
My Living Theory: 

The ART of becoming (P)ART: 

developing socially-engaged art 

teachers

Merna Meyer  &  Prof L Wood
InSEA Seminar, Walvisbay, 

26 Oct – 2 Nov 2018 NAMIBIA.

1 November 2018



© North-West University (2012)

• 73 400 students 

enrolled in SA

• 35 000 students 

• at the NWU

• 18,800 distance 

learning              

programmes.

Universities in South Africa
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Report on the third phase of my action research self-study

How to become participatory and socially engaged 
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MY CONCERNS

• Lack of status accorded to art education and 

consequently to the art teacher and their roles

• Art is perceived as a specialised subject reserved for the 

talented few leading to missed opportunities to employ 

art-based learning in interdisciplinary, participatory and 

socially engaged ways

• Art is taught in isolation removed from the social 

contexts of learners. Students are uninformed about 

cultural, language and race differences
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Policies requiring working with diversity 

South African minimum Requirements for Teacher Education 

Qualifications Policy (DHET 2015) requires teacher education to 

incorporate situational elements so that teachers work ‘flexibly and 

effectively in a variety of contexts’ (DHET 2015: 9) to develop 

competencies to deal with diversity and transformation.

The Revised Policy on the Minimum Requirements for Teacher 

Education Qualifications (Department of Higher Education and Training 

(DHET)  2015: 58-59) denotes seven collective roles and ‘their applied 

competences’ to position teachers in schools ‘appropriate to their 

practice’ (DHET 2015:58)

Policy  requiring professional roles
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Aim of paper:

To find out how can pre-service art teachers  

position themselves as socially engaged art 

teachers  working in diverse learning environments

How can I influence pre-service art education students to 
become leaders in their learning environments by adopting 
more socially engaged practices?
My intent is to prepare socially responsible art educators who value the 

principles of social justice, and understand the importance of 

integrating them into their future teaching practice. 

Guiding questions:
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How do we provide a 

professional framework that 

consists of:

• Good theoretical base

• Practices embedded in 

personal values 

• Ensure  socially engaged 

citizenship and reflective 

practices

(Hickman & Brens 2015, 

Beijaard, 2009)

Professional framework 
Positioning pre-service art 

teachers as leaders in art 

education
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How do students 

perceive themselves as 

art teachers?
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Method
• self-reflective action research 

using recursive and iterative cycles

• (McNiff, 2011; Zuber-Skerritt, 2011). 

• 35 students assessments: 

• visual diaries, reflective notes

• Thematic analysis & word cloud displays

(Saldaňa 2016)
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HOW to integrate values and roles into a 

professional framework

Values / 

Inner beliefs

Self-image

Self-efficacy

External 

roles

(ART)

Work 

processes 

Evolvement of 

Professional 

identity

In socially 

engaged world
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Students’ three cycles of exploration to find own framework

3. Own 

conceptual

professional 

framework

2. How could 

the ART roles 

be embedded

In own values

1. See myself 

as art 

teacher?
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CYCLE 1: How do pre-service teachers see 

themselves as art educator?
1.  Students viewed themselves in the role of ‘expert’ teacher

2. There was little awareness of the value of art as a medium of 

learning for all students

3. Lack of insight regarding art teachers’ potential to work in socially 

engaged ways
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• How do I see myself as 
ART educator?

• How can I embody my 
values in my ART roles?

… and validate my practices?

Intermediation strategy 1: 

Role of the teacher
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Introduce 3 ART roles: explain the ‘LOVE’ 

paradigm  
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ART THEORY

Artist, researcher, teacher 

(ART) (Thornton, 2013) forms 

the ART nexus (Bennet et al, 

2010) with overlapping 

permutations and integrated 

functions

Aristotelian philosophy, 

representing “three kinds of 

‘thought’”: 

• knowing and researching 

(theoria), 

• doing, learning, teaching 

(praxis) and

• making or creating poesis); 

Theoretical frame 

• “make, research and teach art” 

paradigm
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Students established own values 

Spider diagram: example of a students’ identity and values captured in 

a spider diagram. Relating words such as growth, creativity, love with 

specific symbols.
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“Thanks to these three roles, I don’t only see myself as artist, teacher 

and researcher, but [also] as educator, collaborator, role model, social 

activist, and somebody with a passion and love for learners” (SL_4). 
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• “filled with passion for my work [to] engage and love what I do” 

(SL_1).

• “non-judgemental and committed”, advocating “equity and fair 

treatment” (SA_4). 

• “reliable and committed, somebody who wants learners [to] do 

better, nurture the growth of minds” (SA_8) and “inspire [them] to 

see the world in a different light” (SL_1).
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“I” orientation Holistic ‘our’ paradigm

“Thanks to these three roles, I don’t only 

see myself as artist, teacher and 

researcher, but [also] as educator, 

collaborator, role model, social activist,   

and somebody with a passion and love for 

learners” (SL_4). 
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CYCLE 3: How do you conceptualise your own 

professional framework?
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Service-learning: outreach goodwill bestowed on
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Cognitive dissonance        (Festinger 1962)
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PAR (Participatory action research) DESIGN (Meyer 

2015)
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Theme 1: Students learnt relational skills, and 

understood the importance of teaching with 

sensitivity

She reconsidered her purpose for choosing teaching as a 

career, ‘to initiate change’ (SF_3) and accepted the fact 

that ‘people are fragile and that the way I speak and what I 

say can be harmful’ (SF_3). Students became more caring, 

igniting systemic changes that they wanted to see in the 

schools 

… it is clear to me now… we are not just teachers, but we 

are there to give parental guidance to the learners. We 

have to enlighten and support them [the children] to reach 

their full potential. Learners come from different 

background, therefore need different attention and care. 

The implementation of effective counselling systems at 

schools is a necessity.
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Theme 2: Students developed socially engaged 

art practices
They saw the collaborative interaction as opportunities to deepen 

understanding for the children and valued the role that art could play, 

‘art can serve as therapy and escapism from circumstances and 

immediate environments… they opened themselves towards me and 

shared their dreams, emotions and aims in life’ (SF_18). 

They realised that ‘without cooperation the outcomes of the project will 

not be reached’ (SF_7). Group techniques and scaffolding processes 

became ’indispensable strategies to get closer to our end product’ 

(SF_5). They valued working in democratic ways and agreed that 

through communication they could come to agreement that suited all 

and this came from ‘understanding each other equally, valuing each 

other’s opinion and statements’ (SF_8). 

… every single learner, regardless whether they have the subject art, 

can do art. Every learner is creative in their own manner and could, 

with the help of examples, create artworks and express their own 

creativity (SA_6).
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Figure 2. Relationship-building activity: sitting in a circle talking or having a one-on-

one discussion 

The level of empathy disp 
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Group work and 4 ways of becoming participatory 

• With nominal participation they presented artworks to the learners to 

observe in passive contemplation e.g. the elephant project. 

• Students also directed children to participate in completing a simple 

task, such as hanging kindness tokens on a cardboard tree 

(Helguera 2011, 15). 

• They encouraged children to participate creatively, contributing to 

the content of the art work, for instance children decorated their own 

rocks creatively, with their choice of content, such as fingerprints 

and natural elements to leave their mark and collectively combined 

the artworks in a rock garden structure. 

• Students participated collaboratively with the children throughout the 

process, they shared responsibility of the ideas, content and 

structure of the artwork through dialogical interaction (Helguera

2011, 14-5).
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Students became more aware of art’s potential as a 

medium of learning across disciplines and place

They also understood that everybody should have an opportunity to 

appreciate art, even those who regard themselves as less talented, 

“every artwork is unique in its own way and gives a message through 

that can be meaningful for others in the future” (SL_13). 

They regarded the ART roles as “essential in creating better art 

teachers and understanding of learner development in art education” 

(SL_8).

“I want to educate learners so that they can go into the community and 

create a better future for themselves, their families, and to create a 

better future for their children one day” (SA_1). 

They envisioned themselves becoming more emancipatory and caring 

in their teaching positions by “taking action incorporating values and 

roles and adjust it to their [the learners’] personal values and 

convictions” (SL_5).

Improved social and community awareness
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Students took on a holistic, values-embedded and 

motivational role instead of a teacher-directed role

I attribute the insight gained about value-embedded ART roles to the 

critical reflections and conceptual designs conducted during the second 

and third phases of the action research cycles. 

They realised that personal traits are part of people’s diversity and that 

they should be more flexible and adaptable, ‘less critical about people’s 

body language and expressions’ (SF_7). 

They should consider the children’ individuality, ‘everybody is unique 

and shouldn’t be compared with the other’ (SI_4) and therefore adjust 

activities to fit the children’s needs instead of presenting a ‘one size fits 

all approach’ (SF_4). 

Theme 3: Students realised the importance of 

inclusive practices
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Students became socially aware activitists and 

conservationists 

 

 
 

Figure 3. One group addressed social issues around the ‘living in a healthy environment’ 

theme whilst the other group recreated functional objects focusing on conservation aspects  
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Theme 3: Students realised the importance of 

inclusive practices

Towards the end, their reflections indicated that 

they became more selfless, humane and caring:

• I will be able to do something similar in the 

future… it is not about you but absolutely about 

them and you need to ensure that they enjoy it. 

It is an unselfish action to engage with 

something like this (SL_10). 

• The project was not only to create better future 

teachers but also to give back to the community 

by working with different children… from different 

backgrounds (SI_5).
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Celebration & exhibition 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Celebration and exhibition session: students and children concluded their 

social engagement with a gallery walk, explaining the meaning of the work. Students 

shared their learning experiences with the audience   

Changing the conditions of their teaching practices such as  

I will be able to do something similar in the future… it is not about you 

but absolutely about them and you need to ensure that they enjoy it. It 

is an unselfish action to engage with something like this (SL_10). 

The project was not only to create better future teachers but also to 

give back to the community by working with different children… from 

different backgrounds (SI_5).
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Process of finding a professional framework

My 

professional

development

Students’ 

values-

embedded 

ART roles t

Orientation to 

SEA

SEA 

processes

Leadership 

and 

transcendence 
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PAR (Participatory action research) DESIGN
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What did I learn?

Students are not properly prepared to bridge the 

gap between theory and practice. 

This emerged in the reflections of the students, 

when they had to examine suitable theories that fit 

their experiences. 

CSL preparation should include unified theories 

that frame diverse forms of social inclusivity, 

instead of introducing a multitude of theories in 

sub-disciplinary ways which often result in a 

‘patchwork of learning on discrete issues’ (DeLuca 

et al. 2011, 196). 
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(P)ART professional framework 
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Caption for Figure 9: 

Figure 9. SL_7. A look at leadership: “What do you do with what you see?” 

One student envisioned his ART framework ultimately as a picture 

stuck on top of his desk that will instantly remind him of his values as 

an art teacher. It is a picture that he would like to show to the world as it 

encapsulates:

“improving creativity, knowledge acquisition and becoming aware and 

emancipated” [SL_7]. 
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Did I convince you that:

 The (P)ART professional framework provides an empirically 

validated professional framework for pre-service art teachers when 

they exit for their careers?

 I tried to follow a critical, reflective, accountable, self-evaluative to 

develop professional and engaged art teachers (CRASP)(Zuber-

Skerritt 2011)

 But mostly do you agree that it is an 

art to become (P)ART?
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Thank you 

Any opinion, findings and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this 

material are those of the author(s) and therefore the NRF does not accept any 

liability in regard thereof.
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South Africa: beautiful, quirky and diversely 

sophisticated

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SPEG8Gn6Qxk

scenery

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mRUMsvWlJOQ

Nando’s advertisement: SA humour

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TTnL-PtV8Q8

Willemien taught her students French through song

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SPEG8Gn6Qxk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mRUMsvWlJOQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TTnL-PtV8Q8

