes conventional ways of thinking about design through 

provocative works which include commercial products, art installations and performances. Guixé’s 

ideas mirror the approach of ‘critical design’, a stance that stems from critical theory which 
considers that the field “can be used to mobilize debate” by expanding its principles, strategies and 

limits beyond the client and designer relationship (Malpass, 2017, p. 1). Charman (2013) maintains 

that although utilitarian aspects of design can be ‘sabotaged’ in terms of questioning the discourses 

embedded in its dominant practices, this is not usually the focus of attention as with other art fields. 

jagodzinski (2010) holds the view that the inherent utilitarian qualities of design and its links with 

consumer society have led this field to procure an overwhelming space within visual arts 

programmes at schools, with other arts being regarded as pragmatically ‘useless’. jagodzinski 
posits that this uselessness in other art fields is related to their assumed potential for triggering 

oppositional forces; that these take the form of ‘non-productive’ dimensions and are manifested as 

a symbolic withdrawal from capitalism. He admits, however, that this gesture of denial is not 

currently common as “artists, more and more must train for the job market or learn how to market 

themselves in the performative neoliberal social order and develop a portfolio of their work” (p. 57). 

Barringer (2006) suggests that a critical examination of the design field demands a “critique of the 

market, the water in which the fish of graphic designers swim” (p. 78). He advocates for a critical 

approach to strengthen the ability of artistic practices to resist the logic of the market, stating that 
“The work of critical thought and artistic achievement is at its best antithetical (and anti-
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instrumental) to consumerism but in congruence with grander evaluations of human condition and 

aspiration” (p. 79). 

The issues identified in the literature about the close ties between the field of design and the 

market, and its frequent lack of ‘criticality’ in ideological terms, were reflected to a certain extent in 

the design programme at School B. The rationales behind the students’ projects were not the focus 

of conversations with their teachers, but the effectiveness of selected techniques, artist models and 

visual strategies was a dominant feature during my observations of interactions with students. 
‘Efficiency’ and ‘performativity’ played a key role and were seen as supporting the development of 

students’ ideas. This approach was evident through extensive deliberation about methods for 

conveying meanings, concern with meeting the examiners’ and NCEA achievement standards’ 

assessment criteria and the use of vocational motivation to guide students’ thinking towards 

‘excellence’. While the prevalence of the cognitive skills perspective and emphasis on 

performativity at School B prompted me to consider whether design education was more inclined to 

be approached this way, I had no opportunity to verify how critical thinking was embraced in the 

other art fields of photography and painting offered at this school.  

Although the literature suggests that supporting an ideological version of criticality in design 

is complex because of its connection to trading values, my encounters at School B raised the 

question of schools as ‘design companies’. Masschelein and Simons (2015) are adamant that 

schools are a space in which the demands of the market should be ‘suspended’ to embrace 

authentic critical learning. These authors caution that schools need to be “separated from 

productive life, it is time where labour or work as economic or instrumental activities are put at a 

distance, and hence, study and exercise become possible” (p. 87). For students at School B who 

were engaged in pretending to be part of an advertising agency, serving a client, the question 
arose of whether framing thinking within this paradigm encourages awareness and criticality about 

consumer society. While year 13 student Bruce developed an ideological approach in his design 

project, this originated through his personal sense of ethics and socio-cultural capital, but a political 

stance was not a requirement within the whole class. Instead, students were primarily supported to 

be successful designers in marketing terms. Margolin (2013) suggests that questioning issues of 

consumerism and the forces of the market imply recognizing “the pressure to consume and … how 

this pressure corrupts the public sphere. How do we feel about city buses and subways that are 
plastered with advertising … thus obscuring any civic identity?” (p. 127). Thus, consumerism and 

its implications in community principles posed a dilemma for me when exploring critical thinking in 

design education in schools. 

I found myself agreeing with Kalin and Barney (2014) who recommend a limbo space of 

deferral in visual arts education, one in which “we may suspend the final destination of art 

education under economic rationales” (p. 65). Drawing on Agamben’s (2007) notions of play, study 

and im-potentiality, these authors propose to not art educate by undoing the neoliberal logic of 

skills, measurement, efficiency and accountability. Lewis’s (2014) perception of Agamben’s 
thoughts enlightened me about the possibilities of not educating. He explains that while schooling 
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is concerned either with the ritual of transmitting conventions or with liberation from them through 

free play, Agamben offers an alternative through studious play. This concept is situated in-between 

by suspending the ‘proper’ use or determined potentiality of traditions which are opened to be 

‘profane’16. Agamben (2007) explains that “to profane means to open the possibility of a special 

form of negligence, which ignores separation or rather, puts it to a particular use” (p. 75). In this 

scenario, studious play is not concerned with destroying conventions but with transforming its 

traditional application for its study (Lewis, 2014). Pertinent to my research is that profanation could 
be applied to the ritual of transmitting skills, including critical thinking, by transforming the ‘proper’ 

use of them determined by the market. From this position, Kalin and Barney (2014) point to 

disarticulate teaching from power structures and proclaim learning as instrumentally inoperative. 

For them, im-potentiality would involve embracing visual arts education by withdrawing the 

acquisition of competencies “as a form of learning [and refusing] to be managed and commodified” 

(p. 69). This reconstruction of the field away from accountability regimes would be central to 

deactivating its current ‘productive’ application and value. Although not all teachers or policy 

makers would be willing to suspend efficiency and its rules, Kalin’s and Barney’s proposal 
prompted me to consider whether it is possible for visual arts education to adopt a critical pause 

from productivity. In the context of my research, the conception of visual arts education as a 

productive force was visible at all three schools, but its principles overlapped with the interpretive 

and critical theory models. Together, each theoretical model was relevant for shaping critical 

thinking through the visual.  

Remnants of the interpretive-hermeneutic paradigm in visual arts education 

The second concomitant model of thought I encountered in the visual arts programmes at Schools 

A, B and C was the interpretive-hermeneutic paradigm. According to Aoki (2005) this model 

focuses on communication and on individual’s subjective and contextual relationships with the 

world. It acknowledges the coexistence of multiple perspectives and “requires striking a responsive 

chord among people in dialogue situations by clarifying motives, authentic experiences, and 
common meaning” (p. 104). In the context of visual arts education, Pearse (1992) articulates this 

paradigm through the subjective and inter-subjective interpretations that certain artworks or 

creative processes evoke for students. Here, the primary pedagogical approaches for this student-

centred perspective are dialogue and self-reflection. This position frames the field as a system of 

communication which emphasizes expression of personal backgrounds and knowledge (Rolling, 

2008). The openness to contextual/subjective meanings and interpretations, characteristic of this 

paradigm, reflects a dispositional orientation towards critical thinking that promotes receptive and 
responsive attitudes towards other perspectives (Harpaz, 2015). While acknowledging multiple 

views of the world, this perspective aligns with discourses of equity embedded in national policies. I 

found, however, that multiplicity was embraced at the schools primarily through individual 
                                                        
16 ‘Profane’, in Agamben’s (2007) view, refers to what has been separated from the sacred. While religions often make this 
distinction, all organizing structures distinguish between what belongs, or not, to its realm. In these terms, ‘profanation’, 
means removing what has been classified as sacred under a particular system or unsettling its principle of separation. In the 
context of education contemplated by Lewis (2014), profaning ‘potentiality’ implies problematizing ideals of performativity 
through the suspension of its logic or by bringing elements, approaches or views which do not align with this rationality. 
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conversations between teachers and students rather than through peer group dynamics or 

involvement with the school or wider community.   

I witnessed the interpretive paradigm through emphasis on students investigating individual 

perspectives and communicating meanings, and via continual personal dialogue with their 

teachers. Recognition of students’ cultural influences, personal experiences and emotions was 

pivotal at each school and was underpinned by approaches grounded in notions of self-narrative 

and exchange of ideas. At School A, this was evident in the year 11 visual arts programme in 
which students were encouraged to visually explore their personal background and identity, and 

when year 13 students investigated a topic of their choice. Students’ freedom to select their themes 

in the form of products or ideas to be marketed occurred across years 9-13 in the design 

programme at School B. The interpretive model was also evident at School C through its focus on 

supporting students to find their own voice and visually explore a familiar space through the 

metaphor of the cabinet of curiosities, a strategy designed to foster cultural awareness. A focus on 

interpreting images as contextual creations of meaning illustrated the interpretive paradigm at each 

school. This also reflected the NCEA achievement standards whose aim is to support students’ 
understanding of artworks in cultural contexts. Together, these strategies mirrored the dispositional 

perspective towards critical thinking, one that is thought to cultivate a number of attitudes including 

openness to multiple meanings, interpretations, and experiences to support self-reflection.  

The ‘look’ of the dispositional perspective: Openness for thinking through the visual 

It was clear to me that the dispositional perspective significantly shaped the teachers’ approaches 

to supporting students’ critical thinking through the visual. This was evident when they highlighted 

the importance of ‘openness’, acknowledged students’ experiences of the world, focused on 

subjective understandings, and encouraged self-reflection and exchange of ideas. Davies and 
Barnett (2015) posit that the dispositions perspective is part of a second wave of approaching 

critical thinking. This position has a wider focus than the purely intellectual stance and an 

educational orientation that borrows ideas from cognitive psychology, critical pedagogy, feminism, 

and discipline-specific standpoints. It includes emotions, attitudes, creativity and intuition.  

Harpaz (2015) describes dispositions as “motivated patterns of thinking. The motivation to 

think in a particular way –– deeply or superficially, clearly or hazily, consistently or inconsistently, 

critically or dogmatically, creatively or conventionally –– spring from conscious and unconscious 
sources” (p. 36). The emphasis on motivating attitudes towards thinking, in the form of openness 

and awareness of difference, aligned with the teachers’ mind-sets that I observed at the schools. 

Eva, at School A, took into account the students’ emotions as a critical platform for encouraging 

thinking. Machiavelli, at School B, actively boosted the self-confidence of Māori and Pasifika 

students by showing them his care and belief in their capacities and through embodying a reverent 

attitude towards his own French-Pasifika ethnicity. At School C, Leila engaged students from 

diverse cultural backgrounds to think ‘critically’. Harpaz (2015) explains that thinking dispositions 

involve systematically developing particular mind-sets guided by the ideal of the ‘good thinker’, an 
approach that moves from the cognitive ideology to embrace an “ethical pedagogical sentiment” (p. 
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37). Here, emphasis is on ‘moral excellence’ and its teaching strategy is cultivating dispositions 

through teachers’ behaviour and the school’s culture. The ‘Habits of Mind’ ideology of Costa and 

Kallik (2000), applied at School B, exemplifies this theoretical perspective though its focus on a 

moral code of ‘goodness’ to develop thinking. Davies and Barnett (2015) claim that critical thinking 

in these terms comprises attributes of both the cognitive and dispositional views by including a 

taxonomy of thinking skills along with supportive attitudes towards thinking. While these authors 

concede that cognitive skills and dispositions are fundamental for critical thinking, they claim that 
these lack ‘criticality’ by presenting themselves as devoid of an ideological standpoint. For Davies 

and Barnett, criticality refers to an effort “to inject perspective that widens critical thinking to 

incorporate not only argument, judgement and reflection, but also the individual’s wider identity and 

participation in the world” (p. 15). They argue that criticality extends the cognitive and dispositions 

orientations to “the individual’s participation in society as a critically engaged citizen … critical 

thinkers do more than reason; they act ethically on the basis of their reasoned judgements” (p. 16). 

Under this framework, educating for criticality involves a radical sense of developing critical 

thinking that “captures a sense of enabling students to reach a level of ‘transformatory critique’” 
(Davies & Barnett, 2015, p. 17). To support students to reveal their position in the world, School A’s 

use of the pepeha as an introductory approach was a remarkable example of criticality in which a 

worldview was not only communicated, but enacted. The teachers used presentations about their 

families, cultural backgrounds and artistic endeavours as a strategy to motivate students into a 

creative and self-reflective mind-set that delves into their own experiences to visually explore 

ideas. Through their pepeha, the teachers’ non-hierarchical views of education were performed. 

This strategy provided one of the most hybrid findings in my research because it contained aspects 

of the cognitive, dispositional and critical theory perspectives. It is cognitive in the way that 
teachers acted as models of practice to follow. It is interpretive in the way they exposed how their 

cultural and personal experiences had shaped their views as individuals, and it showed traces of 

critical theory by placing the teachers on an equal footing with students. This strategy enacted a 

postparadigmatic notion of visual arts education that contained fragments from differing paradigms.  

The emphasis in the dispositional perspective on self-reflection was evident through 

exploration of self-narratives and thoughts in visual journals, with dialogue playing a central role in 

the exchange of ideas. This dialogue was framed primarily as individual conversations between 
teachers and students, rather than with peers or groups. This individualized approach reflects the 

imperative for efficiently supporting each student’s needs in light of their progress, a characteristic 

of cognitive skills ideology. Personalized teaching approaches at all three schools were thought to 

support lifelong learning skills, including thinking, which were continually evaluated and monitored 

through teacher feedback. While individual learning is considered an ideal condition for learning it 

reduces social engagement. Masschelein and Simons (2015) argue that “it is only by addressing 

the group that the teacher is put in a vulnerable position” in which a shared experience is possible 

and “whatever [they bring] to the table becomes a common good” (pp. 91-92). In each school, 
individual engagement of subjectivity was the preferred strategy for maintain students’ motivation 

and enabling them to explore their own voice. This individualized approach was expressed in the 
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freedom offered to the students at all three schools, particularly at years 11-13, to investigate visual 

material relevant to and for themselves. 

In the increasingly multicultural context of New Zealand, Smith (2017) claims that developing 

culturally responsive practices in visual arts education is crucial for empowering students from 

diverse cultural backgrounds to find their voice and tell their stories. The value of this pedagogical 

stance is that it offers an alternative view to dominant bicultural discourses which persist in visual 

arts education in secondary schools in New Zealand. Culturally responsive pedagogies offer the 
potential for students to reflect about their individual identities through meaningful visual means, as 

well as sharing their worldviews with others. In Smith’s research in ethnically diverse Auckland 

secondary schools, teacher participants recognized that a critical dimension of this reflective 

practice entailed supporting students to find their position in the world. The variety of topics and 

complexity of understandings embedded in art work by students from a wide range of backgrounds 

included awareness of their cultural heritage, strong emotional content and critical engagement 

with social issues. Grushka (2010) maintains that enabling students to find their voice involves a 

critical insight into their inner and social world with art making being “presented as a site for the 
exploration of possibilities of self” (p. 97). The presence in my research of a student-inquiry based 

approach at the three schools raised the question of whether an interpretive paradigm enhances 

students’ criticality and ethical awareness while exploring their beliefs, values and identities.    

The benefits of examining personal experiences and cultural backgrounds in visual arts 

education are clear. First, it can broaden the range of ‘fine arts’ traditionally included in visual arts 

education and moves its framework from a Eurocentric to a multicultural perspective by including 

material from non-Western cultures and from the sphere of popular visual culture. Second, a 

content-free approach can challenge the transmission model that locates students as passive 
recipients of knowledge. Third, the opportunity for students to explore their personal experiences 

and worldviews, can be a source that creates self-awareness about the social and internal factors 

that shape their identity. Nonetheless, if students’ imagery is not critically questioned in light of its 

power for shaping subjectivities and social ideals the potential for prompting criticality is 

diminished. At Schools A and C, the rationale for engaging students in personal narratives was to 

encourage this kind of ‘criticality’ through their selected themes and to maintain motivation. At 

School B, promoting individualized topics in design was primarily used to motivate students. While 
all students could potentially be interested in social issues, as in the case of year 13 student Bruce 

whose work was motivated by his pacifist anti-war ideologies, I perceived that a lack of 

encouragement to enquire into the ideological content embedded in students’ inquiries can leave 

this approach as merely instrumental. In this scenario, it could become a ‘tool’ for enhancing 

efficiency through students’ subjective engagement.  

Appropriations of visual culture: Subjectivity in a dreamworld of desires 

A significant finding from my research was that students ‘appropriated’ ideas and imagery from a 

wide range of visual culture. This included indigenous artefacts, tattoos, images from diverse 
foreign cultures, graffiti, advertising material, movies, clothing, sewing patterns, grungy aesthetics, 
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video games, jewellery, contemporary art, family relics, and so on. The scope of visual sources 

was available to each student’s whim and was used to motivate their thinking and art making. In 

the field of design education at School B, I found the broadest scope of appropriations from visual 

culture. The spectrum of such ‘borrowing’ aligns with the notion of ‘stealing’ encouraged by the 

visual arts teachers at this school, and with the concept of ‘vulture culture’17, a phenomenon that is 

particularly manifested in this field due to its media-driven nature. Design projects by Ares, Alpine 

and Bruce reflected this concept through their appropriation and re-interpretation of a vast array of 
visual material. This mirrors Heller’s and Illic’s (2007) view of graphic designers as visual 

scavengers who gather diverse imagery to draw upon it in the service of selling something. While 

the students’ appropriations were in some cases deconstructed in terms of the discourses 

embedded in them, on other occasions their borrowings remained unexamined in ideological 

terms. This situation was evident in Alpine’s art making. Although he was critical of the way in 

which technologies and weapons are taking over humanity and wanted to convey how this issue 

could destroy our world, survival in his post-apocalyptic video game project depended on 

weaponized machineries, a distinctive feature of disaster portrayals. From this perspective, Alpine 
unwittingly borrowed visual material for his own creative desires to match that of post-apocalyptic 

imagery and the consumerist context in which this is produced. While apocalyptic storylines stem 

from significant questions (Dinello, 2005) depictions of chaos are guaranteed to be crowd-pleasing 

artefacts which leave the idea of destruction as unavoidable rather than showing possibilities of 

reconstruction and ethical agency. Through this example, I perceived the compromised and critical 

potentials ingrained in borrowing from visual culture, a complexity that reflects Quail, Razzano and 

Skalli (2005) view of 'vulture culture’ in mass media: 

Vulture culture functions - at once celebratory and corrective, political and innocuous -disseminating 
and reproducing particular kinds of knowledge, modes of living, and ways of being. [It] is best 

understood as the way media scavenge the narratives, discourses, knowledge, and the everyday 

common sense of our culture and present them back to us as spectacle, information and 
entertainment. (p. 3) 

From my research, I realized that appropriation is pervasive in contemporary culture and is not 

exclusive to design. Verwoert (2007) argues that the challenge today in the appropriation of others’ 

materials lies in examining their contextual meanings and deconstructing these: 

The reason why appropriation remains relevant as a critical (art) practice—is the undiminished if not 
increased power of capitalist commodity culture to determine the shape of our daily reality … the 

potential of appropriation is the hope that it should be possible to cut a slice out of the substance of this 

commodity culture to expose the structures that shape it in all their layers … this cut might, at least 
partially, free that slice of material culture from the grip of its dominant logic and put it at the disposal of 

a different use. (p. 2) 

                                                        
17 ‘Vulture culture’ is not to be confused with ‘culture vulture’, the latter an expression that refers to an individual with a 
consuming interest in the arts and one that is used “in the long tradition of satirizing élite claims to cultural superiority” 
(Bennett, Grossberg & Morris, 2005, p. 112). This use may reflect the twist of the original expression into the term ‘vulture 
culture’ which is used in media studies “to express the manner in which the complex and often contradictory nature of 
globalized, consumer, capitalist values and beliefs are reproduced” (Hammer & Kellner, 2005, p. xi). 
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I found that while the students’ appropriation of visual material has the potential to be transformed 

in their work, critical thinking could only be present if the commodified properties of their references 

are examined and deconstructed. While such critical appraisal might only be relative and maintain 

compromised aspects, it has the potential to reveal the power of the visual for appealing to a 

consumer self, modelling subjectivities and to some extent disrupting its logic.  

As Brown (2003) argues, current aesthetic experiences are embedded with consumer 

discourses that appeal to the self to yield to its desires. In visual arts education, Duncum (2007) 
argues that understanding aesthetics as a force of desire that holds together a globalized world 

within consumerist values is key to a critical engagement of subjectivity. For Brown (2003),  

images, visual experiences and technologies play a key role in an enterprise that seeks to 

commodify the self by creating desiring subjects. He maintains that a late “consumer capitalism … 

confronts people with a new dreamworld of desires and aestheticized images” (p. 212). jagodzinski 

(2010) perceives this through the notion of designer capitalism. For him, the relationship between 

the desiring self and the visual derives from the increasing ‘aestheticization’ of everyday life in a 

consumer society, a context in which the screen has become an effective mode of production.  

A finding from my research was students’ fascination with the screen and subjectivity via 

platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Flickr, Tumblr and Snapchat. While Millie, at School C, 

was critical and resistant about posting images through social networking websites, most students 

engaged with these practices. Their attraction to digital applications provided an example of how 

our lives are structured towards finding visual ways of self-expression through the screen. This 

reflects, perhaps, the commodification of the self, a situation in which the visual serves as a means 

for consuming and performing the continuous deconstruction of the adaptable-self (jagodzinski, 

2010). For Duncum (2007), this relationship between the visual and a consumer-self leaves 
aesthetic experiences deeply mined with ideological values. In visual arts education, he suggests 

that rather than focusing on interpreting images, attention should be paid to how the visual 

operates in our lives for understanding the conditions of designer capitalism. This critical approach 

involves examining how we constantly visually self-imagine our lives, a practice which can involve 

compromised and disruptive aspects.  

‘Self-imagining’: Postfeminist constructions 

Through my findings I became aware that self-imagining practices have the potential to reinforce 
and resist dominant visualities. Selfies, the apparently ‘spontaneous’ self-portraits that appeared 

with the emergence of visual technologies, mirror these aspects. Although such images are 

commonly seen as a negative effect of consumerist desire, Murray (2015) questions the 

demonizing impact of such visual culture on youth. He proposes a counter-reading of this 

experience as forms of self-expression with the potential for generating political and social 

involvement and, especially, a medium for producing “counter-images that resist erasure and 

misrepresentation” (p. 491). Murray positions his examination of ‘selfies’ in post-feminist theory. 

Tasker and Negra (2007) broadly define post-feminism as comprising the triumphs and defeats of 
feminism which are both expressed in popular visual culture. This is a platform which 
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simultaneously celebrates female success in a male-dominated world and the ability of women to 

preserve their youth. Tasker and Negra see this contradiction as a poor vision of equity that 

disregards issues of class, age, race and culture and that it is ill-founded in the belief that success 

is invariably shared and accessible by all. For them, post-feminist renderings are centred around a 

white middle-class élite which emphasises individualism and economic success, a perspective 

which commodifies feminism through consumerist values. 

In light of this critique of post-feminist imagery, Murray (2015) explains that the production of 

the self in young women takes place in a contradictory fashion. While ‘selfies’ can convey “sexually 

provocative self-portrait[s]” to be consumed online these are “then defiantly followed-up with an 

impassioned written diatribe about rape and the abuses of women” (p. 495). This paradox is 

extended when counter-images emerge among female imagery, often challenging dominant 

notions of taste and beauty commonly sustained in modernist views of art. Genz’s (2009) appraisal 

of post-feminist self-imagining reflects the paradoxical aspects noted by Murray. For her, these 

expressions cannot be easily labelled as they are interdiscoursively and intercontextually framed 

by eliciting diverse meanings that trouble “monological decoding” (p. 22). Genz views these self-
portrayals as going beyond binary conceptions because they sustain a pluralistic view of femininity, 

one that is contradictory and in which narratives of empowerment and subordination are at play. In 

the context of my research, applying an interpretive paradigm that acknowledges multiple 

understandings is useful when questioning self-imagining practices, as these manifestations resist 

univocal meanings. Similarly, attitudes of openness advocated by the dispositional perspective 

towards critical thinking can be valuable for dealing with these hybrid renderings.  

The art works of Sasha, the year 13 student at School A, mirror Genz’s (2009) perception of 

current post-feminist self-imagining that portray women in a contradictory fashion. While Sasha, of 
Māori descent, aimed to critically question the way Māori women have been traditionally 

stereotyped through romanticized imagery, she reproduced the same aesthetic with the presumed 

intention of making these clichés obvious. Although her teacher, Kate, prompted Sasha to take her 

investigation to a more critical level, she preferred to project a ‘celebratory’ expression of Māoridom 

and its links to the land. I was left puzzled by Sasha’s idealized rendering. While she was 

outspoken, held strong cultural capital and her teacher supported criticality in terms of challenging 

mainstream views, Sasha’s work remained framed in a modernist perspective with a clear focus on 
formal qualities. She was unconcerned with deep ideological inquiry, thus a transformatory 

dimension was absent from her work. For me, this omission was unforeseen particularly since 

Sasha had voiced awareness about how a politics of representation, inherited from colonialism, 

engenders oppression through dominant imagery. While she had expressed a responsibility to 

challenge commonly depicted idealisations of Māori, her ultimate approach was consistent with 

discourses of success at School A and an emphasis on skills advocated in national policies. Both 

ideals are thought to be internalized by middle-class young women through the metaphor of the 

‘can-do-girl’ (Harris, 2004; McRobbie, 2007). Sasha’s art works raised the question of whether a 
focus on communication in the form of skills has hijacked the possibility for criticality (Mansfield, 

2007). It prompted me to consider whether framing freedom centred on the self blurs students’ 
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potential for enacting a transformatory version of critical thinking and a sense of ethics through 

their ideas and art making.  

Freedom: The self and the ethics for the other 

When freedom is self-centred it disregards an ethics for the Other (Zhao, 2014). Drawing on 

Levinas’ ethics for the Other, Zhao explains that this position locates freedom within individuality 

and consciousness, a viewpoint linked to autonomy. This dominant discourse in Western 

philosophy “implies an agent, a self-mastery subject, and autonomy means the agent’s freedom to 
take control of [its] life and realize [its] purposes—the noble idea of self-direction and self-

realization” (p. 514). In critiquing this view, Levinas frames freedom as heteronomy. He conceives 

heteronomy as the responsibility for the Other, not submission to, but an ethical relationship with 

the world that liberates the self beyond its own domain. In contrast, education is pervaded with 

issues originating in the interpretation of freedom as autonomy (Zhao, 2014), a prevalent principle 

in neoliberal discourses of ‘success’. While rationales of autonomy underpin individualism, rather 

than a profound sense of the Other, heteronomy places the Other first (Benade, 2015). As Benade 

(2015) posits, such ethical conceptualization is not embedded in the national curriculum: 

The self-contradictory language of these documents is characterised by the discourse of atomistic, 

private individualism often couched in terms of rational autonomy, on one hand, with notions of 

responsible and ethical participation in, and contribution to, communities and society, on the other 
hand. Problematically, it seems to be the language of the former that trumps the latter. In such a 

situation … the primacy of the individual is clearly established. (p. 621)  

While it was evident in my research that an ethical approach was practiced by the teachers through 

a responsibility for the Other in terms of heteronomy, this was blended with models of autonomy 

desired by their students. The contradiction between both principles raises the question of whether 
this mix of perspectives may lead educators to paradoxical conceptualizations of critical thinking. 

These contradictions may well have influenced the way in which students embodied a sense of 

ethics and of critical thinking in their art projects. While in a Levinasian ethics for the Other 

reciprocal expectations are removed, Benade (2015) suggests that this ethical consideration points 

“not only to one other, but to all others,” an ideal in which social justice can be embraced (p. 671). I 

concluded that when students select topics based on personal interests, it would be desirable for 

visual arts programmes to make explicit the aim of developing an ethics for the Other.  

Accomplishing critical thinking in political terms is complex. It is conditional upon various 
factors to support students’ ethical sense for the Other. In spite of this complexity, if teachers, 

schools and national policies explicitly embraced criticality within such an ethical approach, this 

could engender transformatory critical thinking. While the interpretive conception of visual arts 

education as a system of communication and the dispositional approach towards thinking that was 

evident at the three schools endorsed critical thinking, these ideals fell midway between the 

cognitive skills and critical theory positions. Principles derived from the interpretive and 

dispositional viewpoints, such as openness, inter-subjectivity and responsiveness to personal 
experiences and cultural backgrounds, tended to mostly favour the cognitive skills ideology, and 
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the stance of critical theory on other occasions. Overall, these values overlapped and informed 

critical thinking through the visual. When interpretive and dispositional values were orientated 

towards critical theory, an ethical and political version of critical thinking emerged. 

Remnants of the critical theory paradigm in visual arts education  

The third overlapping perspective I found in the visual arts programmes at Schools A, B and C was 

the critical theory paradigm. Aoki (2005) explains that this model of thought focuses on critical 

reflection for social transformation: 

Critical reflection leads to an understanding of what is beyond … at the personal level the content of 

reflection may be the “rationalizations” an [individual] uses to hide underlying motives … at a societal 
level, the content of reflection may be the “ideology” used to speak for social policies and practices, 

rendering [often] obscure … interests that lie beneath. (p. 106)  

Critical reflection is considered crucial for discovering underlying beliefs, yet for producing 
transformation this should involve a reorientation of assumed ideals. Aoki argues that such a shift 

requires emancipation from “preconceived norms, values, images of [people] and the world, 

assumptions about knowledge, root metaphors and perspectives” (Aoki, 2005, p. 106). The role of 

reflection in this theoretical position aligns with the political approach of critical thinking and is 

conceived as criticality. Criticality engages with disclosing inequities and supporting 

disenfranchised groups (Brookfield, 2012, 2015; Harpaz, 2015). In education, this stance should be 

expressed through critical pedagogies that challenge taken-for-granted beliefs and question social 

issues and dominant ideas that shape our thinking (Giroux, 2005; hooks, 2010). Brookfield (2015) 
believes that critical thinking is crucial for uncovering hidden or transparent assumptions, an 

awareness that initiates a process of transformation which is thought to liberate and empower 

individuals. This position assumes that once an individual’s thinking is transformed they will act 

upon their world to change it. Pearse (1992) claims that a key feature of this perspective is that it 

involves “praxis, the reciprocity of thought and action.” In visual arts education this is guided by: 

[A] paradigm that informs art educators who see learning as socially charged and understanding as 
self reflection leading to critical knowing, leading to action. It rallies those who have been marginalized 

by virtue of gender, race, or class … The goal is to raise critical consciousness about a visual [realm] 

linked inextricably to a social world. (p. 245) 

For Rolling (2008), this stance conceptualizes visual arts education as a system of reflection that is 

motivated by a desire to challenge dominant theories and practices, including those performed in 

the sphere of art and education. Beyerbach’s (2011) emphasis is on equity manifested through 

diverse critical pedagogies in visual arts education; that critical strategies applied in schools should 

include study of the lives and activism of political artists, “engaging students in activist art projects 

… [and] developing critical literacy through engagement with the arts” (p. 7).  

In my research, engagement with critical ‘literacy’ was the approach most often used by the 

teachers at the three schools. It was manifested through the notion of visual literacy and inclusion 
of a wide range of visual culture relevant to students. This practice aligns with The New Zealand 

Curriculum’s (MoE, 2007) statement that “in visual arts education, students develop visual literacy 
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and aesthetic awareness as they manipulate and transform visual, tactile, and spatial ideas to 

solve problems” (p. 21). While this argument underpins visual literacy within a problem-solving 

framework, the statement is followed by a directive that it also involves exploring “experiences, 

stories, abstract concepts, social issues, and needs, both individually and collaboratively” (MoE, 

2007, p. 21). Overall, the paradoxical aspects embedded in the language of national policies, with 

their emphasis on skills and equity, is propagated further through conflated notions of problem-

solving and engagement with social issues. Reflective pedagogies, applied at Schools A and C, 
included visits by contemporary artists whose practices involve political or social issues and 

encouragement at all three schools for students to investigate artist models’ and the contexts of art 

works. These practices reflected the curriculum’s declaration that “meaning making is further 

informed by investigation of the contexts in which art works are created, used, and valued” (MoE, 

2007, p. 21). None of the visual arts programmes I observed prompted students to engage in 

activist art projects that involve the community, as suggested by Beyerbach (2011). While the value 

of activism is its involvement with community engagement, this strategy could have been ignored, 

or untenable, due to the practicalities of NCEA Level 1-3 assessment of year 11-13 students’ 
individualized development of skills and outcomes in the form of portfolios.  

Mansfield (2007) is highly critical of the emphasis on literacies and skills in national policies. 

She argues that literacy defined as a skill to be developed reflects a modernist narrative, one that 

promises emancipation through the development of knowledge. For her, this framework “may lead 

in the direction of a new form of ‘functional literacy’ as opposed to ‘critical literacy’” (p. 158). 

Drawing on McLaren’s and da Silva’s notion of critical literacy, Mansfield argues that education has 

been enduringly engaged in generating literacies that support dominant cultures. In contrast, 

critical literacy, a concept based on critical pedagogy, aims to offer resistance to ruling approaches 
by revealing how knowledge is produced and experienced. Mansfield asserts that if literacies are 

not explicitly framed by critical pedagogy, they are likely “to be co-opted by the ‘skills’ ideology” (p. 

159). She calls for a critical pedagogy with transgressive elements that may disrupt instrumental 

models presented through dominant discourses in visual arts education and in the politics of 

representation. Similarly, Duncum (2010) and Freedman (2007) advocate for the inclusion of 

popular visual culture in visual arts education as a form of resistance that would enable students’ a 

deconstructive role using diverse imagery and visual experiences. In contrast, jagodzinski (2008) 
questions these approaches. He believes that while they deconstruct a politics of representation, 

they still remain within the model of generating even “more representations”, thus “they are not 

radical enough” to resist the forces of a designer capitalism (p. 149). Despite jagodzinski’s stance, 

other authors agree with their intent of resistance and ethics, both attributes used by critical theory, 

to frame critical thinking. 

The ‘look’ of the political perspective: Resistance and ethics for thinking through the visual 

The influence of the critical theory paradigm was evident to some extent at the three schools, but 

was manifested inconsistently through a political perspective towards critical thinking. Practices 
such as inclusion of visual culture, study of artist models’ and critical dialogue were common at the 
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schools, though these were rarely framed in terms of supporting critical thinking from a political 

standpoint. The approaches were mostly included for functional and motivational purposes, 

reflecting the empirical and interpretive models. There was little sense of resistance or ethics, both 

notions at the heart of the critical theory paradigm.  

Conceptualizing critical thinking through the perspectives of resistance and ethics adds a 

socio-political dimension which has the ultimate purpose of revealing ideological issues and 

supporting transformatory thinking or criticality. The origins of this view, based in Marxism, 
phenomenology and psychoanalysis, extend the logic of critical thinking embedded in the cognitive 

and dispositional standpoints to a broader notion concerned with mediating the concealed 

meanings behind ideas (Brookfield, 2012; Cho, 2013). Davies and Barnett (2015) argue that from 

this perspective, thoughts are not neutral objects but subjective artefacts shaped by ideologies and 

beliefs that reflect “certain interests, and characteristically interests that spring from positions of 

power” (p. 525). The focus is on how rationalities of class, gender, race and oppression perpetuate 

dominant beliefs and oppression. Similarly, critical pedagogy perceives critical thinking as essential 

for the co-construction of a fairer society because it empowers students’ voices and reflective 
views (Cho, 2013). The Brazilian educationalist Paulo Freire (2000), a leading proponent of critical 

pedagogy, argues that education is never neutral; that it either has a socializing effect on students 

within the logic of the current social order or it enables their emancipation. Freire maintains that 

students’ agency is dependent on their capacity to deal critically with their world. Thus, critical 

pedagogy offers the possibility of performing criticality in transformatory terms, underpinned by 

principles of resistance and ethics to the Other (Giroux, 2005). Since these values are thought to 

support the suspension of dominant discourses they could interrupt the logic of skills by offering “a 

means without an end, eluding measurable and preset outcomes for success” (Kalin & Barney, 
2014, p. 68). This stance prompted me to delve into my findings in search of disrupters.  

All you need is disruption, disruption. ‘Disruption’ is all you need.  

Love is disruptive. For hooks (2010), “Love … creates a foundation for learning that embraces and 

empowers everyone ... [through] a combination of care, commitment, knowledge, responsibility, 

respect and trust” (p. 159). Contrary to the belief that embracing love within education could hinder 

teaching, hooks argues that it would enhance teachers’ awareness and responsiveness to their 

students’ unique needs. If emotions are disregarded the conditions that enable learning would 
remain untouched since “conscious teaching––teaching with love––brings us the insight that we 

will not be able to have meaningful experience in the classroom without reading the emotional 

climate of our students and attending to it” (p. 160). Thus, love enables an emotional 

consciousness that can reveal what is inhibiting students’ critical thinking. At School A, Eva’s 

caring approach for her students’ emotions reflected this notion of love. Each teacher at this school 

took care to generate a safe environment for students to make mistakes, an approach reinforced 

when they shared stories through their pepeha. For hooks (2010), love prepares teachers to make 

themselves vulnerable, to open their minds and hearts, and by doing so students are more likely to 
take risks and not aim for perfection. Knight (2012) claims that self-narratives are a powerful 
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means for embracing vulnerability, an approach that needs to begin with the teacher sharing a 

personal story. Through these narratives, knowledge becomes visible as worldviews are exposed. 

Its key value lies, however, in its collaborative dimension since, when sharing these stories, 

unexpected opportunities of connection may arise between teachers and students. In the form of 

teachers’ pepeha and students’ art projects, these visual narratives can evoke compassion and 

unpredictable emotions in others, thus revealing an ethics for the Other and a space beyond the 

normative. This approach mirrors what Agamben (2000) calls an inoperative momentum in which 
instrumental purposes may be suspended. Thus love, in terms of its disruptive potential, rather 

than providing a ground for dispositions that are thought to support the development of lifelong 

learning skills offers the possibility of suspending measurement and the quest for ‘success’. At 

School B, the teachers’ dedication to know their students and understand their lives and cultural 

backgrounds demonstrated care, empathy and respect. This was expressed further through 

Machiavelli’s sense of humour which created a sense of connection among his students. His 

approach allowed for moments to be rowdy and full of shared laughter. Despite her self-proclaimed 

‘directive’ teaching style and strong desire for her students to be successful, Lucrezia’s love for her 
students was understated yet visible in the way she actively listened to them and the meanings 

behind their words. Her stance affirmed students’ dignity and created a relationship of trust with 

them. In this sense, love aligns with notions of ethics for the other, a conception that can take many 

forms, among them care and inclusion. 

Inclusion, as I suggested in Chapter 7, can take various forms. While its broadest principles 

are underpinned by an awareness of diversity, Byrne (2014) maintains that its intercultural version 

comprises the equitable and critical participation of that multiplicity. From this perspective, the 

inclusive stance of Leila at School C was enacted through a framework that sought to offer equal 
opportunities to students through a visual arts programme that had ‘open entry’ to anyone 

interested in studying art at any stage. Students at School C were able to skip steps in the general 

scheme and engage with any level of the NCEA achievement standards, thereby giving them a 

taste of the arts. Here, inclusion was embraced in equitable and disruptive terms by enabling 

students to have an experience in the arts, rather than focusing on achieving ‘excellence’ or 

preparing themselves for a future career as an artist. I speculated whether this critical, ethical and 

disruptive dimension of inclusion reflected Leila’s Pākehā-Samoan-Māori ancestry, a cultural 
background in which a sense of community can contribute to resisting dominant discourses 

(McMaster, 2013). A disruptive form of inclusion took place at School C, one that suspended 

instrumentalist purposes and discourses of success for the sake of equity. A further element with 

the potential for disrupting instrumental narratives, as well as dominant assumptions, is popular 

visual culture. 

The possibilities of visual culture: Transgressive material and counter-images 

The disruptive potential of popular visual culture lies in its inherent nature, one that includes the 

pleasure of transgressive material and critical counter-images. Duncum (2009a) argues that if the 
subversive essence of popular visual culture is not embraced in education critical thinking will not 
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take place due to students’ emotional disengagement. Although the students at Schools A, B and 

C selected imagery that resonated with their personal concerns, sexuality was acknowledged as a 

problematic topic. The teachers recognized that inclusion of sexually explicit imagery was a 

potentially complex theme, yet their approaches varied. Kate, at School A, adopted a ‘not shutting 

students’ voice down’ policy, although she discussed in detail with her students inherent issues of 

safety and ethical and critical concerns. Leila, at School C, allowed her art students to explore 

topics related to sexuality as long as their work was framed in the traditional painting genre of 
‘nude portraits’. While this subject matter was recognized as problematic due to the students’ ages 

and issues of preserving the anonymity of the model, the limitations proposed by Leila reflected a 

modernist view that ascribes a moral status to certain art conventions. These expressions of ‘high 

art’ are assumed to be safer than popular art fields such as photography, a field in which a higher 

degree of realism and connections to pornography could make the topic even more complex. 

Machiavelli and Lucrezia at School B were adamant that sexually explicit topics were inappropriate 

for their male students, believing that expressing their intention to work with sexually explicit 

material was a sign of immaturity. Duncum (2009a) suggests that educators should ponder on 
whether inclusion of nudity might be an act of defiance. He believes that “students’ apparent 

reproduction of ‘repugnant’ ideology derived from media models is often a calculated resistance to 

their classroom context of political correctness” (p. 239). Thus, when students present visual 

material that disturbs the schooling normative this cannot be completely ignored without taking into 

account the opportunity to critically examine consensual assumptions and paradoxical purposes.  

The paradox of popular visual culture is that it often reproduces dominant views of gender, 

class and ethnicity, while at the same time providing the possibility for resistance (Duncum, 2009a). 

Langman (2008) claims that as the ‘body’ is a cultural construction shaped by socio-cultural 
discourses, the body itself has become an agent of resistance through various means, including 

pornography. This sociologist asserts that “Critics and defenders agree that one of the essential 

qualities of pornography is that it challenges the norms over the body and its sexuality and inverts 

standards about morality” (pp. 667-668). For Garber and Costantino (2007), inclusion of visual 

culture at schools should consider the representation of gender through reflective discussions 

about art, advertising and pornographic practices. The lenses of critical theory and different 

feminist perspectives could well support discussion of this material. In an early study, Blandy and 
Congdon (1990) found that “examining gender representations critically may reveal pornographic 

content, [through which] students and educators will be challenged to clarify their own values and 

beliefs … If individuals are not educated to do so, the status quo is likely to be maintained” (p. 14). 

Although the inclusion of visual culture and mass media artefacts at schools cannot be separated 

from political and socio-cultural discussion, the issues are complex and remain unresolved. For 

example, if teachers alert students to the way in which women are exploited and objectified through 

pornography, they are not only warning them against this industry but are being critical about their 

students’ gaze and practices which could be assumed ‘obscene’ and ‘offensive’. 

While young people are avid consumers of visual culture, and are highly targeted by mass 

media, they are also producers of it. For Duncum (2009a), including visual culture at schools 
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demands that teachers be “willing to be unnerved by students who challenge traditional sources of 

authority, including ones’ own, and accepting that moral ambiguity is unavoidable” (p. 241). This 

position raises the question of whether it is possible to create a suspending space from the 

normative of ‘politically correct’ topics for students to engage with the transgressive, the immoral 

and the sexual in visual arts education in ways that do not materialize these aspects, but enable 

critique. For Butler (2004), individuals depend on the normative in order to exercise agency, which 

in turn when manifested may enable transformation of social norms: 

If I have any agency, it is opened up by the fact that I am constituted by a social world I never chose. 

That my agency is riven with paradox does not mean it is impossible. It means only that paradox is the 

condition of its possibility. As a result, the “I” that I am finds itself at once constituted by norms and 

dependent on them but also endeavours to live in ways that maintain a critical and transformative 
relation to them. (p. 3)   

From this perspective, agency entails the possibility of reproducing a normative or dislocating it 

since individuals are regulated by regimes and construct their identities in relation to them, but 

norms cannot determine repetition. Here is the possibility of agency as opposition. While the 

‘normative’ in visual arts education is partially expressed in the definition of its borders, questioning 

those boundaries can enable a sense of critical agency. In visual culture, norms are exposed 

through dominant visual discourses and criticality may be articulated by counter-imagining those 
narratives. In this dialectic between norms and critique, the counter images of year 13 student 

Bruce at School B became visible as a form of transformative agency. Bruce’s art project 

comprised a sense of critical agency in his acute examination of how men are shaped by dominant 

discourses about war and through the creation of counter-images of these narratives. Thus, 

counter-imagining constituted an act of disruption which was performed through Bruce’s assumed 

vigilante identity. In the context of critical theory, his project offered opportunity to identify relations 

between ideologies and power through a visual investigation about war that included issues of 

masculinity, patriotism and violence. Brookfield (2015) argues that topics such as militarism, 
capitalism, white supremacy, patriarchy, heterosexism and ableism, are ideal for encouraging a 

political stance in the classroom because they are embedded with dominant ideologies.  

I deduced from my research at Schools A, B and C that it is possible to examine any subject 

matter in light of a socio-political lens. While some themes carry overt ideological meanings, and 

are more likely to be questioned, the apparent neutrality of other concepts could be the source of 

critical discussion and the selection of a polemic issue does not ensure criticality from students or 

teachers. Although Bruce at School B had self-selected and ‘imagined’ a controversial topic, the 
role of his teacher Lucrezia was primarily to support him in relation to the means used to convey 

his ideas, including techniques, artist models and visual strategies. This pedagogical approach 

reflects what Harpaz (2015) calls a cognitive skills perspective of critical thinking, in which students 

are guided in the application of the most efficient tools. It was Bruce’s cultural capital and family 

background that played a significant role as a source of inspiration and knowledge, as well as his 

sense of agency from a political perspective. While in this case the ‘normative’ took the shape of 

dominant beliefs which were manifested through propagandist images, norms in education are 
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commonly associated with prevalent discourses of ‘success’ and their corresponding instrumental 

purposes. 

Suspending ‘success’ and efficiency: Tiny, little, but eloquent rebellions 

In an era in which fast learning is the normative that guides education towards principles of 

success and efficiency, the organization of time and space matters. Masschelein and Simons 

(2015) claim that this framework has shaped schooling in terms of instrumental purposes, 

individualized acquisition of skills, and measurement. They posit that this productive logic has 
shaped schools as a place of ‘gathering’ and individualism and, instead, advocate for suspending 

students’ anxieties about the future through a sense of collective engagement. Masschelein and 

Simons describe a class of students as “a community of people who have nothing (yet) in common, 

but by confronting what is brought to the table, its members can experience what it means to share 

something and activate their ability to renew the world” (p. 92). Such a gathering would ‘suspend’ 

individual learning, productivity and the neutrality of skills with the intention of offering time and 

space to become political. This politics of time and space was evident at School C when Leila 

introduced me to her class. Personal work and productive time were suspended for the sake of 
gathering students around a shared experience and prompting them to think about their context in 

light of the Other. A politics of space was further expressed when Leila encouraged students to 

make the year 13 studio their own space. This gave students’ a sense of agency and common 

responsibility, a space in which creativity played the productive function of feeding their art works.  

The politics of space and time practiced by Leila offered the only expression of dissent that I 

witnessed during my research. Lewis (2014) posits that “there is nothing more radical than when a 

student proclaims ‘I would prefer not to learn’. Such a statement should not be read as mere 

apathy or laziness, but rather as a political rejection of the very logic of learning within capitalism” 
(p. 346). Drawing on Agamben, Lewis argues that while education has been primarily concerned 

with the development of students’ potentiality, this can only be embraced in relation to im-

potentiality. He explains that this notion is the experience of a latent potential; an ambiguous state 

expressed in the freedom of fulfilling, or not, what an individual has not yet become. For Lewis, the 

issue with educational aspirations for reifying potentialities is that these are pre-conceived by 

neoliberal imperatives which, in their discourses of success, frame im-potentiality as undesirable. 

In this sense, suspending the urgency to fulfil pre-set potentialities is what frees im-potentiality: 

It is here that study breaks with the logic of necessity which orients learning towards specific ends 

(these skills are needed for economic survival) and predetermined measurements (these standards 

must be fulfilled). If the sovereign will insists on drawing distinctions between … success and failure, 

ignorant and master, then studying is beyond such dichotomous representations. (p. 341)  

From this perspective, preferring ‘not to learn’ implies a struggle between a critical self-

determination and the forces that attempt to regulate it. In this tension between expected 

potentialities and self-resolution, the stance held by year 12 student Millie at School C reflected a 

sense of opposition, one that frames critical thinking in political terms. Millie was critical of 

education in terms of its ‘bounded’ framework and directive teaching approaches. While she chose 
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to engage with painting because she considered that it offered sufficient freedom to explore a topic 

without constraints, she realized immediately that visual arts programmes are also based on 

standards and prototypes to follow. She refused to enclose her art project within the NCEA 

achievement standards framework and resisted using artist models for inspiration. Despite her 

awareness of how that position could affect her ‘outcomes’ in light of the assessment criteria, she 

was opposed to ‘imitative’ procedures for her art making. In this sense, Millie resisted the concept 

of the ‘can do girls’, an identity whose prime purpose is achievement and success. Her upper-
middle class socio-cultural background may have influenced her ‘tiny, little rebellion’, as she called 

it. Since her parents were art collectors and art critique was part of their family identity, this context 

had possibly supported her strong sense of self-confidence, criticality and determination. While her 

personal circumstances may have engendered her critical stance, the school’s culture and her 

teacher Leila’s inclusive approach enabled her to have a ‘voice’.  

Together, the presence of these ‘tiny, little, but eloquent rebellions’––in the form of love, 

counter-images, inclusion or dissent–– in the schools’ visual arts programmes reflected the ideals 

of equity and transformation expressed by critical theory. Oppositional forces did not always concur 
with the conditions where they arose, but converged in a post-paradigmatic fashion allowing 

interactions, influences and often-contradictory encounters in the form of assemblages. While 

schools in which principles of equity were a prime concern, more students were inclined to support 

critical thinking in political terms, as well as an ethics for the Other. There was also a sense of 

agency for challenging dominant discourses. Enacting criticality was a complex endeavour 

dependant on multiple factors. This complexity, its variable openness and fragmentary character in 

which multiple models––the empirical, the interpretive and the critical theory––dynamically and 

reciprocally shape visual arts education, mirrors the context of postmodernism.  

(Re) imagining a post-paradigmatic framework through a/r/tography 

To (Re) Imagine the principles that framed critical thinking in the schools’ visual arts programmes I 

encapsulated the contradictions embedded in their post-paradigmatic frameworks through 
a/r/tography. This arts-based theoretical and methodological approach enabled me to 

metaphorically capture the competing models of thought of empirical, interpretive and critical theory 

and their effects on visual arts education. In my visual rendering I applied theories to identify the 

place of critical thinking in the field, discoveries from the research and my view as an artist, teacher 

and researcher. These converged in an a/r/tographical assemblage. In my research, the 

coexistence of conflicting paradigms raised the question of whether it was possible to enact critical 

thinking in transformative terms within a context framed by rather ambiguous policies. Prevalent in 
the three schools were the empirical and interpretive perspectives with their respective ideals of 

efficiency and openness. These views were influenced the teachers’ conceptualizations of critical 

thinking which operated predominantly within the domain of the cognitive skills and dispositional 

ideologies. The empirical paradigm and the cognitive skills perspective pointed to instrumental 

purposes, whereas the interpretive model of thought and the dispositions approach promoted self-
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reflection, dialogue and openness to multiple perspectives. I discovered that the principles of the 

interpretive stance alternatively supported ideals of the cognitive and critical theory perspectives. 

Despite the dominance of the cognitive and interpretive standpoints, the teachers’ 

understandings and approaches revealed a paradoxical and post-paradigmatic framework in which 

the perspective of critical theory also arose. This enabled the occasional emergence of a political 

and transformative version of criticality in the form of disrupters that ‘suspended’ efficiency and 

dominant discourses of success embedded in the schools’ philosophies. Overall, the tensions that 
became visible at the three schools shaped the visual arts programmes and the interactions 

between teachers and students. Competing notions guided the field towards instrumental purposes 

at times; at others, they pointed to an acknowledgement of diversity and the value of self-

awareness; and, on occasions, prompted a sense of agency and ethics for the Other. While these 

principles are embedded in The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007) and NCEA achievement 

standards, explicit support was evident in relation to only some of these values. Although policy 

documents were influential, each visual arts department negotiated its own version of critical 

thinking, with the holistic at School A, the vocational at School B and the inclusive at School C. 
These differing conceptions of critical thinking reflected the intersection between the schools’ 

culture and the teachers’ visions of visual arts education, a set of post-paradigmatic 

conceptualizations that involved the remnants of conflicting models of thought.  

The postmodern manner in which these different paradigms were enacted opened the door 

to a number of principles such as fragmentation, appropriation, hybridization and representation 

which were embraced by students in their selected visual culture and approaches. In their 

exploration of visual material and art making processes the students’ critical thinking also took 

diverse forms that were influenced by their socio-cultural capital and later negotiated with their 
teachers. Since the ultimate version of critical thinking is the result of self-contradictory views and 

negotiations, its final form was hard to predict in advance. The intention of my final a/r/tographical 

collage is to capture the dialogue between these paradoxical models of thought in which conflicting 

principles were exchanged to frame critical thinking and build the visual arts programmes.  

For this a/r/tography I reconceptualised each paradigm and its perspective towards thinking 

through visual layers that are designed in tension with one another. For the empirical analytical and 

its corresponding cognitive skills orientation, I generated a white QR code through software in 
which meanings are translated into binary coding for producing a trademark of matrix barcodes. 

These codes, which are originally black with a white background organised in a square grid, are 

designed to be scanned for accessing information and are common in marketing. In my collage, 

the barcode captures the principle of efficiency that underpins the empirical and cognitive 

perspectives, as well as the emphasis on skills related to the management of new technologies. 

The code encapsulates the ideology of designer capitalism in which these standpoints originated. 

Since neoliberal discourses driven by consumerism are all-embracing of multiple views, as long as 

they engage in a fragmentation and support efficiency, I generated this code through the 
translation of three words, each representing an ideal of one paradigm: ‘skills’, ‘openness’ and 
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‘politics’. Once the code was produced, I deleted its black framework to create a white and open 

grid which evokes the idea of measurement embedded in the cognitive skills ideology. 

For the interpretive paradigm and its corresponding dispositional stance I photographed the 

sky. The flowing white clouds against the blue firmament capture notions of openness and dialogue 

present in these views. I conceived the fluid movement of the cloudy shapes to echo the way this 

perspective oscillates between supporting the cognitive skills ideology and, on occasions, a 

political standpoint. For the critical theory paradigm and political position I wrote words as graffiti to 
capture the ideological dilemma of visual arts education and the paradoxical place of critical 

thinking under the ambiguous conditions present in the schools. The bright orange text “art as 

problem solving or art as trouble making”, covering the other two images, is intended to disrupt 

their dialogue, resist neat compositions and evoke an illicit action, one that attempts to transgress 

and suspend instrumental purposes. I graffitied the sky with the hope of destabilizing discrete 

contemplations of critical thinking and to express my ‘tiny, little rebellion’.  

The use of collage enabled me to metaphorically capture how paradoxical meanings interact 

in a post-paradigmatic framework, how their influences might ‘look’, and at what they ‘look’ at when 
framing critical thinking in visual arts education. 

 

Figure 88. Visual arts education within a post-paradigmatic framework  
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These considerations offered me a number of vantage points from which I could consider critical 

thinking in visual arts education. First, ideals of success and equity embedded in the national 

curriculum and vision statements were influential in the way in which this dimension was 

conceived. Second, these conflicting ideals were linked to a post-paradigmatic engagement with 

critical thinking which offered a contested, if not problematic, context for practice. In this story of my 

research, these findings are ever-partial and never conclusive. In the final chapter I lay out the 

potential points of departure that my findings have drawn attention to. Rather than conclusions, 
these are possible beginnings that have the potential to open up new lines of flight in visual arts 

education.    



 206 

CHAPTER 9      

TAKEAWAYS AND POTENTIAL LINES OF FLIGHT 

 

In this final chapter I reflect on the motivations for my research, its main takeaways and potential 

lines of flight. Lines of flight are desiring forces that produce ruptures in patterns of being. In the 

context of my research, this entailed aiming for (re) imagining critical thinking through the visual as 

a transformative dimension by destabilizing common understandings of this aspect in visual arts 

education. While mapping the views about critical thinking as a bricoleur, I created multiple 
interconnections between diverse fields. In these links, fragments of flowing lines of flight emerged. 

These lines of flight unsettled conceptualizations of critical thinking, but in doing so they resettled 

them again under new logics (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). ‘Deterritorializing’, or problematizing the 

rationality of certain perspectives about critical thinking through the visual, was a relative 

endeavour with compromised and disruptive aspects. To avoid being imprisoned, I strove to 

continually move in-between the borders and intersections of different discourses by leaping over a 

net comprised of collaged fragments. One of those fragmentary pieces was the discord between 

my homeland, Chile, and the New Zealand context which produced a line of flight that propelled my 
research journey. This discord continued to resonate at intervals inspiring new logics and images.  

The catalyst for the research was ignited by the marginalized position of visual arts 

education in Chile, where its presence has been limited by the logics of performativity and 

modernist understandings. Since both positions undermine the possibilities for criticality and equity 

by pointing to efficiency and biased worldviews, I sought the points of disruption that produced 

potential lines of flight. As a visual arts teacher, artist and researcher I pursued alternative 

imaginaries, perceptions and practices through an investigation of visual arts education in New 

Zealand that could do justice to this field’s critical and vital potential. As an ‘outsider’ from Chile, a 
country whose educational system endures many issues of inequity inherited from neoliberal 

policies imposed by the dictatorship, it seemed that New Zealand’s democratic commitment to 

equity and criticality in education provided a utopian vantage point from which I could explore new 

possibilities for critical thinking. Bicultural policies and the status enjoyed by visual arts education in 

this country were significant factors that prompted my journey. Coming into contact with this new 

context was undoubtedly going to reveal a many-sided story. While the utopian reality was far more 

complex, it was the continual (re) imagination of my own reflective process, propelled by the 
emergence of various and connected rationalities, which produced potential lines of flight that led 

me to experience critical thinking in transformative ways.  

My investigation into critical thinking in visual arts education in a sample of secondary 

schools in Auckland, New Zealand, offered me a transformatory orientation. The adoption of a 

postmodern position enabled me to build links between multiple discursive practices that became 

visible throughout the journey. This stance allowed me to continually shift my theoretical lens and 

experiment with creative methods in order to unsettle the ideological perceptions that emerged 
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from national educational policies, the schools’ vision statements, teachers’ voices and actions, 

students’ narratives and art making and my own understandings. The problematization of these 

discourses was guided by the notion of recognizing and questioning viewpoints which could 

undermine criticality in education, specifically in visual arts, in light of the power of a highly visual 

context. Beyond relativism, my postmodern compass directed me towards ideals of equity and an 

understanding of critical thinking as an ethical and transformative dimension. This position meant 

that my thinking became a reflexive, rhizomatic and morphing political effort in which I 
endeavoured to create space for dialogical encounters, contradictions and changes of lens.  

Uncertainty was part of this thesis design and changing my angle was essential for 

addressing emerging lines of flight. My exploration of how this sample of secondary school 

students in New Zealand gained understanding of, and embodied, critical thinking in visual arts 

education from years 9-13, with 13 to 18-year olds, led me in unexpected directions. These 

unforeseen rhizomatic shoots emerged from my encounters with the data and took the form of 

fragmentary and concomitant rationalities which governed the subjectivities of the individuals 

involved in this research, including myself. Grounded in diverse theories, my aim was to disrupt the 
diverse logics I encountered about critical thinking in their intersections with multiple realms. Thus, 

theory operated as a disrupting force, but also as an organizing structure which enabled me to 

untangle discourses about critical thinking to reveal complexities and possibilities that produced 

potential lines of flight. The conceptual tools I used of the ‘bricoleur’ and my personal iteration of 

a/r/tography were instrumental for theorizing and interconnecting fragments of multiple rationalities 

through written and creative means. My collaging images and imaginaries duelled between 

cohesive and fragmentary forces. The intricate and contingent connections created in-between 

fragments of different views are my takeaways from this research.  

Takeaways from the research 

A key takeaway from the research was the paradoxical coexistence of ideals of individual ‘success’ 

and social ‘equity’ embedded in national education policies and the schools’ vision statements. In 
Chapter 7, I offered a set of critical lenses that sought to enable the visualization of these 

contradictions and the possibilities of consciousness inherent in critical thinking from an ideological 

perspective (Giroux, 2005; hooks, 2010). I found that a major issue with narratives of success is 

that their emphasis on students achieving excellence and future success has individualistic 

implications for education and undermining effects on critical thinking. The tensions present in the 

national curriculum were influential on the schools’ philosophies, which duelled between the 

incompatible yet concurrent logic of ‘performativity’, and an ethical stance towards community 
values. Although these contradictory discourses led to the construction of conflicting vision 

statements, ideals of ‘success’ and ‘equity’ were negotiated in differing degrees at each school due 

to their distinct cultures and characters. Through these negotiations equity took diverse forms and 

the schools’ vision statements offered unique counter-narratives to the principle of success. At 

School A equity was manifested through ‘sustainability’, an ideal that was embraced in holistic 

terms which included various ethical dimensions as a shared responsibility and purpose. School B 
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emphasised family and caring values as well as criticality towards social justice. At School C equity 

was expressed through discourses that called for an active inclusion of its multicultural community 

and a non-hierarchical politics of voice. Altogether, these narratives of ‘equity’, along with 

vocational emphases and the drive for individual ‘success’, produced hybrid vision statements that 

aligned with the national curriculum as connected assemblages of fragmented discourses.  

Another takeaway that I encountered in my engagement with the data was the 

postparadigmatic view of visual arts education embedded in the schools’ visual arts schemes and 
the teachers’ practices. This was evident in the concomitance of conflicting paradigms present in 

their programmes, perceptions and approaches. In Chapter 8 I discussed how the hybridization of 

different models enable the remnants of modernist conceptions and rationalities of performativity to 

persist. The issue with these views is that they can guide educators towards biased 

understandings about art, education and criticality. I contend that the presence of these 

contradictory principles, coupled with paradoxical ideals of individual success and equity, could 

hijack critical thinking in visual arts education as a means for acquiring a set of skills for ensuring 

employability and producing artworks as commodities. I was confronted with the issue of 
questioning the dominant ‘cognitive skills’ and ‘dispositions’ for lifelong learning perspectives 

because these neutralize critical thinking and lead educational contexts to ‘duel’ between a logic of 

performativity and values of equity. These contradictory views can present a challenge to visual 

arts teachers whose practices are framed by paradoxical aims that encourage them to support 

critical thinking within neoliberal narratives of individual success and community principles.  

Through recognizing and understanding the tensions between a culture of success and 

equity values, teachers could potentially move beyond cognitive standpoints to explore the political 

and collective aspects of criticality. My analysis of the New Zealand context has led me to concur 
with Davis (2007) who argues that, “Teachers need to understand the economic and global 

contexts that underpin the curriculum because they impact on the interpretation, definition and 

perception of their role” (p. 32). I believe that the apparently neutral discourses of competition and 

enterprise that guide the construction of ‘critical thinking’, disguised in the ‘glitter’ of individual 

success, need to be closely examined by educators in light of their democratic implications. While I 

consider that the logics of efficiency and modernist criteria are insufficient for adolescents to 

politically interrogate visual experiences and dominant visualities, critical processes were 
nonetheless present in the three schools.  

Yet another takeaway from my research was that critical expressions took unique forms in 

each school’s visual arts programme. At School A, the girls’ school, I found that a holistic 

framework guided a critical stance that embraced all aspects of visual arts education as 

opportunities for reflective engagement. A significant feature of this programme was encouraging 

students’ awareness about their own worldviews as the foundation of critical endeavour in the arts 

and their lives. A pertinent finding from this school was that fostering students’ reflections about 

their position in the world, and exploring this through the visual, does not necessarily ensure a 
critical response from them. Although students’ self-awareness may set the basis for them to 
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articulate informed decisions, these are usually negotiated through assimilated discourses related 

to their socio-cultural capital. Although I question some of the assumptions and restrictions 

articulated by the teachers at School B, because these have the potential to undermine criticality, a 

student at this boys’ school offered the most political embodiment of critical thinking I encountered 

during the research. A further insight from this school was that in design the students’ work was 

informed by the broadest range of visual artefacts, a practice which problematized traditional 

understandings of ‘high and low culture’. In addition, these students could swing between 
appropriating the most persuasive strategies to sell their ideas, and of questioning them. Although 

this issue could be attributable to the specific conditions of the design field, I maintain that 

encouraging a critical design practice is possible and desirable for disrupting the logics of 

performativity in education. The co-educational School C offered a significant takeaway through its 

vision, liberal culture and explicit endorsement of critical thinking as a means of supporting 

students’ voice. This proved to be their cornerstone for encouraging criticality. A key finding from 

this school was that the teacher’s politics of space, and inclusive and non-hierarchical practice, 

enabled the occasional ‘suspension’ of the logics of performativity. Here, I encountered the only 
expression of dissent that I experienced from a student during the research. As a visual arts 

teacher myself, I was initially uneasy about how the refusal of this student to follow the visual arts 

framework could negate the ‘potential’ of promise that her art project held. This scenario revealed 

contradictions about my own conceptualizations of critical thinking, from which I learnt that a 

transformative dimension could offer room for opposing the dominant logic of achievement and 

individual success present in education.  

Another key takeaway that transformed my understandings as a critical thinker was the 

postmodern manner in which all these discourses interacted. These interactions disclosed 
fragments of diverse paradigms. In my analysis of the possibilities of criticality in visual arts 

education, I concluded that students’ critical thinking can be ignited by problematizing modernist 

concepts of taste, beauty, the search for novelty, mastery of skills, distinctions between high and 

low art and the emphasis on individual success. The attention given to art making and thinking 

processes through the use of visual journals, and not merely to final ‘outcomes’, offers a further 

critical view of dominant educational discourses in which productivity is prioritised over ideas, 

experiences and creativity. Similarly, encouraging the authentic character of each students’ voice 
and personal imagery would seem to be an essential ingredient for empowering students from 

differing cultural backgrounds to be critical thinkers. While most of these critical dimensions were 

present at the three schools, they coexisted with the logic of performativity which was articulated 

through the assessment of skills and the production of portfolios. I realized that the risk of this 

rationale is that the creative and critical experience can be reduced to a form of representation, 

which Lyotard (1984) suggests could be exchanged as a commodity.  

In combination, the intricacies of these takeaways revealed that understanding and 

embodying critical thinking through the visual is far more complex than it initially appeared to me. I 
discovered that its transformative dimension could be compromised by a number of interwoven 
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aspects. This complexity offers various promising lines of flight which could be explored further in 

future research.  

Potential lines of flight  

My contribution to visual arts education through this research does not provide conclusive answers, 

but raises questions in the form of potential lines of flight. These directions, influenced by my 

engagement with diverse visions, theories, discourses, methods and visual experiences call for 

further interconnections. In the process of becoming aware of the factors that can spark or 

undermine critical thinking I mapped my flight along the way without a plan, a strategy which 

enabled me to see this aspect on occasions when least expected, and vice versa. As a bricoleur, 

embracing uncertainty in this scenario led me to dig into multiple directions, in which I had to 
unsettle my own perceptions, until I came to see a vast net of rationalities in motion that governed 

the domains of visual arts, education, arts-based research and society. In the intersections 

between these multidimensional nets I found compromised and critical possibilities which could be 

further explored and elaborated. These potential lines of flight could contribute to the field of visual 

arts education in multiple ways. For visual arts educators, my findings offer the opportunity to 

reflect on and interrogate their own assumptions about critical thinking and the possible 

implications of these perceptions in terms of equity. Insights I gained from this research might well 

contribute to the responsibility for teachers to prepare students to confront the impact of visualities 
in their lives, and in an image-saturated world, and to develop strategies for cultivating critical 

thinking within contradictory influences. My reflections on how New Zealand education policies 

support critical thinking through paradoxical principles of success and equity could contribute to the 

evaluation and further evolution of curriculum design. Recognizing these tensions might well propel 

visual arts teachers to question their own understandings and practices beyond principles of 

performativity and modernist views towards engendering alternative lines of flight for visual arts 

education. The enactment of disruptive lines of flight could offer students new possibilities for 

finding their way out of the logic of individual success in order to embody critical thinking as an 
ethical and transformative dimension driven by the forces of equity. In these terms, students’ 

engagement with the visual arts could have an emancipatory potential, in which the field is used as 

a platform to provoke new forms of thinking in light of a sense of responsibility for their own 

schools, wider community, and beyond.   

My research contributes a potential line of flight through the use of a creative arts-based 

research model and visual methods of inquiry. By engaging with such philosophies and practices, 

this research has the potential to enlighten the wider research community, including visual arts 
researchers and those from other fields, about ways to engage with innovative arts-based 

approaches. Through this research I have been transformed as an educator. I have embraced the 

discovery of a deeper understanding of my profession from a micro and macro perspective. I have 

gained multiple insights into the implications of a critical pedagogy and its leading potential at a 

socio-cultural level. Through this research I expect to become involved with, and collaborate with 

other researchers who are engaged in expanding the lenses of visual arts education to a critical 
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model and in taking responsibility for promoting capacities that support equity in education. Like 

Freedman (2008), I believe that, “professional practice requires leadership from teachers and 

higher educators who can promote creativity and incite inventive action on the part of the students” 

(p. 39). It is my aspiration, through this research, to have agency by producing potential lines of 

flight which could be explored in Chile through ways that can help create a healthier educational 

context in my homeland. 

My encounter with the logic of performativity and its complicit relationship with practices of 
representation opened a potential line of flight to be examined in research which explores future, 

forward-looking approaches to unsettle this issue. In my deliberation about the possibility of freeing 

visual arts education from representation I concur with Locke (2015) that this critical endeavour 

may possibly lie in framing the field within the creation of an artistic experience or event rather than 

under the scheme of producing material artefacts. A key pedagogical lesson I learnt was that a 

similar understanding could be applied to the possibilities of how a/r/tography can be rendered. 

While my a/r/tographical engagements enabled me to create a series of collages to capture 

multiple and fragmentary dialogical encounters, which I framed as questions that invite the reader 
and viewer to make links, these images operate as static constructions rather than offering an 

experience for others to interact with and transform. As an artist, a/r/tography provided me with an 

entry point to creatively think with and against diverse data, theories and my own understandings 

to produce initial lines of flight. Yet, enacting these engagements through imagery limited my 

critical endeavour. I contend that the creative vantage point of a/r/tography could be pushed 

beyond materiality by problematizing the commodified aspects of visual arts education and 

research that demands intelligible and ‘picturable’ knowledge as valid data to be exchanged. 

Taking into account that intelligibility is based on normative forces that regulate and bind together 
visualities as historic symbolic orders, pushing art out of the risk of becoming a simple commodity 

might offer a critical position in-between unifying and disruptive practices. Moving visual arts 

education from the ‘material object’ paradigm entails questioning traditional art fields, their 

respective genres, conventions of art presentation, production and distribution as insufficient for 

‘deterritorializing’ our contemporary world. Problematizing these political aspects might involve the 

transformation of public spaces against the rules that govern these sites, collective participation, 

the critique of institutionalized art and dominant visualities which reinforce forms of oppression. 
From this perspective, visual arts education can perform the logic of the market in which art flows 

as knowledge capital or it could resist this practice by offering a potential line of disruption in which 

perceptions about art and the world in which we live can be open to change.  

                                                  to trouble  

throwing arrows  

……………..potential lines of flight……………… 

for critical thinking in visual arts education 

 .…and beyond to engender possible beginnings and.………  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A: Examples of Participant Information Sheets and Consent Forms  

A1 Participant Information Sheet (Visual arts teacher) 

A2 Consent Form (Visual arts teacher) 

A3 Participant Information Sheet (Key student) 

A4 Consent Form (Key student) 

 

Appendix B: Interview questions 

B1 Interview Questions (Visual arts teacher) 

B2 Interview Questions (Key student) 
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Appendix A: Examples of Participant Information Sheets and Consent Forms  
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A1 - Participant Information Sheet – Visual Art Teacher 

 

 

 

 School of Curriculum and Pedagogy           
	

 
Epsom Campus 
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue 
Auckland, New Zealand 
Telephone 64 9 623 8899                                                                                                                
Facsimile 64 9 623 8898 
www.education.auckland.ac.nz  
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92601,  
Symonds Street   
Auckland 1150                                                                                                                
New Zealand	

	

HOD Art and Visual Arts Teacher - Participant Information Sheet 

 

HOD Art / Visual Arts Teacher: name to be inserted  

School: name to be inserted 

Researcher: Veronica Garcia Lazo 

Supervisors: Dr Jill Smith and Dr Kirsten Locke 

Title of research: (Re) Imagining Critical Thinking through the Visual 

Date:   

 

Dear …………………………………………………. 

My name is Veronica Garcia Lazo and I am an international doctoral student studying at the University of Auckland from 2013-

2017. I have approached your Principal to seek permission for a research project to be conducted at your school. She/he has 

given me permission to approach the HOD Art and other visual arts teachers, and some of your students, to participate in this 

research which I will be conducting in three secondary schools. The research involves working with three visual arts classes, 

one at year 9 or 10, another at year 11 or 12, and a third at year 13, and their teachers. Within each of these three classes I am 

seeking a student who will volunteer to be a ‘key student’ participant.  

The research is motivated by my experiences as an artist and visual arts teacher in Chile, my home country, and by a 

small study that I conducted in New Zealand in 2012 which explored how two year 13 students developed critical thinking skills 

during their NCEA courses in their level 3 specialist visual arts fields. That research raised the important question of how those 

two students had been equipped to become critical thinkers prior to year 13. In this research I therefore want to explore how 

students’ critical thinking is developed through the visual from years 9-13. This will involve an examination of the strategies you 

and the other visual arts teachers use and how students respond to those experiences in their art making processes and art 

works. The aim of the study is to offer critical discussion around different approaches to promote reflective approaches in this 

area.  

Underpinning my research is an arts-based theoretical perspective and methodology called a/r/tography, which focuses 

on the relationship between the artist/researcher/teacher and engages with ‘self and others’. It uses images (e.g. ‘fragments’) 

and text (graphy) to report findings. This means that I will not be presenting an exclusively text-based thesis. Instead, it will 

include photographic documentation made during the data collection, as well as my own a/r/tographic artworks to capture the 

findings. The research methodology has shaped the data collection methods. The maximum time you, as HOD Art/visual 

teachers, would be asked to give to the study is between two and a half and three and a half hours, including in and out-of-class 

time. This time depends on which level each teacher works at. The ‘key student’ participant at year 9 or 10 would be asked to 

give up to 1 hour 45 minutes in and out-of-class time and the two ‘key student’ participants at year 11 or 12 and at year 13 

would be asked to give up to 2 hours 45 minutes including in and out-of-class time. The data collection would take place during 

a block of time, nominated by you, in 2015 or 2016 (delete which does not apply). I wish to use the following fieldwork methods: 
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• An appraisal of your art department scheme and any other documents, which offer insights into the philosophy and aims of 

your department; 

• A focus group interview with you, as teachers of the three classes. This will take up to 90 minutes, during which you will be 

asked to discuss the strategies you use to foster students’ critical thinking in visual arts at years 9-13. This would take 

place in the art room at a time convenient to you, and would be audio-recorded with the consent of all the teachers;  

• A 30-45 minute interview with the ‘key student’ participant in year 9 or 10, 11 or 12 and year 13, in which I will ask her/him 

how they think they develop thinking skills within their visual arts subject. These interviews would take place in the art room 

at lunch time/study period/after school at the agreement of the students and yourself. The interviews will be audio-taped 

and photographs taken that disguise the students’ identities. The students may request that the tape-recorder be turned off 

at any stage and/or that I cease taking photographs.  

• Selection by the ‘key student’ participants at year 9 or 10, 11 or 12 and 13 of some ‘fragments’ (a few examples of their art 

making processes from their workbooks or visual journals and some art works), which they think illustrates the 

development of their ideas in a critical way. This selection process will be audio-recorded and photographed, and will take 

place in conjunction with the individual interviews using the same ethical procedures (see above). Examples of students’ art 

works will be included and photographically manipulated by the researcher in her doctoral thesis, in journal articles and 

conference presentations with the students’ consent, and these will be acknowledged via their self-selected pseudonym. 

• A one period (60-minute) classroom observation with the visual arts teachers, each working with their whole class at one of 

the year levels (year 9 or 10, year 11 or 12, year 13). Each observation will take place in the art room and will include the 

volunteer ‘key student’ participants. The aim of using the art room is to gain a sense of the location in which you and the 

other teachers, and students work together. The observation lesson will be audio-recorded and digitally photographed, but 

the identities of all participants will be disguised through photographic techniques. Any participant may request that the 

tape-recorder be turned off at any stage and/or that I cease taking photographs. Consent for me to be present will be 

sought from the other students in the three classes and, if any student are under 16 years, consent will be sought from their 

parents/guardians; 

• A 60-minute observation of two art teachers working individually with either the year 11 or 12 ‘key student’ and year 13 ‘key 

student’ in the art room when others are not present. These observations will be audio-recorded and digitally 

photographed, but the identities of all participants will be disguised through photographic techniques. Any participant may 

request that the tape-recorder be turned off at any stage and/or that I cease taking photographs. Images of observations 

will be used by the researcher in her doctoral thesis, in journal articles and conference presentations with the students’ and 

teachers’ consent. 

I hope that you, as HOD Art/visual arts teachers, will agree to volunteer to participate in this research. Once I receive your 

Consent Forms, I will ask you and the other teachers to explain the research project to the year 9 or 10; year 11 or 12, and year 

13 classes, and to invite a student to be the ‘key student’ participant for each of these levels. If more than one student 

volunteers I will randomly select the name of one student for each year. I will then send you the volunteer ‘key student’ 

participants Key Student-Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form for them to sign. I will also provide a Key Student-

Parent/Guardian Information Sheet and Consent Form for students under the age of 16 years. Before the research commences, 

I will also provide an Art Class-Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form and will ask the teachers to explain to their 

classes that I will be present during the observation lessons and that if there are any students under the age of 16 years I will 

provide an Art Class-Parent/Guardian Information Sheet and Consent Form. During the whole class observations the ‘key 

student’ participants will be located in the art room in such a way that the other students will not be audio-taped or 

photographed.  

I wish to give all of you the following assurances. Your participation as HOD Art/visual arts teachers is voluntary. Each of 

you has the right to withdraw from this research at any time, or withdraw information that has been provided by you or the 

school up until data collection ceases at the end of semester 2 (year to be inserted here), without giving a reason. To protect 
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your identities, consent forms and data will be stored separately and securely by my main supervisor at The University of 

Auckland. These will be kept for a period of six years and then destroyed. Hard data will be shredded and electronic 

documentation erased. Every attempt will be made to protect the identity of your school, yourselves, and the students through 

self-selected pseudonyms, although anonymity cannot be guaranteed. I have been given assurance by your Principal that the 

decision to participate or not in this research will not affect your collective employment status or relationship with the school. At 

the completion of the study you will all receive a PDF of the thesis, which will illustrate its textual and visual presentation. 

If you have any further queries please contact me or my main supervisor. I do hope you will all agree to participate in this 

research. If so, I would appreciate you signing the Consent Form and returning it to me in the envelope provided. 

 

Yours sincerely 

(signature) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My contact details are: 
Veronica Garcia Lazo 
Doctoral Candidate 
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy 
Faculty of Education 
The University of Auckland 
veronica.garcia@auckland.ac.nz 
Phone: (09) 623 8899 ext. 48779 
 

My supervisors are: 
Dr Jill Smith        Dr Kirsten Locke 
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy     School of Critical Studies in Education 
Faculty of Education      Faculty of Education 
The University of Auckland      The University of Auckland 
j.smith@auckland.ac.nz        k.locke@auckland.ac.nz 
Phone: (09) 623 8899 ext. 48713     Phone: (09) 373 7599 
 

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 HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 8 September 2014 FOR 3 YEARS, Reference Number 2014/012963  
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A2 - Consent Form – Visual Art Teacher 
 

 
 
 

School of Curriculum and Pedagogy          

	

         
Epsom Campus 
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue 
Auckland, New Zealand 
Telephone 64 9 623 8899                                                                                                                
Facsimile 64 9 623 8898 
www.education.auckland.ac.nz  
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92601,  
Symonds Street   
Auckland 1150                                                                                                                
New Zealand	

 

HOD Art and Visual Arts Teacher - Consent Form  

This form will be held for a period of six years 

 

HOD Art / Visual Arts Teacher: (all names to be inserted here)  

School: (name to be inserted here) 

Title of research: (Re) Imagining Critical Thinking through the Visual 

Researcher: Veronica Garcia Lazo    

 

I have read the HOD Art and Visual Arts Teachers – Participant Information Sheet and understand the nature of the research 

and that I have been given the Principal’s permission to participate in this research. I understand that I have permission to invite 

a year 9 or 10, or year 11 or 12, or a year 13 visual arts student to volunteer to be a ‘key student’ participant. I have had the 

opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction. 

• I understand that I will explain the research project to a year 9 or 10, or year 11 or 12, or year 13 visual arts classes and 

invite one student from my selected class to volunteer to participate in the research. I understand that if there is more 

than one student volunteer from that class the researcher will randomly select one name. 

• I understand the data collection methods outlined and understand that my participation will take a maximum of three and 

a half hours, and that these will take place in the art room during a block of time agreed by you in 2015 or 2016 (delete 

which does not apply). 

• I understand that a year 9 or 10, 11 or 12 and year 13 student, will participate as ‘key students’ in the data collection 

methods outlined, ranging from a maximum of 1 hour 45 minutes for the year 9 or 10 student to 2 hours 45 minutes for 

the year 11 or 12 and 13 and that data collection will take place in the art room. 

• I understand that during the whole class observation the ‘key student’ participant will be located in the art room in such a 

way that the other students will not be audio-taped or photographed. 

• I understand that other students in my class will be informed of the researcher’s presence and that consent for her to be 

present will be sought from them and their parents/guardians for those under the age of 16 years. 

• I understand that the ‘key student’ participant and me may request that the tape-recorder be turned off at any stage of 

the data collection and/or that the researcher stops taking photographs. 

• I understand that I may withdraw information that has been provided by me and the student participant at any stage up 

until data collection ceases at the end of semester 2 in 2015 or 2016 (delete which does not apply), without giving a 

reason. 

• I understand that this Consent Form will be securely stored separately from the research data for six years beyond the 

completion of the research, when both will be destroyed. 
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• I understand that my name, any identifiable information about me, the school, or the student participant will not be used 

in the research report. I also understand that while every attempt will be made to protect these identities through self-

selected pseudonyms and the photographic techniques used by the researcher, anonymity cannot be guaranteed. 

• I understand that images of students’ art works in my art class will be used and photographically manipulated by the 

researcher in her doctoral thesis, in journal articles and conference presentations with the students’ consent. 

• I understand that images of observations taken in my art class will be used by the researcher in her doctoral thesis, in 

journal articles and conference presentations with the students’ and my consent. 

• I understand that my participation is voluntary, and that I have received assurance from the Principal that my decision to 

participate or not in the research will not affect my employment status or relationship with the school. 

• I understand that the participation of the ‘key student’ participant is voluntary, and have been given assurance by the 

Principal that their decision to participate, or not, in the research will not affect their relationship with the school. 

• I understand that I, as the HOD Art/Visual Arts Teacher, and ‘key student’ participant will receive a PDF of the thesis 

which will illustrate textual and visual presentation.  

 

 

 

 

I agree to participate in this research project 

(please circle one)  

YES    NO 

 

 

 

HOD Art / Visual Arts Teacher: (all names to be inserted here)  

School: (name to be inserted here) 

 

 

 

Signature…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Date…………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 8 September 2014 FOR 3 YEARS, Reference Number 2014/012963 
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A3 - Participant Information Sheet – Key Student 
 
 

 
 
 
 

School of Curriculum and Pedagogy          
	

	

Epsom Campus 
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue 
Auckland, New Zealand 
Telephone 64 9 623 8899                                                                                                                
Facsimile 64 9 623 8898 
www.education.auckland.ac.nz  
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92601,  
Symonds Street   
Auckland 1150                                                                                                                
New Zealand	
	

Key Student - Participant Information Sheet 
 

 
 
Key Student - Participant: name to be inserted  

School: name to be inserted 

Researcher: Veronica Garcia Lazo 

Supervisors: Dr Jill Smith and Dr Kirsten Locke 

Title of research: (Re) Imagining Critical Thinking through the Visual 

Date:             

 

Dear …………………………………………………. 

My name is Veronica Garcia Lazo and I am from Chile. I am studying at the University of Auckland, completing a research 

project as part of the requirements for my Doctoral Studies degree. I understand that your visual arts teacher has explained the 

research project to your class and that you have volunteered to be the ‘key student participant’. Your Principal has also given 

her/his permission for you to participate in this research project which I am conducting in three secondary schools.  

Since coming to New Zealand I have become interested in the Visual Arts curriculum and how it encourages students to 

develop critical thinking skills and become visually literate. As young people, you live in a time when images are very important. 

In this research I want to find out how your thinking skills are developed in a critical way when you are looking at images and 

when you are creating your own artworks in visual arts classes, and how this happens across years 9-13. I will be observing 

three art class at your school, in which you will be the key participant for your visual arts class. During the class I will be looking 

at how your teacher encourages you to think about and interpret images and how this can influence your own art-making.   

The research will take place in class and during some additional out-of-class time. You will be asked to give from 1 hour 

45 minutes (if you are a year 9 or 10 student) and two hours 45 minutes (if you are in years 11-13) to the research. I am going to 

collect information through the following methods: 

• Individual interview – I will be interviewing you for 30-45 minutes about how you think you develop thinking skills in art. The 

interview will take place in the art room at lunch time/study period/after school at a time agreed by you and your teacher. 

With your consent the interview will be audio-taped, but you may request that the tape recorder be turned off at any stage. I 

will also be taking photographs during the interview, but these will be shot using techniques that disguise your identity and 

you may ask me to stop taking photographs at any time. 

• Selection of your art – During the interview we will talk about and select some examples of your art making processes from 

your workbooks or visual diaries and some art works, which you think illustrate the development of your thinking skills. This 

selection will be audio-recorded and photographed, and you may request that I stop recording or taking photographs. 

Examples of your art works or fragments/parts of them will be included and photographically manipulated in my thesis, in 

journal articles and conference presentations with your consent, and will be acknowledged with a first name pseudonym 

chosen by you. 
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• A whole class observation – I will be observing your art teacher working with your whole class. Consent for me to be 

present will be sought from the other students in your class and, if any are under the age of 16 years, consent will be 

sought from their parents/guardians. The observation lesson will take place in the art room. It will be audio-recorded and 

digitally photographed, but your identity and your teacher’s will be disguised through photographic techniques. You will be 

located in the art room in such a way that the other students will not be audio-taped or photographed. You may request that 

the tape-recorder be turned off at any stage and/or that I cease taking photographs. 

• Individual observation of you with your teacher (only if you are the year 11 or 12, and 13 ‘key student’ participant). At a time 

when other students are not present I will be observing how you and your teacher communicate during your art making for 

60 minutes. This observation will be audio-recorded and digitally photographed, but your identity and that of your teacher 

will be disguised. You may request that the tape-recorder be turned off at any stage and/or that I cease taking photographs. 

Images of observations will be included in my doctoral thesis, in journal articles and conference presentations with your and 

your teachers’ consent. 

I wish to give you the following assurances. Your participation as a ‘key student’ participant is voluntary. You have the right to 

withdraw from this research at any time, or withdraw information that has been provided up until data collection ceases at the 

end of semester 2, 2015 or 2016 (delete which does not apply), without giving a reason. To protect your identity, consent forms 

and data will be stored separately and securely by my main supervisor at The University of Auckland. These will be kept for a 

period of six years and then destroyed. Hard data will be shredded and electronic documentation erased. Every attempt will be 

made to protect the identity of your school, your teacher and yourself through self-selected pseudonyms, although anonymity 

cannot be guaranteed. I have been given assurance by the school’s Principal that your decision to participate or not in this 

research will not affect your relationship with the school. At the completion of the study you will all receive a PDF of the thesis, 

which will illustrate its textual and visual presentation. 

I hope you will enjoy being a ‘key student’ participant in this research. If you are under the age of 16 years, I will provide a 

Key Student-Parent/Guardian Information Sheet and Consent Form for you take home for signing. Once I have received the 

signed Consent Form from your parents, I will ask you to sign your Key Student - Participant Consent Form and give it to your 

teacher. If you have any further queries please contact me or my main supervisor.  

Yours sincerely 

(signature) 

 

My contact details are: 
Veronica Garcia Lazo 
Doctoral Candidate 
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy 
Faculty of Education 
The University of Auckland 
veronica.garcia@auckland.ac.nz 
Phone: (09) 623 8899 ext. 48779 
 

My supervisors are: 
Dr Jill Smith        Dr Kirsten Locke 
School of Curriculum and Pedagogy     School of Critical Studies in Education 
Faculty of Education      Faculty of Education 
The University of Auckland      The University of Auckland 
j.smith@auckland.ac.nz        k.locke@auckland.ac.nz 
Phone: (09) 623 8899 ext. 48713     Phone: (09) 373 7599 
 

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 HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 8 September 2014 FOR 3 YEARS, Reference Number 2014/012963 



 221 

A4 - Consent Form – Key Student 
 

 
 
 

 School of Curriculum and Pedagogy          
	

 
 

Epsom Campus 
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Avenue 
Auckland, New Zealand 
Telephone 64 9 623 8899                                                                                                                
Facsimile 64 9 623 8898 
www.education.auckland.ac.nz  
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92601,  
Symonds Street   
Auckland 1150                                                                                                                
New Zealand	

 
                                                                                                                  	

 
Key Student - Participant Consent Form 

This form will be held for a period of six years 
 

 

Key Student - Participant: (name to be inserted here)  

School: (name to be inserted here) 

Title of research: (Re) Imagining Critical Thinking through the Visual 

Researcher: Veronica Garcia Lazo    

  

I have read the Key Student - Participant Information Sheet and understand the nature of the research that my art teacher has 

explained to me. I understand that I have been given the Principal’s permission to participate in this research, and have 

volunteered to be the ‘key student’ participant at (level to be inserted). I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have 

them answered to my satisfaction. 

• I understand that because I am under the age of 16 years my parents/guardians have had to give consent for me to 

participate in this research (if applicable). 

• I understand the data collection methods outlined and understand that my participation will take a maximum of 1 hour 45 

minutes to two hours 45 minutes (delete which does not apply), and that these will take place in the art room in and out-

of-class time during 2015 or 2016 (delete which does not apply).  

• I understand that during the whole class observation I will be located in the art room in such a way that my classmates will 

not be audio-taped or photographed.  

• I understand that my classmates have been informed of the researcher’s presence and, if they are under the age of 16 

years, their parents (if applicable) have consented for her to be present. 

• I understand that images of my art works will be used and photographically manipulated by the researcher in her 

doctoral thesis, in journal articles and conference presentations with my consent, and that these will be acknowledged 

via a self-selected pseudonym.  

• I understand that images of observations taken in my art class will be used by the researcher in her doctoral thesis, in 

journal articles and conference presentations with my and my teacher’s consent, and that our identities will be 

disguised.  

• I understand that I may request that the tape-recorder be turned off at any stage of the data collection and/or that the 

researcher stops taking photographs. 

• I understand that I may withdraw my participation in this research at any time, without giving a reason.  

• I understand that I may withdraw information that I have provided at any stage up until data collection ceases at the end 

of semester 2, 2015 or 2016 (delete which does not apply), without giving a reason. 
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• I understand that this Consent Form will be securely stored separately from the research data for six years beyond the 

completion of the research, when both will be destroyed. 

• I understand that my name, any identifiable information about me, the school and the teacher will not be used in the 

research report.  I also understand that while every attempt will be made to protect these identities through self-selected 

pseudonyms and the photographic techniques used by the researcher, anonymity cannot be guaranteed. 

• I understand that my participation is voluntary, and that I have received assurance from the Principal that my decision to 

participate or not in the research will not affect my relationship with the school. 

• I understand that I will receive a PDF of the thesis which will illustrate textual and visual presentation.  

 
 
 
 
 

 

I agree to participate in this research project 

(please circle one)  

YES    NO 

 
 
 
 
 
Name of Key Student Participant:(full name to be inserted here) 

School: (name to be inserted here) 

 

 

 

Signature………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Date…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………................. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 8 September 2014 FOR 3 YEARS, Reference Number 2014/012963 
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B1 Interview Questions (Visual arts teacher) 

 

‘Critical thinking’ 

• How do you describe your personal notions of critical thinking? 

• Are you able to describe an experience as a secondary student, in which your visual art 
teacher influenced the way you looked at images or your art making in a critical way? 

The New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007: 38) cites ‘thinking’ as one of the five ‘key competencies’ 
“that young people need for growing, working, and participating in their communities and society.” 

• How do you think that is possible to embrace this concept of ‘thinking’ in visual arts education 
and how do you incorporate it in your year 9 or 10, 11 or 12, or 13 (whichever is applicable to 
each teacher) visual art program? 

The New Zealand Curriculum also states that “Thinking is about … [making] sense of information” 
and enabling students to “challenge the basis of assumptions and perceptions”. (MoE, 2007: 12).   

• In the context of an image-saturated era, how do you encourage students to think about the 
meanings of diverse imagery at year 9 or 10, 11 or 12, or 13 (which ever is applicable to each 
teacher)? 

• What kind of questions or context do you use to guide student’s critical understanding of 
images?  

• In what ways do you use discussion dynamics around images or art works within your classes 
in order to encourage a critical thinking? 

• How do you assess student’s development of thinking skills? 

In the curriculum it says that thinking is also about using ‘creative’ processes to generate 
meanings. 

• How do you present problems to encourage students’ critical thinking prior to, and during, the 
creative processes of art making in your year 9 or 10, 11 or 12, or 13 (whichever is applicable 
to each teacher) visual art program? 

The National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NZQA, 2012), which applies from year 11-13, 
states that in order to promote broader learning capacities and knowledge, offers to schools a 
flexible plan that is focused in the constant development of skills. 

• How do you think that NCEA encourages the individual thinking and learning process in year 
11 or 12 or 13 (whichever is applicable to each teacher)? 

The National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NZQA, 2012) emphasise that students at 
years 11-13 should develop visual literacies and discerning skills in the context of their cultural 
milieu. 

• Which periods of Art/Art History do you think are ideal for the development of students’ visual 
literacy? Why? 

• Within your classes, what strategies do you use to encourage students thinking around new 
technologies and images? Explain 

• In what ways do you include analysis of images of popular visual culture?   
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B2 Interview Questions Key Student 

During our conversation, I would like to know about your response to, and engagement with the 

‘visual’. The idea of the visual includes not just images or traditional forms of art, such as painting 

and sculpture, but also a wide range of imagery, such as advertisement, design, photography, 

comics, movies, videos, etc., which are disseminated through different media. We live in a truly 

image-saturated era, where diverse imagery is used to communicate different meanings and 

capture the viewer’s attention. Images are spread through street ads, through the TV, Internet, 
galleries, museums, books and other media. In this visual context: 

• How important are images to you? 

• How many different media do you use to find images or share images with others? (For 

example Pinterist, Facebook, books, albums, etc.)  

• What advantages do you think images have over other forms of communication, such as 
the written word, the spoken word or others? 

• How do images make you ‘think’ in ways that are different from reading a text? (For 

example, imagine looking at an image in the newspaper without reading the text or the 

opposite, how this would influence your understanding of that new?) 

• In your visual arts classes are you given an opportunity to select images yourself? Or does 
your teacher select the images for the class? 

• If you select your own images to inspire your own art making process, how do you do this? 

• What do the images that you have selected mean to you? What do you think those images 
mean to your culture? (By ‘culture’, I mean your ethnicity, the culture of your birth country 

or the culture of your family) 

• In what ways do you think your visual art classes have helped you to understand the 

message/s contained in images? 

• Which activity or activities in visual art classes have changed the way you used to 
understand an image, to the way you understand images now? 

• Which processes of art making or artworks do you think have been significant for your 

learning? 

• In which ways has your visual journal or diary helped you in developing ideas and making 
decisions? 

• In which ways has receiving feedback from your teacher or classmates helped your art 

making process?  

Specific questions for year 11 key student participant 
 
For your drawing process during your work for Achievement Standard 1.3: 
 

• How do you decide what media or techniques will be the best for conveying a particular 
meaning in your drawings? 

• How will you use the media and techniques to convey meaning in a drawing? 
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• What do the images or visual symbols that you have selected mean to you? What do you 
think those images mean to your culture? (By ‘culture’, I mean your ethnicity, the culture of 
your birth country or the culture of your family) 

• How have you selected those images?  

• How have the images that you selected inspired your own ideas and art making process? 
Explain the experience 

• How do you think your visual arts classes have helped you to communicate your ideas 
through visual means? 

For your processes for producing a body of work for your portfolio for Achievement Standard 1.4: 

• Which do you think is the connecting theme of your work? 

• How has your connecting theme helped you to relate, select and edit or change your 

individual artworks? 

• How has your investigation of established practice (artists’ ways of working) helped you to 
clarify ideas and find solutions for your art making process?  

• How do you think your visual story is going to be unfolded? 

Specific questions for year 12 key student participant 
 
For your researching process during your work for Achievement Standard 2.1: 
 

• How investigating how and why artworks are related to the context in which they were 

made has influenced your understanding of images? 

For your drawing process during your work for Achievement Standard 2.2: 

• How do you decide what media or techniques will be the best for conveying a particular 

meaning in your drawings?  

• How will you use the media and techniques to convey meaning in a drawing? 

For your processes for producing a body of work for your portfolio for Achievement Standard 2.3: 

• What do the images or visual symbols that you have selected mean to you? What do you 

think those images mean to your culture? (By ‘culture’, I mean your ethnicity, the culture of 

your birth country or the culture of your family) 

• How have the images or artist models that you selected inspired your own ideas and art 

making process? Explain the experience 

• Which do you think is the connecting theme of your work? 

• How has your connecting theme helped you to relate, select and edit or change your 
individual artworks? 

• How has your investigation of established practice (artists’ ways of working) helped you to 

clarify ideas and find solutions for your art making process?  

• How do you think your visual story is going to be unfolded? 
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Specific questions for year 13 key student participant 
 
For your researching process during your work for Achievement Standard 3.1: 
 

• How have you selected artists’ works and images to inspire your own ideas and art 
making process? 

• What do the images that you have selected mean to you? What do you think those images 
mean to your culture? (By ‘culture’, I mean your ethnicity, the culture of your birth country 
or the culture of your family) 

• Which image or visual artist, from those that you selected, do you think has change your 
way of thinking? Why? Explain the experience 

• Which ideas do you think helped you to find relationships between the approaches of your 
selected images? 

For your drawing process during your work for Achievement Standard 3.2: 
 

• Which do you think is going to be your connecting theme and elements between 
researching, drawing and producing? 

• How do you deliberately select a particular media as the most effective for your portfolio? 

• How are you going to apply that method to convey meaning? 

For your producing process during your work for Achievement Standard 3.3: 
 

• How do you think you are going to visually map out your journey from your starting point to 
work towards? 

• How do you think your visual story is going to be unfolded? 
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