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Introduction 
 

If men are unable to perceive critically the themes of their time, and thus to intervene 

actively in reality, they are carried along in the wake of change. They see that the 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. Lacking such a spirit, men cannot 

perceive the marked contradictions which occur in society as emerging values in search 

of affirmation and fulfillment clash with earlier values seeking self-preservation. (Freire, 

1974, p. 6)  

 

Art and artists create culture as well as a reflect it. Art and art education lend themselves to 

investigating, experiencing, and communicating the qualitative aspects of lived experiences and 

the values these experiences carry. Through this thesis, I aim to advocate for and support, the 

myriad of work done in the field of social justice and art education. More specifically, through 

this thesis inquiry, I wish to contribute to the efforts made toward social and racial equity. 

 With an umbrella approach of arts-based research (Suominen, Kallio-Tavin, Hernández-

Hernández, 2017, Cahnmann-Taylor, 2018) I utilize concepts and methods adapted from visual 

ethnography (Pink, 2013), performative ethnography (Denzin, 2003) and critical ethnography 

(Madison 2005, 2012) to investigate a case-study that involved an interdisciplinary learning unit 

carried out at the International School of Helsinki in which I worked as a visiting artist 

educator.  By presenting my experiences related to this project and the findings of the inquiry, 

my aim is to add to the many voices advocating for critical thinking through art education and 

emphasize the importance of the role of art and visual culture in the field of social justice work.  

 The case study, which frames this thesis inquiry, explores particularly the integration of art 

within an interdisciplinary unit titled ,”When Do We Resist?” at the International School of 

Helsinki (from hereafter: ISH) for 10th grade students to contemplate how to identify hegemony 

and explore when and how to resist unfair power structures. The ISH teaching and learning unit, 

carried out in late 2019, was focused on strengthening the students’ understanding of hegemony 
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and to facilitate students’ ability to see, identify, and utilize a variety of examples of resistance in 

art and life. The unit culminated in the creation of visual artworks that were displayed in the 

local community.  I was invited to participate in this unit as a visiting artist to support students in 

their creations of artworks that were intended to express resistance or raising of awareness, based 

on the student’s perspectives and positions within the learning process. This thesis inquiry then 

provided an opportunity to further contemplate my evolving practice as an artist educator who 

frames their work critically and aims to build educational art programs in communities to 

provide further opportunities for people to develop and nourish connections with others.  

Ultimately, I aim to support the development of critical consciousness through art.  

 

This thesis is based on themes and issues in education and art’s potential in contributing to 

cultural and societal matters, not individuals or ISH specifically. Through the case-study, the aim 

is to explore the intersections and opportunities of art and social justice themes and actions, as 

well as integrating these components through art into places of, “formal and nonformal learning” 

(Heikkinen, Jokinen & Tynjälä, 2012). This experience supported my curiosity around the 

possibilities of social justice topics within the spaces reserved for art creation, and for the 

potentials of art in various contexts of education.  As Desai (2017) highlights, the power of the 

arts can be used to touch people emotionally and ignite their imagination to envision other ways 

of living and being that are not constrained by dominant social relations.  I see art educational 

spaces as realms of opportunity, to build community with people of all experiences, 

backgrounds, and interests, and as places to learn from one another. To clarify how I use this 

case-study to explore broader themes and concepts I end this section with a quote from 

Madison’s (2005) Critical ethnography: Method, ethics, and performance.  

Yet the critical ethnographer's fieldwork question most often leads to the interrogation of 

and judgments about institutions and regimes of knowledge and power. The fieldwork 

question acknowledges with both humility and a direct(ed) interest that I do not know, and 

I am a "knower" in search of something "known." The fieldwork question is provocative 

and ethically responsible, because it has the potential to unsettle the taken-for-granted, to 

open critical awareness, and to remember what was forgotten. (p.100) 
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Through the subject matter of the learning unit, “When Do We Resist?” I feel this 

‘fieldwork question’ is being explored in relation to our local and global society. I see my 

position as an observer and participant in hopes of learning through experience how I might 

incorporate these concepts, and this embodied ethics and critical pedagogy into my art 

practice. 

 

 
Figure 1 
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Clarification of terms 
In this section I briefly clarify and define terms used throughout this writing, in order to ensure 

that there is a shared language in the context of this thesis.   

 

Criticality, is used within this thesis, not as a negative way of seeing, but instead as something 

very positive. I see being critical as an opportunity to view the world and its phenomena and to 

question if it is fair, just, or equitable. Critical Pedagogy is a guiding factor throughout this 

research.  I choose to focus on critical pedagogy as defined by Kincheloe (2005), which uses 

education “to increase our capacity to love, to bring the power of love to our everyday lives and 

social institutions, and to rethink reason in a humane and interconnected manner” (p. 3).  I see 

critical thinking as a way to heighten students’ and teachers’ critical conscious, meaning their 

awareness and perspective of social issues. Critical consciousness in this paper relates to Freire’s 

(1974) concepts, “Critical consciousness is integrated with reality; naive consciousness 

superimposes itself on reality; and fanatical consciousness, whose pathological naivete leads to 

the irrational, adapts to reality” (p. 39). Questioning how we know what we know, where the 

information came from, and who it benefits or impacts positively or negatively is a possibility 

when utilizing criticality in these ways.  Through the methods used, I adopt portions of critical 

interpretations of ethnography, as used by Denzin (2003) in critical performative ethnography, 

and Madison in critical visual ethnography (2005, 2012).  

 

Reflexive, in this thesis, is distinctly different from reflective. As used by Madison (2005), as 

well as by Denzin (2003), allows positions of participants, collaborators and researcher to shift, 

as it advocates for careful mirroring, and reflecting and questioning of such. Madison (2005) sees 

reflexive as a way to “examine our intentions, our methods, and our possible effects. We are 

accountable for our research paradigms, our authority, and our moral responsibility relative to 

representation and interpretation” (p. 14).  Throughout this work I use reflexive as a way to hold 

oneself accountable and to maintain the practice of self-questioning and evaluating in an effort to 

maintain ethical contemplation and implement changes.  Denzin (2003) uses reflexivity as a way 

to criticize the cultural metaphors that codify and stereotype racial self and body, that generates 
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spectacles of resistance, and challenges local power structures, ultimately to empower change.  

Here being reflective is a good practice, to pause and take a look at our actions. I choose to use 

reflexive where one looks to reflect but questions the effect of our ways of being.   

 

Formal and Nonformal Learning, as defined by Heikkinen, Jokinen, and Tynjälä, (2012) when 

referred to within this thesis refers broadly to the various formal and informal context where art 

education takes place. Formal learning “takes place in education institutions, is intentional in 

nature, it is highly institutionalized often even bureaucratic, curriculum-driven, and formally 

recognized with grades, diplomas, or certificates” (Heikkinen, Jokinen & Tynjälä, 2012, p. 4). 

Whereas Nonformal learning is “organized outside of the formal education system … here 

learning is also intentional but does not lead to a formal certification. This kind of education 

tends to be short-term, voluntary, and has very few if any prerequisites. However, it typically has 

a curriculum and often a facilitator” (p. 4). Art education as defined below encompasses both 

formal and nonformal within this thesis. 

Art Education, within this study and discussion around it, refers to both formal and nonformal 

learning environments that utilize visual art activities as modes of learning, either as tools or as 

the direct subject matter.  I have worked in formal and nonformal context of art education and for 

this reason, I further define art education’s context within this thesis as an arts-based learning 

activity facilitated by an artist and/or educator. 

Hegemony, as a central theme in this thesis is used as it was defined by the teachers and students 

at ISH. When the term is used within this thesis, it refers to a ruling of dominant structures, such 

as societal or cultural. When asked to identify a hegemony, students were instructed to find a 

structure or practice of injustice that is supported by a common narrative or furthered by 

society’s attitudes and teachings. 

Resistance, in this case-study is the act of opposing unfair power structures and hegemony. 

Students defined resistance as identifying, raising awareness of, or speaking out against a 

hegemonic structure. Teachers at ISH encouraged the idea that resistance does not need to be an 
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overt action to qualify but can be the process of becoming aware and shifting thought patterns.  

When creating an artwork presenting their evolving understanding of resistance related to a 

specific perspective of hegemony and resistance, students were asked to expose flawed ideas that 

prop up the hegemony in order to change minds and influence their audience. 

Visiting artist/ visiting artist educator, throughout this study I define my role in the case-study 

and my time at ISH as a visiting artist. The term visiting artist within this study combines my 

experience as a studio artist who teaches art courses and acknowledges my temporary role within 

the school specifically for this case-study.  

 Figure 2 
 Image of student work from in-class exercise (October 2019) 
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Thesis structure and content 
 

Methodology and structure of the case 

This thesis inquiry is essentially an arts-based case-study. The context of the ‘case’ is a specific 

and clearly identified interdisciplinary learning unit from which observations, interactions with 

other participants, teaching, collaborative and independent design of classes, and teacher 

interviews constructed the studied material and data.  Arts-based research was used within this 

study as an umbrella approach to define the approach of the researcher to a specific cultural and 

social issue, and in which art and art education are used as a frame of mind and a tool for 

interaction, instruction, method of learning to know, and a format for presenting and 

communicating learning processes (Suominen, Kallio-Tavin, Hernández-Hernández, 2017). This 

study is also supported by arts-based research approach in that it is focused on the process and 

issues and not a product or narrowly defined questions for which one aims to find answers. I was 

influenced by aspects of critical visual ethnography (Madison, 2005), and critical performative 

ethnography (Denzin, 2003) in the creation and collection of data. 

 

Aims and supporting theories 

There was no specific research question identified within this thesis inquiry, but rather the focus 

was on the critical and curious mindset and my aim was to stay open to finding information, 

allowing the knowledge to emerge from and through the experiences. I am forever curious about 

the possibilities for art and art education in the development of one’s critical consciousness.  My 

hope through this thesis is to shed light on the practice of critical thinking and assessing societal 

norms through art education, to encourage educators to support students in processing current 

events and to feel equipped for conversations around complex phenomena.  

 

Through experiences gained during the case-study I was able to relate concepts of critical 

consciousness (Freire, 1974), theories of critical pedagogy (Kincheloe, 2005), critical race theory 
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(Denzin, 2013; Spillane, 2015), and social theory in art education (Katz, 2005; Spillane, 2015; 

Suominen, 2005), all enacted through the case-study and perceived through the framework of 

arts-based research.  The theoretical foundation has informed my ways of seeing phenomena 

emergent from students’ interests, to how they interact with one another, to considerations and 

interactions from and with the faculty. I acknowledge that this work is a collection of my 

interpretations and understandings of theories and concepts of those included in this text, as well 

as those of data created through my interactions with collaborators and participants. I recognize 

my biases and limitations in terms of the representations in this thesis.  

 

Ethical considerations and my position as an artist and artist educator 

Throughout the inquiry and pedagogical process, I worked to be conscious that my experiences, 

beliefs, self-identified and perceived identities, actions, and words have impact and implications 

on not only my observations and understandings of the situations but also on others.  I have 

continuously engaged in reflecting on how to speak and act on these issues with respect to others' 

experiences and consciousness of who I am and how I need to be in order to listen to others, their 

experiences, and to learn with and from them. According to Desai’s (2017) views of pedagogy as 

cultural work and a public practice, the themes that frame pedagogy are listening, unknowing, 

and dreaming. Throughout this thesis research and my teaching experiences I work to be mindful 

of these frames and incorporate them into my practice. A unique component of this thesis is that 

I participated in this project as an artist in residence who has teaching experience, but who is not 

certified as a formal teacher. I have a deep passion for art, education and the advancement of 

justice and equality, and this opportunity to work as an artist educator within this project, allows 

me to share insights gathered from this learning unit from a dualistic perspective of an insider 

and an outsider.  

 

With the exception of my graduate studies at Aalto University, my educational experiences are 

mainly from the context of the United States. Even though the formal context of this inquiry was 

a high school located in Helsinki, Finland, throughout this study and the consequent written 
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thesis document, and for my broader interests included here, the term art education refers both 

the formal and nonformal learning environments I have encountered and desire to work with in 

the future years.   
 
With a background in textile and fashion design, I came to Finland to pursue a Master’s degree 

in Nordic Visual Studies and Art Education from Aalto University in 2018. I had been practicing 

as an art educator and visual artist, teaching sewing and textile arts for the past several years in 

Portland, Maine in the Northeast of the United States. My prior teaching practice has ranged 

from working with children, teens, and adults in various nonformal learning environments, 

teaching undergraduate classes at an art college, and working as an artist mentor for adults with 

developmental disabilities. I came to Aalto to strengthen my teaching curriculum and to bring 

social justice work into my art courses. Working with these various populations, I saw a great 

need within myself and my courses to provide students with a stronger sense of community and 

ability to discuss, question, and express their reactions of what was happening around them.  I 

choose to view education in the way bell hooks (2003) sees it as the practice of freedom which 

“affirms healthy self-esteem in students as it promotes their capacity to be aware and live 

consciously. It teaches them to reflect and act in ways that further self-actualization, rather than 

conformity to the status quo” (p. 72). My hope is to facilitate a creative space, through art 

education for learning and development which can lead to freedom as hooks states, which I feel 

strengthens individuals to strengthen their community.   

 

Figures and images throughout this thesis 

 

All images, photographs of student work, and visualizations within this thesis were created by 

me during the case-study.  The digital visualizations and tables are renditions of my own original 

sketches, mind-maps, and artistic processing of the findings and experiences. Images chosen for 

this thesis are intended to give insight into the experience and environment the study took place 

and allow the written descriptions to speak for the interactions and exchanges with participants. 
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Theoretical Foundations 
Theoretical base 

Critical pedagogy, critical race theory, and social theory in art education 

Foundational references and theories guiding pedagogical and artistic 
engagement 
 
Critical pedagogy & critical thinking support the emergence of positivity, social 
consciousness, and empathetic love 
 
Critical race theory, as a lens and tool for unlearning and rebuilding cultural 
consciousness 
 

 

  Figure 3 
  Image of walking path behind the school (November 2019) 
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Theoretical base 

Critical pedagogy, critical race theory, and social theory in art education 

Much of the urgency behind this work and research is rooted and inspired by its theoretical 

foundation. The connection this thesis draws from intimate art actions and pedagogical 

considerations to greater understanding of society’s complex social networks that generate 

meanings, and the foundations of understanding these lay within theories of critical pedagogy 

(Denzin, 2003; Helguera, 2011; Kincheloe, 2005), critical race theory (Denzin, 2003; hooks, 

2003; Spillane 2015), and social theory in art education as found in the Journal of Social Theory 

in Art Education (Katz, 2005; Spillane, 2015; Suominen, 2005; Tavin, 2010) all enacted through 

arts-based research.  Accompanying these authors are contemporary resources and organizations 

such as The Conscious Kid (The Conscious Kid, n.d.), Teaching Tolerance (Teaching Tolerance, 

n.d.), Teach and Transform (Kleinrock, 2018), who advocate for social justice education. This 

theoretical base consisting of critical pedagogy and theories related to art education provides me, 

as the visiting artist educator with guidance, motivation, and inspiration to develop and maintain 

self-reflexive, critical, and ethical practices, both while collecting, interpreting and analyzing 

data, as well as when interacting and collaborating with students and faculty.  As I will discuss in 

the “Interpretations of case-study” chapter in more detail, the theoretical foundation has 

informed my ways of seeing the studied issues and phenomena from the perspective of students’ 

interests; guided my understanding on how they interact with one another; and enabled me to 

formulate considerations on how to interpret interactions from faculty with students and with 

myself. It has impacted my ways of perceiving my role in the process and defined ways being 

with other participants as well as how I proceed throughout naming, conducting, and interpreting 

research-based information and its communication to others in a written format.  

 

In this inquiry, I frame art education as an opportunity to encourage and develop critical thinking 

skills within students and educators. By reflecting critically on the various event and relations 

that take place in the complexity of the multifaceted world, we can individually and collectively 
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learn to identify and begin to develop better understandings of the oppression of the power 

structures of normalized thought, beliefs, and behavior. Tavin (2010) sees art education as a 

political project that utilizes “visual representations, cultural sites, and public spheres through the 

language of critique, possibility, and production” (p. 434). This study shares his views that art 

educators have the tools and opportunity to help students examine, understand, and challenge 

how individuals, institutions, and social practices are inscribed in power differently; to expand 

the conditions for freedom and equality, and radical democracy. When engaged, these elements 

create a more socially just art education that empowers students to think for themselves and 

amongst themselves and to evaluate their own lives as well as broader and more complex issues 

they encounter. 

 

 In the paragraphs to come I will further examine what is meant by political in the context of this 

thesis study. Political in this study or learning unit is not educators pushing their views onto 

students, but rather helping them develop modes of thinking and tools to think further. Kincheloe 

(2005) proposes that education is “always political as it supports the needs of the dominant 

culture while subverting the interests of marginalized cultures” (p.14).  He promotes critical 

pedagogy as a practice that does not allow such omissions in the curricula it develops, and which 

in this context advocates of critical pedagogy work to make sure schools don’t continue to be 

hurtful places. 

 

Foundational references and theories guiding pedagogical and artistic engagement 

As Helguera (2011) in Education for socially engaged art, offers practical considerations and 

contemplations on how to use art in the social realm, he describes connections between the 

process of art and education, and further explains through examples that the two navigate similar 

territories.  He insists that “artists who wish to work with communities, for whatever reason, can 

greatly benefit from the knowledge accumulated by various disciplines” (p. xiv), naming 

sociology, education, linguistics and ethnography as examples.  Helguera defines the 

construction of community even as a temporary social group through a collective experience, 
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which in this scenario, when positioning myself as a visiting artist, can be the students and 

teachers in the school. Though I do not claim my experience at ISH to be a work of art in itself, I 

am approaching this case-study with an artistic mindset and background, and take Helguera’s 

words as guidance and adopt them as part of my theoretical foundation, as I engaged with a 

community of students and teachers in an exploratory critical artistic endeavor. It seems 

appropriate to turn to Helguera when working with this interdisciplinary education focused case-

study as he sees bringing other subjects into the realm of art-making as an opportunity for “new 

insights to a particular problem or condition and in turn makes it visible to other disciplines” ( p. 

5). This case-study at ISH is not claiming to be socially engaged art, but does find itself at the 

intersection of art, education, and topics surrounding social issues within the community of 

students, teachers, and myself. I relate my role as a visiting artist at ISH to Helguera’s views of 

artists as “free-agents who insert themselves into the most unexpected social environments in 

ways that break away from disciplinary boundaries, hoping to discover something in the process” 

(p. 34).  Because of my position as an artist with interest and expertise in education, but who 

works mostly outside the formal education sphere, I entered this case-study and classroom 

environment bringing with me unique perspectives and approaches as I simultaneously learned 

from this new environment.  

 

It is my perception that while working as an artist educator or collaborator, one is creating 

community (Helguera, 2011) and should thus be sensitive to the local histories and needs of 

those they are working with. Based on my experience at the school, although ISH very clearly 

works to dismantle the “conventional dominator classroom” (hooks, 2003, p. 8), entering a 

school as a visiting artist, I was particularly conscious of the teacher/ student hierarchies that 

have traditionally existed in education. When entering any learning environment, the words of 

Dipti Desai (2017) have great influence in my thoughts and actions:  

Remaining alert to how power shifts means continually interrogating my teaching: how am 

I reproducing racialized, gendered, classed and homophobic vision in my art classes? What 

does it mean to decolonize our ways of seeing, viewing, learning and being? How can we 

learn collectively across our differences? How do I create a learning environment that 

encourages critical engagement and consciousness, listening to the other, open dialogue, 
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contextual understanding of situations that includes a historical lens, developing mutual 

respect and encourage collective organizing to envision social change? (p. 137)  

 

Critical pedagogy & critical thinking support the emergence of positivity, social 
consciousness, and empathetic love 
 

I perceive education and classroom as places for developing a sense of possibility and positivity 

regardless of the problems and demands of the surrounding culture and society. This notion of 

positivity comes from the urgency and motivation to explore the art classroom as a place for 

possibility. In part, this study aims to investigate the opportunities for making connections 

through art and education. By engaging in critical and personally relevant inquiry, advocacy and 

creations processes, students are encouraged to develop their social consciousness and critical 

thinking skills. My beliefs are echoed in Kincheloe’s (2005) support of critical pedagogy to 

“increase our capacity to love, to bring the power of love to our everyday lives and social 

institutions, and to rethink reason in a humane and interconnected manner” (p. 3). When 

speaking of love within this context I specifically refer to empathy and social consciousness, 

being compassionate towards all beings and considering others when thinking of the 

repercussions of our actions, on both a local and global scale. 

 

There is great potential and value in being critical of the surrounding issues, including our 

institutions and schools. School or schooling is not automatically a good thing, despite the 

persisting notion that what is taught there is good and wholesome. School and learning need to 

be crucially re-evaluated, (Kumashiro, 2000) as these often reinscribe and reinforce harmful 

patterns of thought and behavior. Not only in the information conveyed, but in the way, these are 

disseminated. Kincheloe finds critical pedagogy as a way to make intentional teaching practices 

to support all students. Tavin (2010), when he discusses public pedagogical practices and visual 

culture, argued in favor of art education as a political project. Kincheloe (2005) sees that 

“proponents of critical pedagogy understand that every dimension of schooling and every form 

of educational practice are politically contested spaces” (p. 2).  Awareness of this perspective is 

most important when considering how to interact with student groups or with students as 
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individuals. School is generally a trusted hub of information with rich official (books, learning 

material etc.) and indirectly linked (e.g. social media, popular media and other visual 

communications related to education) visual culture comprised of many components and that 

should assess and be criticized as to not perpetuate oppression. Supporting the notion that both 

school and visual culture are comprised of many components and need to be critically assessed 

as they are interpreted differently by each being, Kincheloe continues stating that, “Shaped by 

history and challenged by a wide range of interest groups, educational practice is a fuzzy concept 

as it takes place in numerous settings, is shaped by a plethora of often-invisible forces, and can 

operate even in the name of democracy and justice to be totalitarian and oppressive” ( p. 2).  It 

cannot be denied that all persons (students, teachers, etc.) who create learning environments and 

attend educational encounters arrive at their interpretations of those from their perspectives, 

positionalities, and experiences. In order to accept all participants holistically and to work to 

create positive and hope generating learning experiences at schools, educational practices must 

remain flexible and ever evolving.  

 

Suominen (2005) states that art educators need to sustain a practice that critically re-evaluates the 

methods used to “study art, visual cognition, and identity construction” (p. 35). Individuals 

maintain subjective understandings of visual cultures, as well as educational experiences, and I 

feel it is important to honor their unique perspectives and encourage them to acknowledge this as 

well, as our perspectives shape our image of ourselves, being our identity.  Within this study as a 

visiting artist I intend to follow this logic as I perceive my role in this shared project guided by 

social responsible art (Helguera, 2011) and critical pedagogy (hooks, 2003; Kincheloe, 2005) 

and as I aim to actively create links between knowledge construction and how identities and their 

impact on educational encounters can be critically studied (Suominen, 2005) in the context of an 

“increasingly diverse society through local, personal and artistic experiences and critical self-

reflective methods” (p. 35). Learning environments, such as classrooms, are often microcosmos, 

containing, creating, and reflecting societal phenomena through students’ thoughts and actions. 

Suominen suggests that educators pause and recognize the “uniqueness, strangeness, and 

sameness of each learner” (p. 39). They further continue that through this practice of changed 

perspectives, art educators can create new grounds for acceptance (p. 39). It is again indicated 
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that the pedagogical practices and educational material should “not rely on preset categories” (p. 

39) but remain flexible and adaptable to new knowledge. Hooks, (2003) has discussed similar 

themes: “To build community requires vigilant awareness of the work we must continually do to 

undermine all the socialization that leads us to behave in ways that perpetuate domination” (p. 

36). The community of this thesis inquiry, being the 10th grade class, is built from complex 

persons with unique perspectives. Throughout this study I aimed to respect this understanding by 

being mindful that each person arrives to class with their own experiences and perspectives and 

worked to create space in our class periods for the students to interact with the material in ways 

that are comfortable for them. When preparing content for class I was critical of artworks 

presented and discussed to be sure that language and visuals were not oppressive. Ultimately, I 

worked to make space for students to voice their needs, and worked to learn from students about 

themselves, and not assume anything about them.   

 

Critical race theory, as a lens and tool for unlearning and rebuilding cultural 
consciousness 
 

As the guiding theme, this study investigates the possibilities for art and education for advancing 

social justice and critical race theory (Denzin, 2013; hooks, 2003; Spillane, 2015) as a 

framework supports the idea of identifying and resisting power structures through education. 

Focused on navigating and identifying power structures with students and guiding them to 

further explore these themes independently, this case-study and the theories that guided this 

research process advocate for an education that seeks justice and equality.  Defining critical race 

theory, Denzin (2003) challenges the belief that civil rights have been obtained for people of 

color and rather acknowledges the work still to be done.  Although Denzin’s text is almost two 

decades old, the message is relevant in today’s society.  Bell hooks (2003) advocates for the 

intersection of dismantling oppressive forces of race, class, gender, sexuality, and sees that these 

issues cross with one another and thus rely on support when striving for equity among people. 

hooks’ insights and belief that critical consciousness leads to the dismantling of ideologies of 

domination (p. 8) are important for this thesis.  By observing and participating through an art 

context in the lessons at ISH, I saw connections to hooks’ words in the process of unlearning the 
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socialization to become aware of what culture has created as a consciousness, and the culture 

we continue to create.  

 

Although this study is not about race per se, it is a theme that cannot be avoided as countries and 

communities are seeing the rise of nationalist, even fascist attitudes and organizations.  It was 

also a theme that was present in the students’ work directly or indirectly. Within this study 

racism is defined as a “network of norms and actions that consistently creates advantage for 

whites and disadvantage for people of color” (DiAngelo, 2018, p. 28). When speaking of racism 

and white supremacy within the context of this thesis, I am not referring to individual people but 

to both concepts as a “sociopolitical economic system of domination based on racial categories 

that benefits those defined and perceived as white” (p. 31).  This system of oppression is created 

and constructed as a way to secure economic power through manipulation of information 

associated with visual differences (Biewen, 2017). I believe it is up to individuals to dismantle it.  

I see great responsibility within art education to address the power of visuals and to enact critical 

thinking to empower students to break free from societal norms.  In becoming aware that 

whiteness was “invented and is maintained with a dominant and normal status to make “others” 

less privileged and powerful (Katz, 2005, p. 98) educators, artists, or any persons in the world 

can move forward with a consciousness in how to navigate to work towards equity. Particularly 

as art educators supporting students in understanding and creating visual works and educators 

creating broader curricula, we need to acknowledge whiteness as the norm that then labels 

anything different from this norm as “others and exotic” (Katz, 2005, p. 98), a power dynamic 

that perpetuates inequality and harm. Katz states that her goal in writing the text referenced here 

is to “bring about a critical discussion which addresses and questions racism through art 

education” (2005, p. 99). This is also what this thesis attempts to accomplish by examination of a 

case study and by analyzing the knowledge that emerge from my interactions, observation, and 

interviews with students and faculty.  

 

The intention of the authors I cite here, nor my intention in discussing this topic is not to blame 

students, teachers or parents, but to encourage all to be reflective of the history that has led us to 

these power structures and injustice and as a consequence to do better for our present and our 
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future. Katz (2005) states that “In order to become aware of the power and privileges of 

whiteness and begin the process of developing one's own positive racial identity, it is important 

to deconstruct the way we have been educated” (p. 109).  Kallio-Tavin and Tavin (2018) see 

whiteness as “both pervasive and nothing in particular, dominant and invisible, and ever-present 

through its unquestioned muteness” (p. 72). This thesis inquiry, in its pursuit to explore art and 

education and its potential for developing criticality to identify hegemony and enact resistance, 

sees these goals as possible through the use of critical thinking and the dismantling of normative 

ways of thinking. Quoted in Kallio-Tavin and Tavin’s (2018), Representations of Whiteness in 

Finnish visual culture, Chapman (2011) states that in relation to critical race theory, “the quest 

for social justice is about changing the institutions that allow manifestations of Whiteness to 

maintain power and disrupting the uncontested discourses that prevent radical and necessary 

reforms” (p. 8). The inclusion of critical race theory as a lens within this study is in part because 

I see the approaches and discussion of identifying and resisting power structures as a link or way 

to also incorporate and discuss more anti-racist content into art and education practices, as urged 

by the scholars included in this work.  

To further emphasize the frame of mind this study works within, I look to bell hooks’ (2003) 

perspective on our collective thoughts, that as a society, specifically within the context of United 

States: “…think this way not because they are “bad” people or are consciously choosing to be 

racist but because they have unconsciously learned to think in this manner. Such thinking, like so 

many other thought patterns and actions that help perpetuate and maintain white supremacy, can 

be easily unlearned” (p. 39).  Spillane (2015), in discussing the challenges and difficulty of the 

process of unlearning and choosing to navigate and act in an intentionally anti-racist way, 

advocates for embracing and supporting the struggles or mistakes, and to view them as a natural 

part of racial learning and growth. Themes of resistance and hegemony explored through art 

within this study intend to create scaffolding for students to be able to talk about and work 

through notions, such as race along with other systemic powers.  Spillane continues: “Not only 

does whiteness shape the uneven landscape of public education, including access to and quality 

of arts education, it tends to hijack the very racial dialogues intended to dismantle its power” (p. 
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65). By recognizing the difficulties of talking about race, art educators can empower students to 

question and navigate the power structures that are present in their lives. 

To further contemplate on the issues of hegemony, dominance, and injustice, I use critical 

pedagogy and frame this inquiry and reflection in part with critical race theory that carries the 

history of multiculturalism and critical multiculturalism. Understanding the problematic history 

of multiculturalism, I do not wish to emphasize it as a key term or notion but rather recognize the 

important work done by people who have written about multiculturalism to advance issues of 

social justice. Quoting the words of Steinberg and Kincheloe (2009), “Because it [critical 

multiculturalism] integrates and connects the study of race, class, and gender to the nature of 

consciousness construction, knowledge production, and modes of oppression, critical 

multiculturalism embraces a social vision that moves beyond the particular concerns of specific 

social groups” (p. 7).  Historically, critical multiculturalism looked to address all experiences. 

Rather than focus on one perspective it embraces a “democratic politics that emphasizes 

difference within unity” (p. 7).  I connect this to Kincheloe’s (2005) claim that all students arrive 

with their own experiences, histories, and lenses through which they view everything, as do 

educators, researchers, and artists. To be honest and reflexive of the biases we carry creates a 

foundation for the work that is needed for progress in understanding one another in a more 

holistic and empathic way. The inclusion of these topics within art and education are meant to 

empower students and educators to think critically, to form their own perspectives and if they 

choose, to raise awareness of or resist dominant power structures.  
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    Figure 4 
    Image of student work from in-class exercise (October 2019) 

 

 

Aim of investigation 

This is a case- study focused on maintaining and observing a critical and curious mindset, and 

my aim was to remain perceptive to gaining information and knowledge through the experiences 

of the study. As the focus is on developing the researcher’s understanding of the potential of 

advancing social justice and equality through art and education, no specific research questions 

were identified, rather it was found essential that developing understanding, guided by theory, 

emerged from the educational and artistic interactions and engagements.  

 

In the following chapter I first discuss the use of arts-based research as the methodology utilized 

within this thesis. I then discuss the application of performative ethnography (Denzin, 2003), 

critical reflexive ethnography (Madison, 2012), and visual ethnography (Pink, 2013) within this 

study. Following this, I discuss the materials produced as well as methods of data and 

information collection. This chapter closes with methods of reflection, interpretation, analysis. 

and finally thoughts on navigating student consent.  
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Figure 5 
Visualization of method and methodology 
 

 

Methodology 
 
This arts-based and educational case-study (Madison, 2005) utilizes specific tools, methods, and 

frameworks adapted from visual ethnography (Pink, 2013), performative ethnography (Denzin, 

2003) and reflexive critical ethnography (Madison, 2005, 2012) whilst the overall method of 

arts-based research inquiry (Cahnmann-Taylor, 2018; Suominen, Kallio-Tavin, Hernández-

Hernández, 2017) provides the broader framework for investigation and exploration.  I 

approached the inquiry as an artist who planned, conducted, assessed, and analyzed collected 

data through artistic means of sketching, photographs, and visualizations of connections within 

the findings, as well as textual notes. Additionally, my role as a visiting artist within the school 

was to lead and support students through art-based activities and discuss the course’s theme of 

resisting hegemony through examples of art and visual culture. As the person responsible for 

method
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designing, facilitating, and teaching the arts-based aspects of the unit and the investigator of this 

thesis, I claim that by utilizing art within this curricular unit students were able to demonstrate 

their understanding of the subject matter and had opportunity to express themselves through 

visuals, allowing them to communicate things they maybe would not have been able and 

confident to do in words (Suominen, Kallio-Tavin, Hernández-Hernández, 2017). As a novice 

researcher, I would have not been able to arrive at the same insights I am able to present in this 

thesis document had I not had the background, training, and experience in art and the theoretical 

understanding of arts potential in education. This specific discourse and my positionality guided 

the inquiry process throughout. Thus, the arts-based research framework for research design and 

insight was essential on many levels. Methods used within this study to collect data included 

observations, attentive and reflective interactions, notes, interviews, photography, sketching, and 

visualizations and are named in detail in the table that follows.  

 

Arts-based research 

According to Suominen, Kallio-Tavin, and Hernández-Hernández (2017), ABR is a 

methodology in which “the researcher maintains awareness of the possibilities and/or inclination 

to process knowledge and experiences through/as art, as well as to maintain intentional openness 

to the possibility for art to emerge as new knowledge of the research” (p. 109). ABR is often 

combined with other research methodologies, as I have done here with utilizing aspects of 

ethnographies, and often investigates phenomena with a socio-cultural context. “ABR is not 

necessarily or typically solely interested in artistic matters. Instead, and similar to contemporary 

art approaches and processes, societal, cultural, political, philosophical, psychological, 

environmental, and educational phenomena are researched through and with art” (Suominen, 

Kallio-Tavin, Hernández-Hernández, 2017, p.104). Arts-based research allows one to find, in art, 

the tools to arouse others and ourselves to think more critically about new forms of becoming 

(Cahnmann-Taylor, 2018). In this study I adopted aspects from visual and performative critical 

ethnography as an art-based research method.   
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Performative ethnography and critical reflexive ethnography 

Through the application of performative ethnography approach, as a research method for 

generating knowledge and material, my aim was to enact theory into practice, following the 

thoughts of Denzin (2003), in that it initiates, and models change.  Denzin defined performative 

ethnography as putting culture into motion, as a method that examines, narrates, and performs 

the ways people experience themselves (2003). Denzin speaks of the pedagogical as 

performative, as the act of doing and being present, and as a way to reflexively critique the 

cultural politics that reproduce oppression.  Throughout my time as a visiting artist at ISH, I 

observed and learned from the10th grade teachers, both in how they presented their subject 

matter and in their classroom management skills, and most importantly paying attention to the 

ways of interacting with the students. Prior to beginning this unit, I was familiar with the ethics 

performance ethnography is rooted within, which as stated by Denzin is concerned with social 

change, and to challenge local power structures.  By observing and participating in classes I was 

able to see it enacted in life and perform it myself. Through a performative roll as a visiting artist 

conscious of these ethics, and by leading art exercises, visual presentations, and interactive 

discussions with students, material was created and recorded. 

 

Reflexive critical ethnography mainly influenced the way I conducted myself. When I prepared 

to work in the classroom as a visiting artist, I perceived my role similar to the approach of a 

reflexive ethnographer (Madison, 2012), as I was interested in observing and reflecting on the 

different aspects of this environment. These aspects include but are not limited to, the 

interactions of students with one another, teacher student interactions, observing their 

communications, seeing what students are interested in, and what teachers are concerned about 

or what their aims might be. Through my observations of others, as well as reflecting on my 

actions, such as when leading a lesson or preparing materials for class, I hoped to gain 

knowledge about the intersections of visual art, education, and social issues.  In these situations, 

I was an active participator but also an observer of my actions, reactions and an observer of 

others. I worked continuously to practice reflexivity, by questioning and assessing my own 

communications, interactions, and intentions when working with the students.  
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In an effort to remain self-reflexive while conducting this case-study, I adapted much of the 

approach presented by Madison (2012) for critical reflexive ethnography. As was stated before, I 

position myself as a visiting artist educator, this being an artist with a deep interest in education.  

The overlaps within my studio and teaching practice revolve around the value and focus on 

process over product. I see myself investigating the possibilities for advancing issues related to 

social justice through critical art education (Desai, 2017) to strengthen both my teaching and 

studio practice as the two support one another. As I was in the position of a visiting artist and an 

artist educator of service to the students, when walking into the building, I felt very conscious of 

my acting as an observer and also a participant, thus these methods of engagement often 

intermixed.   

 

I chose to proceed with the mindset and actions of a self-reflexive critical ethnographer as used 

by Denzin (2003) in his text, Performance Ethnography: Critical Pedagogy and the Politics of 

Culture. Through my way of approaching, explaining, and talking with students about what I am 

working on, I perceived myself as performing a literal and live example of transparency. 

Although no-one can ever be fully transparent and this may never be purposeful in an 

educational context when working with students, but I saw this as an opportunity to be hyper-

aware of my actions, as they spoke directly to our subject matter of identifying power structures. 

I was present in this class specifically to help students create visual artworks that tackle issues of 

social injustice and resist unjust power structures present in society.  I showed students examples 

of such reflected and illustrated in art through advertising, legislative rulings, and social concepts 

and phenomena. When creating content for their artworks I guided students to question and 

assess the components of their work which contained representations of others.  I encouraged 

students to reflect on who their work was about, how they were going to obtain imagery and 

information on the population they were advocating for whether they were a part of it or not, and 

how the communities or individuals they represented were portrayed.  I perceived the discussion 

and content of these lessons and interactions as a performed example of the concepts I was 

studying within critical ethnography. I was discussing in the class periods about exactly what I 

am writing here, being the ethical considerations and how they shape our design decisions, and 
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the importance and impact of visual information. Through this experience I saw my artistic 

teaching practice as an embodied performance, which here means putting theory into practice. 

Taken from critical and performative ethnography is the understanding that your whole being 

matters. I worked to be more conscious of my body language, tone of voice, thoughts, and 

actions when working with the students.  I do not claim critical ethnography to be ethical but pull 

from and modify portions of its concepts and apply them to my practice, while working to be 

critical of this critical practice in itself. 

Activists for justice in various corners of the world who resist those in power and the 

authority of state oppression resist domestication by questioning the legitimacy of the 

status quo and opening alternative possibilities for what ought to be and what can be. To 

understand our work as "critical" ethnography or "ethnography with a political purpose" 

requires a serious engagement with ethics and the recognition that politics cannot stand 

outside ethics. (Madison, 2005, p.100) 

One element of critical ethnography that I adopted when considering how to maintain an ethical 

approach during this study was that of critical ethnography as it “contributes to emancipatory 

knowledge and discourse of social justice” (Madison, 2005, p.5).  Through this research I was 

interested in exploring ways to support and advocate for navigating in a critical way, both 

through my subject matter in the classroom, and my actions of how I teach, as well as how I 

navigate my research. Ethnography becomes the doing through method and performance of 

critical theory (Madison 2005, p. 15). 

 

Another way in which I see employing theory around ethics into practice is when exercising how 

to write and in which way to deliver my thoughts. Particularly, the notion of the critical 

ethnographer supports this work as described by Madison, “As critical ethnographers, we must 

ask ourselves, “where do our systems of thinking and theories come from? To what end are we 

employing certain regimes of knowledge, and who or what is being heard or silenced?” (2005, 

p.111).  The aim within this study is to be ethical in many elements of course. Two ways in 

which I practiced this was in the collection of data and in how I interacted with my collaborators 

and participants, being the students and teachers.  In this study I view the teachers as 

collaborators because of the way in which we work together to create content for the courses, 
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relying on each other to fill specific roles. I see students as participants here as they agreed to be 

an element within this case-study, but the majority of the focus of the data created is regarding 

the pedagogical process and collaboration with the teachers.  Separate from the fact that I use 

parts of our shared experience in my writing, I want to respect the human. Simultaneously I want 

to honor them because they are allowing me to share my views on our experience. Marshall and 

Rossman illustrate how viewing the ethical considerations that guide research practice as 

relational, rather than merely as some procedural hoops one must jump through, centers the 

inquiry on people, as they emphasize, is where it should be (2010). They reiterate that explicitly 

valuing participants and recognizing the potential interpersonal impact of the inquiry helps 

demonstrate that the researcher will be deeply ethical, and intertwines ethics with trustworthiness 

(2010, p. 57). Another major focal point that I work to be conscious of when interacting with the 

students is listening to them, and to remember that, “we cannot fully know our students, given 

the different social positions that shape their experiences differently” (Desai, 2017, p. 140).  By 

not assuming to understand or know my collaborators and participants I am allowing and 

encouraging them to tell their own narrative, to build the story of who they want to be, rather 

than me constructing my own image of them.  Of course, throughout this study I am interpreting 

and processing information through my own perspective, but I work to learn from the students 

and faculty. 

 

Visual ethnography   

Exploring the possibilities of ABR I chose to adapt portions of Pink’s (2013) visual ethnography 

as a method of collecting and creating knowledge. Practices such as those by Pink (2013) guided 

my teaching practices as well as the ways in which I interacted with data created. Through the 

use of aspects of visual ethnography, I was reminded to evaluate and process all realms of visual 

material used in the class. From slide show presentations and inspiring artworks shown to 

students, to the visualizations I created while revisiting notes and sketches from my observations. 

Pink lists visual research methods as making visual representations, examining pre-existing 

visual representations, and collaborating with social actors in the production of visual 
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representations (2013).  Visual ethnography supported and strengthened the use of ABR within 

this thesis inquiry.  

 
Figure 6 
Image of students on fieldtrip viewing street art (November 2019) 
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Materials and methods of data and information 
collection  
 

Methods 

The case-study conducted at ISH serves as the catalyst for generating the data within this thesis. 

Similar studies have been produced and written about in the International Journal of Education 

Through Art, such as that by Herring and Hunter-Doniger (2018), The Title I narrative: 

Connecting cultural and critical awareness through the arts. Listed below are the methods that 

were carried out to obtain the material collected. 

• Observations (Included four 75-minute classes that I observed led by ISH faculty 

occurring nearly once per week such as the history and English literature classes, both 

passive and active. Intent was to learn more about how the teachers delivered the unit, 

how students interacted with the material, and to learn more about classroom dynamics) 

• Active engagements and participation (Included class periods where I taught and 

interacted, with students my assisting and participating in activities led by the teachers, 

and the facilitation of the installation of the exhibition) 

• Documentations (Includes photos taken of student work before and after class, as well as 

of the classrooms and installation space, notes taken while in class observing, notes 

made in preparation for teaching periods, notes and sketches made during and after 

student interactions/conversations, reflective writing and drawing after teaching and 

observation periods, computer documents such as slide show presentations with 

inspiration images and artists for presentations for students- Much of the material used as 

documentation of the case-study was initially communications and planning with 

teachers and students) 

• Interviews (Conducted with teachers, verbally in person with note typed in the moment 

by myself. Interviews ranged from 45 minute to 1.5 hours, done individually with the 

three teachers involved in this unit and were intended as a way to gain insight from the 

teachers on their experiences and hear their thoughts. Discussed further in “Teacher 

Interviews: Interpretations and emergent themes”) 
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• Journaling, Visualizations and sketching (All journaling and reflections recorded within 

one notebook, with visualizations and interviews created digitally and on sketch paper.) 

 

Materials 

The materials and data that were created while working with the students and teachers of ISH, 

along with the visual material I created, and my journal reflections were integral to this case-

study. A top concern regarding all material created was the confidentiality and privacy of my 

collaborators and the participants. Early in the inquiry process, I made the conscious decision not 

to photograph the students or teachers and for this reason, my notes collected during and after the 

interactions with the students are the majority of the data collected.  

 

I worked to be intentional in my effort to be present and accessible to the students as the support 

and guidance I was originally brought on to be, and conscious to maintain and balance a role as 

researcher. Through verbal and written modes, they were encouraged to reach out to me, along 

with setting aside time in class to meet with them individually and opportunities for them to 

approach me with questions, during student’s independent work time or while they completed 

assignments. My slide show presentations of artworks and social movements were used as 

conversation prompts between them, myself, and their teachers, and further description of these 

interactions can be found in the Interpretations, engagements, and reflections of case-study 

chapter. 
 

Please see the table below that details the ways in which data was created and collected during 

this case-study.  
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Figure 7 
Materials Collection and Creation Table 

Type of Data Description Quantity Date Produced
Field Notes & Sketches from class observations, 
of students and teachers

Notes & Sketches  from working with students as 
support on their ideas and visual creations

Journal entries, reflecting on class periods where I 
taught and also when I observed. Created 
immediately after observations/ teaching class 
periods

Visualizations of my thoughts, reflections of 
experience, theories, and connections 12 poster pages

photos of student work in progress, and visual art 
exercises 40 images

photos of school, interior and exterior 27 images

photographs taken while on field trip with 
students, of street art in Helsinki 24 images

Photos and notes of artworks and shows I visited 
to discuss with students pertaining to the unit 20 images, notes in notebook noted above

Photos of exhibition space, local cafe, to plan 
exhibit with students 40 images

Slide show presentations created for class periods 
which I presented to students

3 slide show presentations in total. 1 on 
Resistence in life and art, 1 on Culture 
Jamming, 1 on how to write an artist statement

Notes and scripts I created for presentations and 
points to discuss with students 1 per class period taught, 6 total

Instructions and guidance for exercises for 
students to be done in class and for homework 3 art and content creation exercises 

Interviews with ISH 10th grade teacher 1 1 hour verbal interview, typed. 4 pages

Interviews with ISH 10th grade teacher 2 1 hour verbal interview, typed. 3 pages

Interviews with ISH 10th grade teacher 3 1.5 hours verbal interview, typed. 5 pages

Email communication, coordinating with 
teachers, supporting students

Sent to and from ISH teachers to plan course 
materials, and schedule interviews. Students 
reached out via email for support with their 
visual artworks,reponses were routed through 
teachers

Digital class planning and unit mapping with 
teachers

Shared google docs and calendars planning the 
courses shared with me by ISH teachers

Created by others
 Students artwork and written works pertaining to 
the unit

visual exercises and written assignments from 
30 students

Produced October - 
December 2019

Collected from 
elsewhere

Eaxmples of artists and artworks used in 
presentations, and as inspiration when working 
with students

3 slide show presentations and class discussions Produced October - 
December 2019

Created jointly

Self-Produced

Between 
Septempber 2019 - 
February 2020

15cm x 21cm notebook filled, approx 60 pages

Produced October - 
December 2019

 All conducted in 
November 2019

Produced October - 
December 2019
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Methods of reflection, interpretation and analysis post interaction 

As has been stated before, I think of teaching as critical performance pedagogy (Denzin, 2003) 

as I worked to bring theory into practice while I observed and collaborated.  These aspects of 

reflexive ethnography, and critical performance pedagogy informed my ways of being and 

helped me to be attentive and open to learning from the events that happened around me. I leaned 

on aspects visual ethnography particularly after the case-study was concluded and I was left with 

my materials to reflect. To draw new connections I reviewed notes, journal entries, sketches, 

interview data, and other visual images and materials. Combining and considering the theories I 

had been working with, as detailed in the “Theoretical base” chapter I reexamined all materials. 

By creating visualizations, such as those shown throughout this thesis, I worked to process the 

reflections and interpretations organizing the information in new ways produced. To further my 

understanding of my process and the experiences of the case-study I created tables to categorize 

and interpret information. 

 

Navigating student’s consent 

It is generally considered that working with people, especially younger students, a clear consent 

for participation is needed in order to carry out a study. With this learning unit and my related 

thesis inquiry, there were some mild challenges in that not all students agreed to signing the 

consent forms. I was first introduced to the students as a visiting artist, attending classes to 

support students in creating visual artworks as forms of resistance or raising awareness of a topic 

of their choice. After working with students a few times and talking in-depth with the teachers I 

became interested in further researching this unit, to look from many angles and learn about how 

the teachers considered, designed and presented the subject matter, art’s role in it, and how the 

students reacted and participated.  During the third class period the teachers and I spoke with the 

class explaining my now additional position in their classes as a researcher.  We discussed that 

this research and all effort behind it is ultimately fueled by my interest in developing and 

implementing an art curriculum founded on critical pedagogy, and that this unit would serve as a 

case-study within my work. My conversation with them included my explanation of what I was 
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studying at Aalto more thoroughly, and that obtaining consent is an important part of our studies 

in maintaining an ethical and transparent position.  

  

I realized when students took longer than I had anticipated to read the forms on their own that I 

may have approached this in a way that made it too big of a deal. Simultaneously, I realized that 

their own relationships with data, privacy, and records of their information is drastically different 

than mine. Whereas I am part of a generations that grew up with the development of the internet, 

they have always had a full immersion in it. It is understandable that they would be more 

cautious about associating with such things.  Returning to Marshall and Rossman’s (2010) ideas 

concerning cultural challenges, it became evident that the event of being presented with a 

consent form was perhaps new to them, there may have been language barriers within the 

explanation, or as a couple of their instructors had suggested, it may be a general refusal or 

protest of requests by adults in general. They offered to speak with the students who did not sign 

to request again and explain that this collection of information was for an educational endeavor, 

but I politely declined as I did not want this to become an issue or reason for distance or 

resentment while I worked with the class over the next several weeks and wanted to emphasize 

my respect for their confidentiality.  Ultimately my goal was to keep all student information 

anonymous, and only use descriptions of them and images of their work not linked to any 

features, events, or characteristics that would reveal their identities.  I agreed to specifically not 

use imagery of these students who declined participation and have worked to not create data 

regarding them within my notes and journals. However, I do realize I am using the event of them 

declining this use of information as a note within my writing now, and in this sense 

compromising this aim. 

 

In addition to the student interactions and considerations, I organized interviews with all three 

teachers to gather information and interpretations from their perspectives. These educators differ 

in how they identify their genders, age, origin, subject matter, and life interests.  All three 

instructors were involved in the creation of this unit and gladly obliged to participate in my 

interviews.  In ethical consideration of them I explained my project and my intentions more fully 

and created a contract that we work as collaborators. 
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Description of International School of 
Helsinki case-study 
 

Description of ISH 
The students 
The teachers 
The unit 
Timetable of case-study 
 
 
             Figure 8 
             Image of International School of Helsinki (October 2019) 
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Description of ISH  

International School of Helsinki (ISH) sits in the southwestern corner of Helsinki’s central 

downtown region.  The school offers enrollment for students in kindergarten through grade 12, 

and as of the start of the 2019/2020 school year had 419 students enrolled (International School 

of Helsinki, 2020). The school is part of a global network of around 5,000 institutions of 

International Baccalaureate (IB) Schools (International Baccalaureate Organization, n.d.).  ISH is 

unique in Helsinki in that it follows the IB curriculum instead of the Finnish National Core 

Curriculum (International School of Helsinki, n.d.). Based on my interviews conducted with 

teachers of ISH I learned that faculty feel that the IB educational philosophy and structure allows 

for autonomy and creative leverage for educators. Overall, the IB curriculum and ideology is 

founded on building responsible global citizens (International Baccalaureate Organization, n.d.)  

The mission at ISH specifically is to empower each other to take thoughtful action, and all units 

taught should support this (International School of Helsinki, n.d.).  ISH is not focused on rigor 

but individualizing education to support and motivate students (International School of Helsinki, 

n.d.). The institution strives to accept students with all learning styles and abilities and provides a 

large support department for students.  

 

Many families who come to Finland for international employment or diplomatic assignments 

choose to enroll their children at ISH.  IB schools have a reputation for great education and are 

globally recognized, which is quite practical for students who may move often or live 

multinational lives. Part of the IB school network’s mission is intercultural understanding and 

respect (International Baccalaureate Organization, n.d.). It is not common at ISH for a student to 

matriculate from primary grades through upper school, rather a student’s enrollment could span 

anywhere from a couple of months to a few years. There are, of course a few students per grade 

who may attend the school for the majority of their education, but most students are relocating 

often due to parent’s work or other life situations. The primary language used in communication, 

education, and interaction is English, however, the school provides support for all students to 

learn in their mother tongues as well while they transition to English for their academic 

language. Students come from a myriad of cultural, racial, ethnic, linguistic and religious 



 

 39 

backgrounds. According to the teachers I interviewed, students attending ISH are privileged in 

the caliber of education they receive, the welcoming, inclusive, and diverse community they are 

a part of, but do come from a multitude of varying backgrounds and life experiences and all hold 

their own positionalities.  

 

The school itself is a single building tucked away on a side street. It is in close proximity to a 

metro and local shops and walkways, and it has a sports field, track, and playground close by. 

Students here, like most Finnish pupils are extremely independent and travel to and from school 

on their own, to shops and are responsible for arriving to their afterschool programs on time. The 

building contains central stairways that zigzag through the floors, connecting classrooms to 

teacher’s offices, libraries, and multipurpose cafeteria/ auditorium spaces. As the floors progress, 

the students age, with upper school students occupying the top floors. Hallways and communal 

spaces visually identify the school as unique. They are open and spacious while creating 

moments of quiet and cozy. Walls covered by plants, large cushions shaped like giant pebbles, 

and blue carpeted cubbies tucked away promote communal interaction and conversation amongst 

students and staff. During my time at ISH I learned the classrooms are considered model 

classrooms, where innovative seating and flexible spatial arrangements allow for students to 

learn and interact in ways that are most efficient for them. From rooms filled with yoga balls in 

place of chairs, to large hollow wooden cubes with soft carpeting inside, students are able to find 

spaces that promote and support their needs and working style.  

 

Working as a visiting artist educator at the International School of Helsinki (ISH) was a privilege 

in many ways but also beneficial was its location within Finland, a country that values education 

and wellbeing of students. Compared to schools in which I have worked and attended myself, 

ISH provides warm lunch for all students and faculty, facilities are clean and well-maintained, 

and students are supported emotionally and academically by faculty and school support staff.  

Through conversations in class with students, I learned they have been exposed to many diverse 

aspects of the world, geographically, situationally, culturally, and more. They vary in life 

experiences from one another. Through class observations I collected that students presented as 
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having a broad view of the globe, were up to date on current events and could reference world 

history, all adding to the abundance of their collective knowledge.   

 

The students 

The group of students participating within this case study were the ISH 10th grade class. This unit 

was part of their required history and English courses.  The class was comprised of 29 students, 

ranging from 15-16 years of age. Nearly all students attended each class, with an average of one 

to three students missing per meeting.  Students arrived on time and were attentive and 

interactive throughout our class periods. Throughout this study I view the students as participants 

and also collaborators of creating knowledge and data.  

 

The teachers 

This unit was organized and supported by three teachers at ISH. One, a language acquisition 

teacher, another teaching language and literature, and the third teaching history and humanities. 

They have been with ISH ranging from 3-23 years and thus representing different time 

perspectives on the culture and students of ISH.  

 

The unit 

In November of 2018, I was conducting a study that involved visiting and observing art 

classrooms within a variety of schools throughout Helsinki.  While spending a day at 

International School of Helsinki, I met several teachers who shared their experiences of working 

in education in Finland. I kept in touch over the year and as a consequence I was asked to 

participate as a visiting artist to support students in a visual creation based on their unit based on 

my studio art background, interest in social justice work through art, and experiences in teaching.  

The unit was titled “When Do We Resist?” and its main aim was to identify and contemplate how 

to resist hegemony and how to create resistance through intentional storytelling and symbolism. 
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As a final project, the students were prompted to design a "Resistance Installation" with visual 

artworks to represent their resistance against unjust power in society. My active participation 

with this unit began on October 21, 2019 with the first class and ended on December 4, 2019 

with the opening of the exhibition.  

 

During the unit, I observed the English literature and history courses pertaining to this unit, as 

well as attended field trips with students, and also took time to see exhibitions students visited in 

other courses that were relevant to the unit to discuss in class. Additionally, I co-taught the 

Monday joint period classes with the English and history teachers during this unit and within 

these led lessons and delivered presentations for students around visual art creation, writing artist 

statements, and installing art. During this time, I was in charge of creating visual art exercises, 

content creation exercises, and support of students in their creation and installation process. 

 

The initial discussion around the planning for inclusion of art between myself and the faculty 

began in late September of 2019. I met with one of the three teachers organizing the curriculum 

to obtain a general understanding of the idea and intent of the project. The unit was designed by 

the ISH 10th grade faculty to explore hegemony. It was designed to be an interdisciplinary unit, 

between the 10th grade courses; a history course and two English literature courses one for 

students whose primary language of education is English, and one for the students who have 

been previously educated in other languages. This unit has run in previous years, but faculty felt 

that they wanted the students to think about the issues more broadly and so looked to integrate an 

artistic component. 

 

The 10th grade was divided among 3 classes, as described above. For this unit the teachers 

organized a joint period for collaboration where all students would meet to participate and during 

which two teachers were present as well as myself. I began my visiting artist position during the 

joint period classes beginning in late October 2019 and met with the class each Monday from 

10:30-11:45 for seven weeks. During these class sessions the teachers and I worked 

collaboratively, having made plans in advance of what the period should cover.  ISH faculty 

coordinated the majority of the unit’s material and then shared with me the overview. I then 
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created an art-based aspect for the unit and designed exercises for individual class sessions. 

Majority of the Monday class time was allocated for me to deliver presentations, facilitate visual 

art exercises, and give students independent work time and allow me to meet with the students 

individually to address issues and needs related to their visual artworks. In addition, as part of 

my data collection, I attended and observed several class sessions from the student’s history and 

English literature courses pertaining to this unit.  Details on this experience found on table 

below. The information in the boxes indicates the days I was present at ISH, both leading classes 

and observing, as well as when attended a fieldtrip with the students and conducted teacher 

interviews.  
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Figure 9 
Timetable of Case-study 
 

 

 Monday, October 21  October 25

 Monday, October 28  October 31  November 1

  Monday, November 4  November 8

  Monday, November 11 November 15

Monday, November 18

Monday, November 25 November 29

  Monday, December 2  December 4

Met at local cafe
exhibition space with

teachers to plan
installation details

Introduction and group discussion of
art installation in school lobby, 

and led art exercises 
10:30-11:45

Observed English literature class 
10:30-11:45

Discussed art exercises from last
week, discussed local art exhibitions,
presented project, visited local cafe

to see exhibition space
10:30-11:45

Observed English literature
class 

10:30-11:45

Workshop and presentation on visual
culture and culture jamming 10:30-11:45

 
Interviewed teacher

Observed English literature class and
presentation on street art and cultural

resistance through graffiti by another ISH
faculty

10:30-11:45

Presentation and workshop on
cultivating concepts for artworks and

researching topics
10:30-11:45

Accompanied class on field trip to see
local street art 

Student independent work period, supported students in clarifying their visual
ideas, discussed materials and practical aspects of creating artworks.

10:30-11:45

Presentation and guidance on writing an artist
statement. Student independent work time and

individual meetings. Supported students in
developing their concepts and artworks.
10:30-11:45               Interviewed teacher.

Student independent work time and
individual meetings. Supported students

in developing their concepts and
artworks. 10:30-11:45 

 

Independent work time and individual meetings
with students supporting their artwork

development, installation questions, and artist
statements.   10:30-11:45

Interviewed teacher.

Final installation! Worked with students
to install work from 9:00-11:00

Opening reception 15:00

Timetable of case-study
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Interpretations, engagements, and 
reflections of case-study    
 

Description of observations       
English literature class observations 
Interpretation of teacher observations 
 

In-class engagements with students     
Visual culture, as a lens and method of engagement within case-study  
Details of the first day 
Description, reflection, and interpretation of student engagements  

 

Excerpts from in class as the unit progressed  
Presentation on culture jamming and visual culture 
In-class student support and student work 
Opening reception and students’ reactions 
 

Reflections on ISH case-study     
 

Teacher interviews: Interpretations and  
emergent themes         

Visualization of interpretations & connections of teacher interviews 
 

Emergent theme 1: Creating learning units that promote global perspective and 
responsibility 
 

Emergent theme 2: Facilitating learning that helps the development of critical 
thinking skills 
  

Emergent theme 3: Meaningful and relevant education that is sensitive to 
representation and expands perceived norms 

 

Teachers’ feedback on the inclusion of artistic creation in the unit 
 

Reflections of teacher interviews and collaboration 
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Description of observations 

The following paragraphs give insight into the English Literature and History courses supporting 

the unit. In the History course, students investigated hegemony and power structures by 

examining images and written works related to World War II, as well as through local museum 

visits. In their English Literature courses, students had a choice of three novels to read and 

discuss provided by the teacher: George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945), All Quiet On The 

Western Front (1929) by Erich Maria Remarque, and The Handmaid’s Tale, by Margaret 

Atwood, (1985). Each book illustrated examples of hegemony.  

 

The 10th grade student’s English Literature course was of particular interest to me, as the way it 

was structured emulated the exact concepts being discussed within the unit. Classroom and 

teacher-student interactions were much more structured to facilitate democratic learning cultures, 

as described by Kumashiro (2000) and hooks (2003). Classroom agreements created by the 

students were hung on the wall with the agreed upon understanding that students may go to work 

in the hallways or other spaces to suit their needs. There was an agreement of respect between 

this class, including students and their teacher. For this particular unit, the students first had the 

choice of which book they preferred to read and then broke into groups depending on the novels 

of choice. It was the responsibility of the students to negotiate within their group to assign for 

themselves how much to read per week, what would be discussed each time they met, whose job 

it was to summarize each read section, who organize the questions, visualized the discussed 

concepts, and made connections within the text.  Based on my observations during several of 

these classes, the teacher was there to help prompt discussion should the group find themselves 

at a standstill, and to regularly monitor their progress.   
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English Literature class observations  

As I observed the student-led discussion groups, I found it interesting to watch the variety of 

levels of motivation and interest, and how students in each group negotiated tasks and navigated 

the workload. By giving more choice and opportunity for students to pursue their interests, the 

motivation shifted from performing for a grade, to engaging with the task because of personal 

investment in the project. There was also a dynamic shift when the repercussions of not doing an 

assignment shifted to shared responsibility with peers rather than accountability for the teacher. 

Students created shared understandings, they set standards and formulated agreements on how to 

complete the work. They were also responsible for determining how much work is appropriate 

and as a consequence became much more conscious and aware of their responsibilities. Students 

were also prompted to identify examples of hegemonies found in society and contemporary life 

from news articles, current events, songs, or other media. These were shared through writing 

assignments and casual conversation in class. Topics ranged from issues across the globe found 

in the mainstream news, to ways of thinking that were personal to students. I felt this classroom 

reflected the values and concepts being taught in the unit by partially dismantling the traditional 

hierarchical teacher- student power structure. It is these concepts and practices that I aim to 

emulate and modify to learning environments and artistic engagements I facilitate in the future.  

 

Interpretation of teacher observations 

Participating in and observing the development and behind the scenes considerations of this unit 

has been helpful in moving through the steps of applying pedagogy to practice (Kumashiro, 

2004). Part of the value in this experience in large part was the three teachers who I worked with 

whom all come from different areas of interest and life experiences as well as presented different 

goals and passion for education yet intersecting in ways that supported the students and one 

another as peers.  Reflecting on this insight now, I realize this is what Kumashiro (2004) might 

communicate when he writes about learning to teach uncertainty. Through observing the ways in 

which the teachers adapted to students’ needs and collaborated with one another I interpreted 

their process as similar to what Kumashiro writes in that they seemed to prepare themselves for 
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adaptability. This was not only a helpful learning experience to observe, but an example of 

practicing and materializing one’s ideology and implementing theory.  

 

Initially, through jointly planning the art portion of the unit with these teachers, I learnt from the 

actions and verbalized considerations of the teachers, understanding through the held 

conversations where their concerns and considerations came from and what their goals were for 

the students to accomplish and grasp through the unit.  The focus of this unit was for students to 

understand hegemony and power structures to accomplish a level of ability to identify these 

throughout diverse presentations of these issues in history and in everyday life. This in turn, was 

understood to support student’s ability to think critically, and as a consequence empower them to 

evaluate their lives and to question society’s structures and issues. In the contemporary 

globalized world, particularly for younger generations growing up with the constant inundation 

of news through media, it can feel overwhelming to process presented information.  

Much of the planning of the art portion of the unit between the faculty and myself happened via 

shared online documents and calendars. The teachers were generous in allocating their class time 

shared for the unit to the focus on the creation of a visual artwork, as this was the student’s final 

assignment for this unit. They felt it was important to give the students time to focus on art, both 

in learning about the work done by artists throughout history, and also for the students to feel 

comfortable in the process of making.   
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         Figure 10 
         Image of 10th Grade Classroom (October 2019) 
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In-class engagements with students 

Visual culture, as a lens and method of engagement within case-study  

Approaching this work as a visiting artist, I saw my interactions with the students and the 

projects we created as being a part of their personal and group investigations. They were familiar 

and comfortable with creating academic presentations and writing research papers, so I thought 

to combine aspects from the academic realm they worked within, to invite them into the process 

of art making.  We worked together to create visual artworks that conveyed a message they were 

passionate about. I encouraged students to role play as visual researchers (Pink, 2015), and 

experiment with different modified approaches of this practice. I often brought up the concept of 

artists as researchers in my presentations to them, imploring that as creators of content one first 

needs to research what they will be representing.  Through the artworks we discussed as a group 

in class, such as those referenced in the “Interpretations of case study” section later in this thesis, 

I framed the artist as researcher, because of all the information they needed to collect prior to 

creating. Many of the students verbalized that they were not confident in their art skills, so by 

encouraging them to label themselves as visual communicators, rather than artists, it removed 

some of the scary title and intimidation behind having to make something artistic. As explained 

in more detail in the “Description of case-study” chapter, students defined hegemonic structures 

in their English literature and History classes, and during our class periods I worked to further 

emphasize how the support or resistance of these structures can be produced and disseminated 

through visuals.  Through our hands-on exercises, my slideshow presentations, and group 

discussion, students were shown artworks such as posters, printmaking, street art installations, 

clothing and social media movements, and more as examples of how visuals have been used 

throughout history to create meaning. I worked to support students while we navigated how “the 

visual becomes a way of arriving at particular types and layers of knowledge and ways of 

knowing” (Pink, 2015). The goal was that the students would become sensitive to how 

knowledge and various interpretations of this knowing are embedded and possible with visuals.  
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Expanding the student’s understanding of visuals from ‘art’ to visual culture was helpful in that 

it gave them more tools to work with when creating a visual of their own and unlocked another 

layer of how culture is created.  Students were encouraged to be critical of the issues in society 

by assessing visuals; from historical events being photographed, to how advertisements curate 

cultural norms, who is represented on TV and how, how current events are portrayed, and how 

we as viewers are persuaded and affected by the information displayed. As explained by Kallio-

Tavin and Tavin (2018), “What constitutes everyday experience in much of the world is deeply 

affected by an abundance of visual imagery in a variety of global contexts” (p. 70). By 

supporting students to look critically at the visuals surrounding them, they worked to identify 

and expose systems of oppression through visual tools, as listed above. Through assignments 

where students were asked to bring in examples of hegemony found in current events, 

magazines, or media, students practiced their critical reading and analytical skills utilizing visual 

materials of their choice.  

 

To further expand on visual culture, I turn to Kallio-Tavin and Tavin’s (2018) explanation of the 

impact of visuals in our lives, “Images flow within and across borders almost instantaneously, 

conveying information, offering pleasure, and initiating, reinforcing, or challenging values and 

beliefs” (p. 70). Contemporary teens especially, have grown up in a time of nearly constant 

visual communication from media.  Through my time with the students, I attempted to help them 

to begin to connect the diverse, but often very real effects that visuals have on our lives and 

communities but also to begin to understand how much of the messages and information visuals 

carry and instigate is unknowable to an individual or, even a group of inquirers. Kallio-Tavin and 

Tavin state: “These circulating signs affect individual identities and power relations. Learning 

who we are as well as how we see others, depends on the particular images, their histories, and 

the tendency to visualize ourselves (and others) as pictures in our imagination” (2018, p. 70).  

Similar to authors’ argument, my aim was to help students become more aware of how visuals 

deliver and generate information and create or reinforce power relations that cannot fully 

comprehend but that we can learn to be more aware of.  
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When interacting with students and preparing my lessons for class my objective was to 

emphasize to students the importance of how they portray people and communities within their 

own work as well as learn to understand their responsibility as visual creators.  In my own 

presentations, but also in recording and analyzing data for this study I too worked to remain 

reflexive and critical of images and narratives I brought into class, as not to perpetuate 

stereotypes or other unintended biases or discriminatory meanings and associations that have 

weight and create meaning. Meanings that can and often include, but are not limited to, 

stereotypical notions of ethnicity, race, nationality, citizenship (Tavin, 2009). As echoed by 

Kallio-Tavin and Tavin (2018), “Stereotypical visual representations and their mediating 

resources in visual culture do more than “represent” a world already out there. Rather, 

stereotypical visual representations shape and limit visions of the world and are constitutive of 

identity itself (Tavin, 2009)” (p. 71). In this specific case study I was invited to participate as a 

visiting artist to support students in the creation of a visual artwork, to guide them to understand 

how they are able to identify hegemony in their own lives, and to encourage and empower them 

to exercise their ability to create awareness of unfair dominant social or power structures and 

resist them.  In this scenario, art was intended, in part to be used as a tool for students to practice 

their self-expression and communication skills through visual creations and to further their 

comprehension of hegemony and power structures. Also present was the opportunity to expand 

on visual cultures’ influence and power within communities and on individuals.  Through this 

case-study I work to remain conscious that, “while identities are always multidimensional and 

dependent upon numerous idiosyncratic factors, they remain connected to communal systems of 

discourse and understanding” (Kallio-Tavin, Tavin, 2018, p. 71).  Using visual culture as an 

opportunity to discuss how social norms are constructed, perpetuated, and interpreted aided in 

supporting the unit around power structures and disrupting normalized thinking. 
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Details of the first day 

We began the unit by investigating and discussing a work of art that was installed on the first 

floor of the school. The work, titled, I Remember Your Welcome, was a collection of photos 

paired with text curated by artist Talitha Brauer. Hanging the artwork was part of event series 

held throughout Helsinki and Europe with the aim of creating October 3rd  annually as the official 

European “Day of Memory and Welcome” for refugees arriving in Europe (Learning for 

Integration ry, 2019). The imagery included within the artwork spanned several countries and 

highlighted friendships of refugees and people already living within the communities, and the 

text provided insight into their stories.  

 

In preparation for this class I researched this work, examined each written and visual component 

of it, and familiarized myself with the artists’ contributions and locations to provide as holistic an 

introduction for the students as possible. While preparing for this unit, a large part of my 

considerations was to consider these students diverse and mobile backgrounds and their 

experience of art education that varied greatly. Because the students at ISH have also had 

educational experiences from other countries and schools their relationship to and history with 

art was unknown to me. It was interesting to be working with 10th grade students who were quite 

mature and able to cover complex topics academically, but some had little art experience whilst 

others were well acquainted with art history, concepts, and making. This mix of backgrounds and 

experiences guided me to create an investigative introduction to art using this particular artwork 

by Brauer as explained in the following paragraphs.  

 

I began the introduction to the installation, I Remember Your Welcome, by encouraging students 

to walk around the hanging photos, to read the excerpts, to assess the images and to consider 

how the work is installed. At this time, the faculty and I had not given the details of the final 

assignment to the students, but rather we encouraged them to explore without the pressure or 

distraction of thinking how they can make something similar to this. I started by asking students 

very open-ended questions, such as, “what are the first visual things you notice?” Answers 

ranged from vague observations about the physical aspects to comments that delivered more 
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informative facts pulled from the text of the installation. I guided students with my questions as 

well as with comments that identified elements within the piece, such as human interactions to 

imagery of landscape as it relates to themes of location. At this point I worked with them as one 

large group to create conversation around the information we all collectively gathered through 

initial observations. We talked about the practicalities of the piece, how it was installed, what it 

reminded us of, and if the students interpreted it as a successful form of visual communication, 

naming what does not appear to work so well, or was not clear and what we might do differently. 

Students’ conclusions about the work were rather mature and insightful as some made 

connections to the greater value of the piece, meaning that it could be used to give the viewer a 

deeper look and wider perspective of other people’s lives.  We ended the discussion with the 

notion that the work provides opportunity to assume perhaps not so common perspectives in an 

effort to cultivate compassion. I used this exercise as a way to get the students to look at art and 

to find ways to comfortably talk about art. This was in an effort to familiarize them with visual 

communication, a topic I returned to many times throughout this unit.  

 

Once students began to appear distracted we took a short break, returned to the classrooms and  

rearranged seats to create a space for more intimate introductions, stating our names, a fun fact 

about ourselves, and a place where we have lived, as to be conscious of not asking, “where are 

you from”, to respect diverse identities. I was especially conscious of my interactions with the 

students and I aimed to be sensitive and aware of their perspectives and to never assume to 

understand their positions (Kumashiro, 2000). After we all introduced ourselves and I briefly 

explained my background as well as my role and reason for participating in this unit, and finally 

I presented a projected slide show, as described below.   

 

For this presentation focusing on resistance expressed through art, my aim was to create a 

conversational space with students to learn more about their interests and to gauge where they 

were in relation to viewing and contemplating art and images. We discussed who is represented 

in advertisements, art history, the news, and also who these messages are intended for. My aim 

was to show examples of as many mediums as possible, from printmaking and painting, to 

performative artworks and music videos displayed through photography.  When choosing the 
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forms of work, I was careful to consider what students were going to be able to produce in the 

amount of time that we had together as well, and what resources we might need. Supplies such as 

paper, canvases, paint, and drawing tools were available within the school, and most students 

were well versed in digital medias enabling them to utilize their phones as tools for photography.  

 

Another perspective I considered was the historical context of visual communication, to what art 

forms have been utilized to create resistance art and be part of greater movements for justice. 

Together with the students we discussed what aspects of a work made it impactful or successful 

as a form of visual communication. I made the intentional decision to show work by artists of 

many backgrounds, created in a variety of mediums in both contemporary context and of the past 

several decades, in hopes of highlighting movements the students would be familiar with. 

Because this unit was specifically about resisting unjust power structures, I was able to speak 

directly about the artist’s identities as they pertained to their work and the idea of art used for 

resistance. By naming and identifying what creates mainstream culture and what is considered 

the social norm and hegemony, students began to understand that by possessing complex 

identities and creating work about such can be a form of resistance.  Aiming to stretch the limits 

of visual art and to encourage the students to think of their work as visual storytelling, I also 

considered music genres and videos and imagery produced from such. I chose to showcase artists 

such as Mona Haydar, who creates rich visuals in her music videos paired with the powerful 

lyrics of her rap music to tell of her experiences, framing this as a form of performative art. 

Haydar identifies as a Syrian-American Muslim, female, mother, chaplain and activist among 

many other things. Other examples within the presentation were artists Luba Lukova who was 

commissioned to create a series of posters using her style of bold imagery to advocate for social 

justice. I realize my selection of artists and social movements is limited and of my own choosing. 

I was explicit in recognizing this when presenting to students and encouraging conversation 

during our class periods. The artists and movements chosen to show students were in an effort to 

collect a diverse and varied collection of mediums, topics, artist identities, and interests, but I 

realize that I in no way have covered the full spectrum of what could have been discussed. We 

also talked about clothing as resistance and forms of expression and I used popular social media 

campaigns that utilize portraits and the repetition of unified text to connect the global clothing 
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industry to the choices we make as consumers, rejecting and resisting fast fashion and its effects. 

Various forms of music, the punk scene, DIY movements and Zines were also used as examples 

of resistance within culture. As expressed to the students, the artists and artworks shown in my 

presentation are just a sampling of the many different ways of resisting and are limited in their 

representations.   

 
     Figure 11 
     Image of Student Work from In-class Exercise (October 2019) 

 

Description, reflection, and interpretation of student engagements 

While concluding the presentation described above and explaining to students the guidelines for 

this unit, their teachers and I encouraged them to brainstorm and generate ideas for topics and 

themes that they wanted to investigate or topics for issues of which they found to be meaningful 

or urgent to resist. As has been explained before, the goal for the unit was that students would be 

able to identify hegemony or name another way they are affected by an unjust power structure in 
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their lives, and then communicate it through a visual artwork.  Some students seemed to be able 

to identify a few ideas for possible topics quickly while others struggled when trying to generate 

ideas. To get them to think beyond the topics presented by mainstream media or issues 

dominating the news I led a self-reflection exercise as the teachers and I had discussed and I had 

found in my past art teaching experiences, that personal motivation would help in forming the 

work as a meaningful experience for the students.   

 

This brainstorming exercise was a practice in self-reflection and critical thinking. They created 

lists of their interests and were asked to revisit and elaborate on them, critically analyzing the 

world around them.  Throughout this exercise we discussed how to translate an idea into an 

artwork. I encouraged students to consider their aim for their artwork, prompting them to reflect 

on if they intend to raise awareness of a topic or to change their viewer’s actions in some way 

through the work they create. We discussed the importance of identifying who the anticipated 

audience is, and who the work is created for, or who intends to benefit, and the impact the work 

might have directly and indirectly. The teachers and I continued to find examples of resistance 

presented in art and share these with the students and with one another. By providing students 

with diverse examples of resistance, the aim was for them to find something they can relatable or 

inspiring.  A key theme and recurrent concern while planning classes and creating the art portion 

of the unit was making the unit and the intended learning processes accessible for all students.  

 

Followed by the initial study of the artwork showcased at their school, over the next several 

weeks students took a class trip to an exhibit in Helsinki’s cultural center, Caisa 

(http://www.caisa.fi/), as well as participated in a tour led by another ISH faculty of a 

neighborhood in Helsinki well known for street art to view the public works there.  Both outings 

were supported by discussions in class regarding the artists’ choices and decisions while creating 

the work, brief histories of the processes, and the student’s reflections and reactions to it. 

Visiting works outside of the classroom was beneficial to this unit in giving a real-life example 

of work that has an emotional impact on viewers because of the information it relays.  
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Excerpts from class as the unit progressed 

The teachers and I worked with students to deepen the co-constructed understandings of the 

issues and possibilities for processing the learnt information through art as the unit progressed. 

My focus was on helping students to find their interests to create work around, and then support 

them in the creation of these artworks. The first few meetings, as described above involved 

interactive presentations that encouraged student discussion, visual creative art exercises, and 

exploration of examples of hegemony and resistance. In the following pages I give insight to the 

subsequent portions of the unit. 

 

Presentation on culture jamming and visual culture 

Several weeks into the unit students worked to further develop their concepts for their artworks 

and consider how to efficiently communicate their ideas through their created visuals. In an 

effort to connect art and how individuals and societies come to perceive issues and phenomena 

through visuals, I spoke about visual culture (Tavin, 2009, 2010) and created a presentation and 

class exercises exploring visual symbols, graphic styles, and culture jamming. By taking a 

moment to shine light on and talk about signs and images that we see every day and how they 

impact us, it helped to support the impact visual art has on society. This presentation included 

examples of art utilizing culture jamming by Finnish artist Jani Leinonen, as well as the creative 

group AdBusters. Also included were common symbols and icons found in our phones, on public 

signs, and in common everyday imagery. We discussed how these icons and images are 

interpreted and how they are used to communicate and represent within our everyday lives. 

When referencing stylistic choices, I used artist Emory Douglas’s iconic use of bold line in 

collage and printmaking. Douglas was the Minister of Culture for the Black Panther party in the 

United States from the late 1960’s-80’s (Dress Code, 2015). I chose to highlight Douglas’s 

works as an example of resistance, and also because of the style he developed through his 

innovative use of limited materials of recycled newsprint, collage images, and black plus a 



 

 58 

single-color ink prints. This choice was made with the hope of illustrating for students that 

simplistic images and limited supplies can still produce very impactful work. 

 

In-class student support and student work 

As the weeks passed class periods were used primarily as work sessions for students, to research 

and develop their concepts, plan and test materials, and over all complete their artworks.  During 

these independent work periods I was available to meet with students. When meeting with 

students individually we discussed their personal artistic interests and strengths, if they preferred 

to work digitally, or with tactile materials, and how to best communicate their ideas through 

visuals. As I learned more about each student’s focus, I would show examples of artworks 

pertaining to their individual interest during our one-on-one meetings and walked through 

processes and use of materials with them as needed. I encouraged use of upcycled materials in an 

effort to be budget conscious as well as ecologically conservative and conscious the fact that 

materials used are also tools of communication within art. 

 

Student’s work included subjects such as issues around societal expectations of body images, 

gender equality, global news topics, children’s rights, immigration and deportation, Finland’s 

relationship with their indigenous populations, and more. Some students chose to sketch or paint, 

while others opted for collage and use of mixed media and found images. Most works were two 

dimensional and hung on the walls, but there were a few sculptural pieces as well. I noticed 

while reflecting on my conversations with students while supporting their work, that the most 

common topic of conversation was walking students through how to communicate their ideas 

through images. While meeting with me students would say that they have their topic chosen and 

know what message they wanted to convey but were at a loss when prompted to create a visual 

for this. I often began by asking if they were experienced with certain art materials or interested 

in specific stylistic effects. Together we would work through a series of questions and prompts to 

gauge what type of work the student would be most comfortable and motivated to make. I 

encouraged students to sketch out their ideas and would research examples of artworks utilizing 
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styles or topics related to their interests. Each student had their own computer available in class 

and worked to source imagery and information to help inform their creations. The last few weeks 

of the unit were the most energetic and bustling for the students and myself. I found as we 

approached the due date for this assignment students had more questions around finalizing their 

pieces, how to complete their works and installation.  

 

Opening reception and student’s reactions 

We partnered with a local cafe to display the student’s work once complete in an exhibition 

organized by the teachers in collaboration with the students titled, Question the Narrative: Young 

Artists Challenge Norms that Promote Social Injustices. This title was intended to reflect the 

subjects and issues the students were raising awareness of or resisting.  Exhibiting the work in a 

public space prompted students to consider their works in a new way, as it was no longer just an 

assignment to hand in to get a grade, but an opportunity for student’s views and opinions to be 

seen by their local community. It also helped in the process of considering visual communication 

as students worked to be aware of the audience as their local community and address how to 

make work that is accessible and impactful for those who would see it. Another benefit to 

displaying work here, that I did not anticipate, was the peaked interest and activation of some 

students. Those who did seem very interested or who chose not to participate quite so much in 

class through traditional classroom conversation and setting were some of the most helpful 

during installation day. I realized through this that building in a variety of ways to participate and 

opportunities for different skills to be utilized is crucial to the value of a learning experience.  

 

During the opening reception for the exhibition I was able to observe the reactions and get 

feedback from the students on how they felt about their work being displayed and the process of 

creating it.  Most of the students from the class attended the opening, as did at least 30 others 

comprised of ISH faculty and staff, students’ friends, parents, and neighbors. From those who 

attended, student reactions during the exhibition ranged from surprised at the attendance, to 

ecstatic that people were engaging with and reacting to their work, to also the quite observers of 
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attendees. Some students shared with me their excitement or surprise that so many people, 

especially their past teachers, supported the show and were present.  

 

Reflections on ISH case-study 

I entered this thesis inquiry with an interest and enthusiasm to investigate the intersections of 

social justice, art, and education. Working in a critical ethnographic manner, with critical race 

theory and critical pedagogy as lens I approached my experience at the school as an opportunity 

for observation and gaining knowledge, and as a place to process much of the theory and 

pedagogical texts I had been exposed to during my master’s studies. This particular case-study 

has supported my learning through its subject matter, discussing power structures and hegemony, 

but also through the interactions I was able to observe.  I viewed this seven week unit as a 

learning experience and chance to apply my thoughts to my teaching practice through art. 

Participating in this unit as a visiting artist helped me to begin to process ways of incorporating 

social justice topics into art courses, but also in teaching in a more critical and non-oppressive 

(Kumashiro, 2000) way. This process has helped me to be more aware of my actions and words 

in educational settings and allowed me to navigate with both more confidence and comfort 

toward the uncertainty (Kumashiro, 2004) of learning. When discussing critical pedagogy and 

teaching practices, Suominen (2005) suggests a critical pedagogy that, “devotes time in the 

curriculum to form visual and textual narratives, and critically studies them as well as promotes 

relational readings of narratives of all kinds” (p. 27).  I interpreted this case-study as aiming to 

do just this. This was executed through the texts in the students English Literature courses, the 

material they covered in their History classes, and the creation of visual artworks all around 

topics of hegemony. Simultaneously, the teachers and I worked to practice and provide inclusive 

and diverse content and engagements during class periods. Suominen goes on to say that through 

critical pedagogy, “We can begin by reading the stories of the stranger and allow these strangers’ 

stories to lead us to the stranger waiting to be discovered within ourselves” (p. 27).  Through the 

topics and issues covered in class within presentations, conversations, and the students work I 
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made connections to practices of critical pedagogy, the importance of critical thinking, and how 

when intersecting with art, may foster deeper understanding and compassion for one another.  

 

Teacher Interviews: Interpretations and emergent 
themes 
 

As part of the data collected during this case-study, I conducted three individual interviews with 

the faculty who facilitated this unit and regularly work with the 10th grade students involved. 

This section discusses my interpretations of the interviews and identifies reoccurring themes that 

were found based on my notes and written recording of our conversations. The interviews were 

set within the school, between each teacher and myself. I had prepared a series of questions, and 

then allowed our conversation to lead itself, revisiting my prompts as needed. All three teachers 

were asked the same questions. Please find a list of sample questions below. Interviews lasted 

from 45 minutes to 1.5 hours depending on the interviewee responses. All responses were typed 

while conducting the interviews.  In the final section of this chapter, I summarize how the 

interviewed teachers perceived the meaning and purpose of the artistic components with the 

learning unit and then concluded the chapter with brief holistic reflections concerning the 

experience of the interviews.  

Questions ranged from: 

-Background information on the teacher, how long they have been in education, length of time at 
ISH, and subjects taught 

-How would you define or describe your teaching practice, pedagogy, or philosophy? 

-Why do you teach or work with this demographic specifically- ISH, 10th graders? What lead 
you to teaching? 
 
-I realize that in relation to this project there are central themes (around power structures and 
resistance), but in general, do you consider social justice, global equity, or any particular social 
themes or issues when creating curriculum or interacting with students? 
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If yes, is there something you are very cautious of or intentional about? Or does it occur as a 
response to an event, or phenomena? - how does it feel? 
 
-What is the process or experience of creating a unit discussing social justice and injustices like 
for you?  (Working independently vs with a team?) What do you consider and aim for?  
 
-What are difficulties or special considerations you might have experienced? 
 
-What have your experiences been with student’s reactions to this material? 
 
-Do you perceive the artistic elements as contributing to these topics and this unit? If so how, if 
not, what else could be helpful. 
 
-Have the inclusion of art and discussing visual communication benefit the students, or have they 
not been affected by this information? 
 
 
 
After reviewing the interviews individually and as a collective response through careful reading, 

thematic sketching and creating visualizations of the information, I drew connections from the 

commonalities of the three conversations and linked them to the theories and literature I had 

been reviewing. Through my interpretations I established three main themes that were discussed 

in each interview, Global Perspective- Students have a voice, Processing knowledge as critical 

thinkers, and Addressing representation and expanding what is normalized. It should be noted 

that interestingly these themes seemed to have emerged at different points during the interviews, 

all prompted by different questions and thus I consider these themes essentially and thematically 

significant. Through the interviews the teachers spoke on how they facilitate learning as well as 

the corresponding learning goals they work to achieve with students. Often when responding 

teachers referenced the learning goals they had for students. In the following sections these 

themes are not discussed in order of importance, preference or type of hierarchy. Rather, I will 

briefly name and explain the reoccurring themes and then go into detail concerning each. In the 

visualization below each circle represents a teacher interview. The colored lines below the text in 

each interview ‘bubble’ correspond to the themes linking the three interpretations and 

connections within teacher interviews.   
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Figure 12 
Visualization of Interpretations and Connections of Teacher Interviews 
 

   
 

One theme that was discussed by all three teachers was the notion of what I interpreted as the 

importance of students seeing themselves as citizens of the world, to be conscious of their 

position and responsibility as members of society.  This theme is identified in the visualization as 

Creating learning units that promote global perspective and responsibility, underlined in red. 

Another theme highlighted throughout all interviews was focused on the importance of student’s 
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ability to critically process knowledge and communicate their thoughts. This theme is identified 

as Facilitating learning that helps the development of critical thinking skills, underlined in green. 

The third theme, which I found present throughout the interviews was the importance of 

representations and normalizing what might be considered ‘alternative’ content to the 

mainstream. This theme is shown in the graphic above as Meaningful and relevant education 

that is sensitive to representation and expands perceived norms, underlined in blue. In addition 

to these themes I expand upon my interpretations of the teacher’s feedback on the inclusion of 

artistic practices within their interdisciplinary academic unit.  

 

The following section focuses on my interpretations of our interviews and utilizes paraphrasing 

of my typed transcript. I chose to keep interviewees anonymous as I am solely discussing my 

interpretations of the shared information and theory-informed perspectives of the overarching 

themes and connections rather than presenting the shared information verbatim.   

 

It is my understanding that these themes describe the teacher’s hopes, goals and aims within their 

teaching practices and as related to broader learning goals for the students. This is of great 

interest to me, as someone interested in the interactions and social practice of education and art.  

Coming from my art-based approach to pedagogy and studio practice background, I was 

especially curious to learn from the teachers’ about their perspectives and experiences in the 

formal education setting, particularly when discussing topics related to social justice, as was the 

focus of the unit in this case-study.  

 

Emergent theme 1: Creating learning units that promote global perspective and 
responsibility 
 

I was reminded during an interview of one of the values of IB schools: to encourage students, 

faculty, and staff to be responsible global citizens (International Baccalaureate Organization, 

n.d.).  ISH is staged within a network of thousands of other IB schools globally, and students and 

staff within the school community have resided in and are connected to a vast array of countries 

and cultures.  It makes sense that a theme discussed within all three interviews relates to students 
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having a global context, particularly when reflecting on themselves. All three teachers expressed 

motivation around helping students develop and transform their understanding of their 

responsibility in the world, and for students to see that through the skills developed in school that 

they have a voice and a role in broader global issues. It was a shared aim to create a safe 

environment within the classroom for students to learn who they are, to reflect on their 

positionality and to consider their impact in society. When speaking of the concept of having a 

global perspective, the definition of global citizenship provided by UNESCO (2016), matched 

that of what the teachers described as: “a sense of belonging to a broader community, beyond 

national boundaries, that emphasizes our common humanity and draws on the interconnectedness 

between peoples as well as between the local and the global” (p. 6).  The thematic subjects and  

focus of this unit in combination with the ways in which these teachers interacted with students 

supported the concept of global citizenship, and seemed aligned with the general ideologies 

articulated by universal values of human rights, democracy, non-discrimination and diversity, 

and advocating civic actions that promote a better world and future (UNESCO, 2016). In 

addition to the students assuming a more global perspective in identifying with and relating to 

their community and school network, the subjects taught by the teachers are directly focusing on 

global events through history and English literature courses.  Stated in the interviews, but also 

shown in class, seen through my observations, was teacher’s intentional efforts to give students 

opportunity to voice their thoughts.  The final assignment for this unit was designed as a 

platform for students to exercise their ability and right to express themselves.  The term 

scaffolding was used as a way of illustrating the supporting structure teachers created for 

students when learning new concepts, intended for students to build upon.  The teachers I 

interviewed positioned themselves as facilitators and saw their educator role as someone who 

creates structure for the students and encourages them to reflect on who they are as individuals, 

what their strengths and interests are, as well as to consider their positionalities within society.  
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Emergent theme 2: Facilitating learning that helps the development of critical thinking 

skills.  
 

Another theme that was apparent throughout the conversations was focused on the importance of 

supporting students in how they process and analyze knowledge. One teacher emphasized how 

their goal is for students to begin to increasingly take responsibility for their learning and these 

teachers work to support them to become critical thinkers. This theme relates directly to my 

interest in criticality and the value and possibility in analyzing and questioning what is known 

and how one becomes to know. In the context of contemporary society, students have access to, 

and are bombarded by news feeds, current events, and opinions at every turn. Prior to my studies 

in Finland, while teaching in Maine, USA I found that students looked for support in a way that 

enables them to develop skills necessary to process the information and events around them.  

 

While listening to the teachers of ISH, and their enthusiasm for the importance of being able to 

think independently and critically, I felt further encouraged to apply this focus within my own 

future art classes.  In his article, Uncertain Beginnings: Learning to teach paradoxically, 

Kumashiro (2004) shares a critical insight in explaining that “Admittedly, asking students to 

raise critical questions about the necessarily partial and political nature of what and how they are 

learning requires a level of vulnerability and unpredictability for which we as educators have 

rarely been prepared” (p. 115).  Through listening to and interpreting the teachers’ perspectives 

during the interviews, and witnessing their in-class interactions with students, I felt that during 

this unit these three individuals were taking the risk of uncertainty, as mentioned by Kumashiro 

(2004). 

 

Critical thinking and collective support for these learning processes was modeled by involving 

students actively in the planning and objectives for their classes and asking them to reflect on the 

structure of their learning. In addition, this learning unit When do we resist? was designed for 

students to critically question and react to global and local issues, as well as those found in their 

history books and literature course novels. By creating time and space within their class periods 

for students to problem solve and analyze information on their own, I saw the teachers as 



 

 67 

attempting to foster the development of individual and group critical thinking within the 

students.  Relating the first theme to this, is an aspect of self-reflection.  In the process of 

assessing our environments and issues critically, we must first know ourselves. Suominen (2005) 

argues that more research and critical discussion is needed around “how individual learners come 

to combine information received using different ways of perceiving and modes of understanding, 

how this information constructs their self-perception, and what are the possible methods for 

investigating and problematizing the perceived notion of self” (p. 23). Through the process of 

creating art about topics and issues the students were personally motivated by, they engaged in 

self-reflection and investigation of the topic. This process prompted them to learn of a 

phenomena and formulate a stance on it, and to develop the students’ ability to think critically 

about these topics and their own positions on them. An excerpt from one interview that was of 

particular interest to me was focused on this teacher’s motivation to help students process the 

idea that there are multiple truths and perspectives to presented issues and facts and further, that 

individuals are always biased and recognizing this with discern for ethics of knowledge and 

communication helps themselves to identify believable and credible sources for information.  

 

Emergent theme 3: Meaningful and relevant education that is sensitive to representation 
and expands perceived norms 
 

When selecting content and learning materials to be used in class all three teachers touched upon 

being considerate and conscious of the representations of individuals and communities that they 

present. Teachers stated that either through their own identities or the topics and content they 

provided in class, they worked to normalize ways of being that are not commonly considered 

mainstream or widely accepted. Their aim was to help students become aware of different forms 

of representation and to see normative thinking as a basis of institutionalized discrimination 

based on ‘normal’ and ‘acceptable’ or expected. The key goals were awareness, identifying the 

norms, critically analyzing these, and continuously reflecting on identified issues with an aim to 

change.  The teachers all emphasized presenting diverse forms of representation and identities in 

subtle, nuanced, and natural ways. Examples of this would be including positive stories of same 
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sex couples in their current events or showing narratives of women of color succeeding in music 

industries dominated by males when presenting cases of resistance through lyrics.  The teachers 

emphasized in the interviews that these aspects of persons being described identities should not 

be pointed out or made obvious by stating directly, but to show the students the possibilities for 

ways of being as normal and not unusual. As discussed earlier within this thesis through the lens 

of critical race theory, whiteness has been established as the norm for many aspects of society. I 

interpret the efforts of the teachers to be more inclusive of diverse ways of being as an effort to 

undermine the socialization that leads us to behave in ways that perpetuate domination (hooks, 

2003).  The teachers’ awareness and intentions to prioritize the narratives of those less 

represented is also in an effort to allow students to see reflections of themselves within class 

content. I relate the ISH teacher’s consciousness towards the content they include in class to bell 

hooks’ discussion on teachers who seek “to re-envision schooling as always a part of our real-

world experience, and our real life. Embracing the concept of a democratic education we see 

teaching and learning as taking place constantly” (p. 41).   ISH teachers unanimously stated that 

in their experience they have found when students perceive the curriculum content as personally 

relevant, they are more invested in the educational experience. I see the relevancy of the subject 

matter and class assignments as largely tied to actions in diverse and inclusive language, images, 

and narratives.  

 

Teachers’ feedback on the inclusion of artistic creation in the unit 

When I asked the teachers how they viewed the inclusion of art within this interdisciplinary unit, 

their responses concluded that utilizing art helped students to process the themes discussed in 

class and also helped them experiment in how they can learn to be critical of their world. One 

teacher emphasized the shared notion of the importance of art, further elaborating their support 

of the inclusion of art in all subjects, especially in humanities and history as it is a reflection of 

the mood of the times. In this instance, art is seen as a visual tool of communication that helps 

students to use aspects of memory and imagination to gain a greater understanding and context 

of an era or phenomena.  
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In one of the English Literature classes it was specifically stated by the teacher that bringing 

artistic and utilizing different learning styles in the unit supported students in learning things 

such as symbolism. After the unit, students demonstrated better skills and more advanced 

understanding in identifying symbolism in novels as a result of the symbolism they had learned 

in their artistic activities, discussions and through creation of their work. They identified symbols 

in the novels they were reading, and how the author had represented hegemony. The teacher 

stated that how students understood the structure and patterns in the novel has been reinforced by 

art.  

 

Additionally, when asked about the inclusion of art and discussions focused on visual 

communication within this unit, as well as what type of affect it may have had on students, 

teachers’ responses echoed that art inclusion supported their holistic efforts set for the unit in 

identifying representations and being able to analyze normalized presentations of identities and 

experiences. Through the artworks and images shown in class, the teachers felt that students 

were able to view and discuss something that reflects on them and is relatable, and this results in 

meaningful and personally relevant connections. 

  

Lastly, the interviewed teachers brought up and identified art as a tool for expression. Teachers 

felt it was beneficial for students to be challenged to communicate their thoughts and ideas 

through an artistic medium other than written or verbal text.  In class, I spent much of my one-

on-one conversation time with individual students discussing how the images and visual 

elements of their work send messages and communicate meanings and further connotations, and 

for this reason one should be aware and assess all elements to ensure their intended perspective 

was clearly portrayed. As discussed by Desai (2017) in her text focused on artistic activism, 

creating artworks allows one to construct knowledge, critically analyze an idea, and take action 

in the world.  By engaging students in creating visual artworks that would be displayed in their 

local community, students were posed with an opportunity to communicate a theme they felt was 

relevant not only for them but for an audience. Both the teachers and I interpreted this public 

display of the students’ work as an added benefit to learning as removing students’ work and 
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presenting their views on the explored issues from the exclusive realm of the classroom and 

brought them to the community for interaction and outreach.  Through the creation of artworks 

based on the issues students wished to resist, they were encouraged to investigate and analyze a 

topic they wished to raise awareness of. By displaying these works publicly students processed 

the additional considerations when making this work meant public.  They also experienced first-

hand the unique interactive aspects of the public and their immediate community engaging with 

their artworks.  

 

Reflections on teacher interviews and collaboration 

 

I am very grateful to the teachers involved in facilitating this unit. By way of my observations of 

these teachers in their classes, and their guidance and collaboration during the shared class 

periods I have gained much knowledge around the intersections of social justice topics, critical 

thinking, art, and education.  Through this seven week unit I was able to witness instances of 

classroom management that I interpreted and connected as reflecting practices of critical 

pedagogy. These three teachers in particular were committed to leading students to come to their 

own conclusions, and to think critically through the questions they asked and prompts they gave 

in class. My teaching practice has been influenced from the responsibility and autonomy I 

witnessed the students having in class over their own learning. These three teachers contributed 

to my inquiry process through graciously giving their time and thoughtful answers during our 

interviews, and by allowing me to be present in their classrooms while they worked with 

students. In addition to this I was able to see their online planning and learn from the ways they 

coordinated and negotiated the class content and periods. Collaborating with the faculty of ISH 

and working with the topics of resistance and power structures has helped me to further process 

my own positionality in a global context, and to feel empowered to be able to discuss these 

topics with students in a non-obtrusive or oppressive way. Much of what I have learned here is   

yet another example of how to encourage and empower students to be motivated to think 

critically and act consciously.  
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  Figure 13 
  Image of Hallway of ISH (October 2019) 
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Concluding reflections, interpretations, 
and suggestions for further exploration 
and inquiry 
 

I see the realm of art education as a space for great possibility in empowering students to be 

critical thinkers, and to raise their critical consciousness. Through the observations and 

interactions within this case-study at ISH I have gained experience and knowledge in the fields 

of art and education. I appreciate the involved way I was able to participate in classes while 

teaching and supporting students in the creation of their artworks. The experience of this case-

study deepened my understanding of art as a social practice, and the ways it can be utilized 

within education.  

While reflecting on what aspects of this case-study could be improved I felt that working to find 

a way to include student perspectives, interactions, and the work they produced without 

infringing on their privacy or consent of content could have given the study a deeper perspective. 

I consciously chose to not include images of students or their work as my interests in this inquiry 

focus on the teacher’s perspectives and the considerations I developed while creating content and 

engaging with students. In addition to this, as mentioned earlier, students were sensitive to 

documentation of their work and selves, and to maintain a respectful boundary I avoided taking 

pictures while working with them.   

As for my engagements with the students, I realized the last few weeks were the most bustling 

and exciting, with students creating work, asking many questions and feeling the creative buzz of 

the due date of their assignments approaching. I would like to work towards finding ways to 

create community within a group of students sooner to promote conversation focused on the 

development and creation of their work earlier in the process. Additionally, I see a benefit in 

developing more art-based exercises to encourage them to experiment with materials and artistic 

explorations.  
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An aspect of this case-study I see as having been successful was the focus on the teacher 

insights, and the opportunity I had for listening to them. For my personal process, speaking with 

the teachers outside of the classroom regarding my questions other than the practicalities of 

facilitating the immediate class was very helpful in my inquiry process. To have a moment to 

learn more about who each of them was, what their interests and considerations were, supported 

me in further processing the decisions made in class, from responses to students, to how class 

was structured, and the overall aims for the unit.  

Regarding the success of the learning unit, most students created work they expressed being 

proud of, and the opening reception for their exhibition was well attended and full of viewers 

enthusiastic about the work and topics they covered.  From my own observations and also from 

what the teachers had said, it appears the students were more able to convey an understanding of 

hegemony, and could identify examples of resistance because of this unit, and the teachers stated 

that the incorporation of art contributed to this.  

Having the opportunity to work in a school, guided by and in collaboration with teachers on a 

unit that was already established was a great learning opportunity for me. As an artist interested 

in education it was beneficial for me to have guides and mentors when entering a new school and 

classroom. I appreciated the autonomy and independence I was granted when creating content, as 

well as the support provided by these teachers.  

 

Closing thoughts and intentions 

The opportunity to work within this unit was unique as students were exposed to and able to 

discuss power structures and societal norms created as a result of such structures and were 

encouraged to evaluate and question. This instance at ISH was of great interest to me, as it put 

into action many of the texts and concepts I had been reading to improve my own pedagogical 

practice. Authors such as Paulo Freire (1974, 2004), bell hooks (2003), and Dipti Desai (2017), 

among many others, have worked to promote critical thinking in the classroom and the 



 

 74 

importance and impact of resisting hegemony. Through the examination and inquiry of my 

collaboration with ISH I hope to give support and further amplify the efforts of those 

contributing to the field of social justice and critical thinking in art education. My findings from 

the case-study and previous teaching artist experiences lead me to see this as ever developing 

work that requires a continuation of reflexivity within content development and teachers’ actions 

within the classroom. Creating a united front among educational staff and faculty around the 

importance of criticality and raising awareness of injustices may lead to creating curriculum as 

structure to support equity focused actions. 

I see great potential within art and education to fuse practical skills and knowledge with the ever-

developing skills of social justice work and apply it to the classroom. In the words of Kincheloe 

(2005), “Nothing is impossible when we work in solidarity with love, respect, and justice as our 

guiding lights” (p. 3). As an artist, educator, inquirer, and being in the world, the work I do in all 

realms emanates from a place of love and hope for others wellbeing. A core philosophy of this 

study and investigation is the power of critical thinking to transform and open hearts and minds.  

Freire maintained, as stated by Kincheloe (2005), “that education always had as much to do with 

the teachable heart as it did with the mind. Love is the basis of an education that seeks justice, 

equality, and genius” (p.3).  Although this thesis cannot claim to have accomplished creating 

broad terms such as justice, equality, and genius, my personal interests are in working toward a 

more just and equitable society, and I see art and education as a place to begin this work. 

A large part of the motivation behind studying these topics is to inform myself and grow as an 

individual so that I may better serve my students and those I work with. It is with hope that we 

can become more conscious and caring and intentional with our actions and impact. I am proud 

to be a part of the body of work produced through Aalto’s Department of Arts, and to be along 

side thesis advocating and investigating the positive possibilities that art possess. Thesis such as, 

We don’t really talk about them: Finnish art teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and views regarding 

Sámi culture in a postcolonial framework, by Liisa Hannula (2019).  
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This study is in search of ways to practice and advocate for a pedagogy of hope (hooks, 2003). 

There are many ways to work towards dismantling oppressive structures. The work must be done 

intimately with ourselves, and sensitive to local histories and spaces. The works mentioned in 

this thesis are just those I have been exposed to in the past several years, and now have the 

grounding to continue to move forward in my curiosity and motivation to connect with others 

and foster connective communities through art. This investigation is life long and perhaps a way 

of being. I hope and aim to be forever open and always learning. Thank you for giving your time 

to read this text.  
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