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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 
 
     "You  know what  Mr.  Ravenstahl,  I  realized  I  don't  need  a man to  

be happy."  "You  know what  Ramesha,  I  think  you  just  graduated  high  

school."  This  exchange  is  the  culmination  of  working  with  a student  

and a pivotal  moment in  my career  as  an educator.  This  exchange  

designates  a personal  initiation  to  challenge  my prescribed  thinking  

and pedagogy,  which  was informed  entirely  by  assumptio ns  and taken  

for  granted .  This  study  is  conducted  in  the  context  of  an 

I nternational  Baccalaureate  (IB)  visual  arts  course  in  an 

established  American  Secondary  School.  It  becomes  essential  to  

address  the  contextualisation  of  the  research  within  the  IB  visual  

art  curriculum  for  several  reasons.  Most  obviously  the  study  is  

conducted  in  an established  IB  school  where  the  curriculum  has  been  

implem ented  and formally  assessed  since  2001.  However,  the  issue  

holds  more  relevance  and substance  t han simple  coincidence.   The IB  

curriculum  and assessment  structure  informed  the  design  of  learning  

experiences  which  fostered  confidence  in  my natural  approach  to  

pedagogy.   More specifically ,  I  began  to  observe  the  art  making  

process  having  a transformative  impact  upon  some students.   As a 

result  I  wanted  to  further  evolve  my depth  of  understanding  and 

approach  to  pedagogy  which  led  to  my decision  to  pursue  the  Ed. D 

programme  at  Durham University.  

     The introducti on begins  with  a powerful  moment with  a student,  

Ramesha,  as  a means to  contextualise  the  thesis  within  a larger  and 

ongoing  debate,  relevant  to  ar t  education.  More specifically,  I  hold  

concerns  about  art  education  in  relation ship  to  epistemic  issues,  
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expectations  for  her,  as  being  a good  woman around  the  house  that  

can  cook  and clean.  More importantly,  her  job  was to  get  married  to  

a Sri  Lankan  man and make him  happy.  In  the  course  of  working  with  

Ramesha the  art  work  evolved  from  mundane and typical  drawings  that  

were  indicative  of  negative  self - image  ( unresolved  drawings  of  

skulls  and  skeletons  with  wounds )  into  a sophisticated  site - specific  

installation .   The installation  consisted  of  domestic  objects  

deliberately  manipulated  and  assembled  to  comment on her  experience  

and perception  of  bein g a woman in  her  family  context.  The eleven  

images  in  this  section  present  the  different  components  of  the  

installation  and  provide  some preliminary  analysis  of  the  meaning  

and intention  of  the  work,  in  her  view.  

     The installation  was created  in  the  school  gallery,  which  is  

triangular  in  shape,  with  two  carpeted  walls  and one  wall  comprised  

completely  of  glass.  As figures  1.1  and 1.2  demonstrate,  the  student  

used  ink  to  mark  the  glass  windows  with  words  and  sketches.  The 

words  are  written  in  Sinhala  or  Tamil,  the  official  languages  of  Sri  

Lanka  and are  excerpts  of  a letter  exchange  between  Ramesha and her  

aunt.  The aunt  was supportive  of  Ramesha's  more progressive  and 

modern  views  of  womanhood as  well  as  related  issues  previously  

mentioned  and  expressed  in  the  installation.  Ramesha often  referred  

to  the  value  she  had placed  upon  her  exchanges  with  her  aunt,  who 

continued  to  live  in  Sri  Lanka  and  had divorced  her  abusive  husband.  

According  to  Ramesha,  her  father  disapproved  of  the  aunt's  divorce  

and described  his  sister  as  a bad woman,  solely  for  the  reason  of  

her  divorce.  The relevance  of  this  brief  context  is  to  offer  insight  

to  underpinning  assumptions  and  attitudes  that  inform  dialogue  and 

dynamics  in  the  student's  home.  
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     It  is  important  to  note  that  Ramesha chose  to  exhibit  in  this  

space  because  she  wanted  people  to  "see  in"  from  the  outside  of  the  

space.  The writing  and  marking  on the  glass ,  in  figures  1.1  and 1. 2,  

was a means to  claim  the  significance  of  the  transparency  of  the  

barrier  in  a visual  and expressive  manner.  In  other  words,  the  

marking  on the  glass  places  emphasis  upon  the  transparent  but  solid  

barrier  separating  the  internal  space  of  the  gallery  and  external  

space  of  the  hallway.  The significance  of  this  visual  element  is  

that  the  viewer  enters  into  the  experiences,  feeling s and thoughts  

of  Ramesha as  one enters  the  gallery.  One literally  walks  through  

her  thoughts  and  words  drawn  onto  the  glass  in  figures  1.1  and  1. 2.   

The installation  becomes a representation  of  her  version  of  home as  

in terpreted  through  feeling  and  perception.  

     The installation  broke  the  gallery  into  several  smaller  spaces  

that  are  representative  of  an abstracted  domestic  enviro nment.  

Figure  1. 3 shows  the  "front  room"  of  the  installation  which  is  

Figure 1. 2 Ramesha marking the glass with ink in her native language.   
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The skeleton  makes an overt  and almost  cliché  reference  to  herself,  

whilst  the  element  as  a whole  (including  the  smashed  Plexiglas)  

suggests  aspects  of  self - esteem  and self - worth.  Although  these  

elements  are  expressive  of  internal  feeling  and psyche ,  there  is  an 

aspect  of  the  viewer  observing  Ramesha.  More specifically,  we are  

still  aware  of  her  physical  being  whilst  we gain  insight  in to  her  

internal  state  of  being.  

     With in  the  installation,  Ramesha built  a smaller  room out  of  

some of  the  found  light  coverings  whose details  can  be seen  in  

figures  1. 7,  1. 8 and 1. 9.  There  is  the  implication  the  roo m had been  

used  as  a dark  room where  photographic  negatives  were  made into  

black  and white  prints.  However,  the  room was not  light  proof  and  it  

was noticeably  lacking  an enlarger  and means of  washing  finished  

prints.  Both  pieces  of  equipment  are  standard  equipment  to  any  dark  

room.  The primar y reference  to  the  dark  room and photographic  

process  was a table  upon  which  three  labelled  trays  of  chemicals  

used  to  print  photographs  were  placed  and a clothesline  which  could  

be used  to  dry  prints.  However,  most  dark  rooms  use  electric  print  

dryers  as  opposed  to  a more archaic  method  of  drying  on a clothes  

line.  In  addition  there  are  prints  hung  to  dry  with  traditional  

Figure 1. 5 and 1.6 Images of skeleton and smashed glass 
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evidence  from  which  interpretations  may be made.  It  may be construed  

that  this  element  of  the  installa tion  addresses  the  idea  of  sel f -

perception  and the  struggle  to  define  and understand  herself  outside  

of  the  perceptions  of  the  domestic  environment.   The detailed  images  

of  the  black  and  white  photographs  are  not  presented  in  order  to  

protect  the  anonymity  of  Ramesha.  

     The final  element  of  the  installation  (figure  1.11)  is  a crib  

made of  splintered  wood and the  found  elements  of  a teddy  bear  and 

respective  cloth  elements  associated  with  such  objects  in  daily  

life.  The student  intentionally  splintered  the  wood and painte d it  a 

pink  colour,  as  well  as  chose  found  objects  to  be placed  in  the  

fabricated  crib.  Also  seen  in  figure  1.11,  on the  floor  next  to  the  

crib  is  a found  woven basket  which  holds  resin  cast  bones,  which  

imply  being  human.  The reference  of  the  crib  and other  objects  in  

this  element  of  the  installation  make obvious  and  again  almost  

cliché d reference  to  domestic  life  and childhood  or  innocence  in  

particular.  These  references  are  in  contrast  to  the  manipulation  of  

the  material.  More specifically,  the  aforementioned  refer ences  are  

conveyed  through  the  blanket  and teddy  bear,  which  stands  in  stark  

contrast  to  the  splintered  wood and the  form  of  the  crib.  This  

contrast,  along  with  the  cliché  of  the  bones,  suggests  a conflict  

between  the  two  elements.  Another  manner  of  thinki ng is  the  blanket  

and bear  are  ideal  representations  of  innocence  or  childhood  while  

they  are  contained  in  the  contrasting  form  and  material  of  the  crib.  

This  suggests  a conflict  of  either  the  ideal  and her  reality  or  the  

crib  may represent  the  parental  st ructure  or  support  containing  her.  
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a changed  perception.   The art  installation  is  a powerful  example  of  

semiot ic  representation  of  subjective  felt  experience  which  is  

underpinned  by  an anger  and criticism  of  her  treatment.   The 

ability ,  of  Ramesha,  to  form  and articulate  linguistic  signs  as  she  

explains  the  intentions,  content  and visual  representation  (of  her  

ins tallation)  is  evidence  of  an ontological  shift  relevant  to  the  

self  and identity.   Ramesha experience s re - subjectiv ity  by  accessing  

previously  inaccessible  thoughts  and feelings  (Land,  Cousin,  Meyer  & 

Davies,  2005).   The making  of  the  art  work  negotiated  t he affective  

elements  and informed  the  construction  of  knowledge  in  a visual  mode 

and involved  the  cognitive  element  as  she  accessed  and formed  new 

perceptions.   The epistemic  elemen t  implicit  to  her  art  making  

process  highlights  the  relevance  of  semiotic  theory  and the  nat ure  

of  visual  art  as  a dialogic.   Moreover,  the  art  making  process  acts  

as  semiotic  dialogue  in  relationship  to  visual  art  in  threshold  

crossing  and the  navigation  of  liminal  space  ( which  is  discussed  in  

more  depth  in  chapter  two) .   

     One may construe  the  change  in  Ramesha's  perspective  with  

impli cations  towards  future  actions  as  a transformative  experience  

(Mezirow,  2000)  which  informs  a fundamental  question  f or  this  

research:  What  relation  does  the  art  making  process  have  to  the  

ontol ogical  and visual  transformation  of  meaning?  

     However,  the  art  work  suggests  a visual  representation  of  lived  

experience  (ABER)  that  culminated  in  an articulated  change  within  

Ramesha.   Although  t here  is  a presumed  audience  with  any  art  

display ,  the  ar t  work  does  not  take  on a political  tone  but  an 

internal  examination  to  which  we are  granted  access.  This  raises  
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important  questions  about  the  epistemic  potential  of  visual  art  

within  the  learning  environment  and the  overall  educational  

experience  in  regar ds  to  the  role  of  art  education  in  the  twenty  

first  century.  In  addition ,  the  visual  art  provides  data  (ABER)  that  

offers  possible  insight  to  the  affective  and cognitive  dim ensions  of  

learning.   The onto logical  progression  of  thought  highlights  the  

releva nce  of  the  threshold  concept  framework ,  transformative  theory  

and semiotic  theory  which  provides  the  opportunity  to  understand  

this  interrelati onship  effectively.      

     Implicit  to  the  writing  thus  far  is  the  transformati ve  

experience  that  I  underwent  as  well.  As previously  stated,  

implementing  the  IB  curriculum  into  the  classroom  has  led  me to  

questions  about  fundamental  aspects  of  art  education,  pedagogy  and 

learn ing.   My experience  has  led  me to  agree  with  the  claim  that  the  

criteria  related  assessment  philosophy  provides  a maximum 

opportunity  for  authentic  student  work  in  the  context  of  high  stakes  

exams (IBO,  2009 a).  As a result,  I  began  to  realize  that  the  

assessment  structures  and  assessment  performance  are  not  a final  

objective  within  the  art  classroom.  Moreover,  they  are  a structure  

within  which  to  facilitate  relevant  and authentic  engagement  with  

the  meaning  of  experience.  Until  this  point  in  my career,  the  focus  

was upon  a quality  portfolio  for  assessment  and college  admittance  

where  self - ex pression  or  human development  was a presumed  element  of  

the  art  making  process.   Ramesha and the  other  case  studies  of  this  

thesis  demonstrate  the  profound  learning  experiences  that  far  exceed  

the  production  of  quality  art  portfolios  and indicate  ontologic al  

shifts.  
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1.4 Potential of a Framework: Relationship to Curriculum, 
Assessment and Learning Environment 

 

"IB  aims  to  develop  inquiring,  knowledgeable  and caring  young  

people  who help  to  create  a better  and more  peaceful  world  through  

intercultural  underst anding  and  respect.  To this  end  the  

organization  works  with  schools,  governments  and international  

organizations  to  develop  challenging  programmes  of  international  

education  and  rigorous  assessment.  These  programmes  encourage  

students  across  the  world  to  become active,  compassionate  and 

lifelong  learners  who understand  that  other  people,  with  their  

differences,  can  also  be right"  (IBO,  2009 a;  p.3).  

     The rationale  of  the  IB  mission  statement  is  in  direct  relation  

to  the  inevitability  of  globalisation  and internalisation  in  the  

twenty  fir st  century.   The demands of  gl obalisation  in  the  world  

have  an impact  upon  education  due to  technology  steadily  increasing  

the  volume  and accessibility  of  info rmation  (IBO,  2009 a).   The 

social,  political,  economic  and  informational  interaction  of  

differing  cultures  is  an inevita ble  reality  that  already  exists  

( Parmenter,  2000;  Walker,  2000).   The mission  statement  is  explicit  

in  valuing  r igorous  assessment,  as  well  as  intercultural  

understanding.  In  fact ,  the  mission  st atement  primarily  focuses  on 

the  need  to  foster  young  people  with  the  hope  that  they  can  create  a 

more  peaceful  world.  Alec  Peterson  (IBO,  2009)  summarises  the  IB  

mission  as  going  beyond  the  curriculum  content  for  the  education  of  

the  whole  person,  which  places  emphasis  on the  individual's  

relationship  to  the  environment:  
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can  be argued  that  this  perspective  of  transformative  theory  is  

implicit  to  the  philosophical  underpinning  of  the  IB  programme.  This  

inter - relationship  predicates  upon  the  individual  and his  

environment  and the  ensuing  interactions .  Mezirow  (2000,  p.  7- 8)  

states  in  transformative  theory  that  individuals  can  challenge  

existing  habits  of  mind  "to  make them  more inclusive,  

discriminating,  open,  emotionally  capable  of  change,  and  reflective  

so  that  they  may generate  beliefs  and  opinions  that  will  prove  more 

true  or  justified  to  guide  action".  

     This  interrelationship  established  between  IB  philosophy  and  

transformative  theory  holds  specific  relevance  in  the  stated  

implicit  presence  of  transfo rmative  theory.  In  other  words,  in  

regard s to  the  thesis ,  the  relevance  or  employment  of  transformative  

theory  is  neither  an arbitrary  decision  nor  one based  on 

convenience,  as  it  pertains  to  the  context  of  the  visual  arts.  

Rather,  transformative  theory  is  an element  to  the  philosophical  

underpinn ing  of  the  curricular  goals  and  assessment  structures  

utilis ed in  the  IB  programme .   Which  substantiates  and establishes  a 

valid  theoretical  link  between  transformative  theory,  the  classroom  

context  and the  resulting  learning.  

1.6 Threshold Concepts as a Theoretical Framework 
      

      The thesis  provides  an in  depth  discussion  conceptualizing  the  

threshold  concept  framework  (in  chapter  two)  and establishes  

relevant  links  to  the  art  making  process  and the  domain  of  art  

education  (chapters  four,  five,  six  and eight) .   Meyer  and Land  

(2006,  pg.  6.)  argue  "there  are  'conceptual  gateways'  or  'portals'  
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     Therefore,  the  research  focuses  upon  visual  art  as  a means of  

traversing  or  negotia ting  liminal  space,  as  well  as  relevant  

epistemological  and  ontological  issues.  

1.7 Research Question    
      

     This  introductory  chapter  establishes  my research  aim  as  a 

substantive  consideration  of  the  visual  art  making  process  within  

the  threshold  concept  framework .   The implicit  interrelationships  

with  epistemic  and ontological  issues  point  to  the  relevance  of  

personal  transformation  and the  potential  role  of  the  visual  art  

making  process  associated  with  these  ontological  shifts.   The 

threshold  framework  provides  constructs,  such  as  transformation,  

troublesome  knowl edge,  liminal  space  and  others ,  that  provide  the  

opportunity  to  conceptualise  and formulate  an understandi ng of  the  

movement  through  conceptual  portals.      

     This  points  to  a research  question :  To what  extent  can  visual  

art  provide  insight  into  the  per sonal  experience  of  the  liminal  

space?  

     The research  question  point s to  claims  or  arguments  that  inform  

epistemic  understanding  of  the  visual  art  making  process  within  the  

context  of  education  and the  threshold  concepts  literature.   Similar  

to  the  example  of  Ramesha t he research  question  is  addressed  by  

presenting  case  studies  (chapters  four,  five  and six)  of  young  women 

who i ndependent ly  of  my instruct ion  employ  visual  art  making  as  a 

means of  engaging  troub lesome  knowledge .   The thesi s  and  the  

researc h question  high light  the  benefit  of  the  domain  of  visual  art  

and it s  inherent  epistemic  qualities.   The visual  art  process  allows  

for  a unique  documentation  and analysis  of  the  subjective  experience  













"Bringing the Apple and Holding Up the Mirror": A Qualitative Study of Student Engagement in 
Visual Art and the Navigation of Liminal Space and Transformation. 

 

34 
 

decision  making .   The visual  data,  sketchbook  pages  and the  first  

interview  are  all  data  submitted  to  IB  for  assessment.   The second  

follow  up interview  is  conducted  after  the  IB  assessments  are  over.    

     The claims  made by  the  thesis  are  not  causal  in  nature  nor  

meant  to  be presented  as  strategies  to  be replicated.   The claims  

are  meant  to  provide  insight  as  to  the  internal  experience  of  the  

liminal  journey  and  relevance  of  the  art  making  process  in  

navigating  the  liminal  space.   As a result,  the  thesis  is  meant  to  

provoke  reflection  upon  the  epistemic  value  of  the  art  making  

process  and the  role  of  art  education  in  schools  in  the  twenty  first  

century.  

1.10 Organisation of the Thesis 
 
     The thesis  consists  of  eight  chapters,  including  this  

introductory  chapter.   In  chapter  one  I  chose  to  use  the  example  of  

Ramesha to  provide  a broad  context  for  my interest  in  this  research.   

I  wanted  to  introduce  the  relevance  of  the  threshold  concept  

theoretical  framework  and  transformative  theory  by  establishing  

link s with  the  learning  experiences.   This  in  turn  provides  an 

opportunity  to  briefly  highlight  other  important  constructs.    

     Chapter  two  is  the  literature  review  which  offers  a substantive  

but  focus ed conceptualisation  of  the  important  theories  and  

constructs  of  the  thesis.   The literature  review  establishes  the  

importance  of  the  affective  dimension,  semiotic  theory  and the  

construct  of  self,  which  is  eventually  understood  as  a threshold  

concept.   Chapter  two  also  establishes  how visual  art  making  

functions  as  a mediating  object  and addresses  the  issue  of  

boundedness.    
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     Chapter  three  provides  a substantive  understanding  of  the  logic  

of  method ology.   The chapter  highlights  the  relevance  of  qualita tive  

methods  and case  studies  and  subjective  approaches  to  the  research.   

Chapter  three  also  addresses  issue s of  arts - based  research  not  just  

as  a form  of  data  but  the  epistemological  elements  of  visual  art  as  

knowledge  construction.   The issue  of  subjecti vity  is  further  

addressed  by  explicating  the  relevance  of  positionality  in  regards  

to  the  methodology  as well  as  my role  of  participant  interviewer  and  

action  research.   The issue  of  trustworthiness  of  the  research  and 

the  relevance  of  interviews  is  also  explicated.  

     Chapters  four  through  six  present  specific  case  studies  of  

three  young  women.  Each chapter  focuses  on one of  the  respective  

young  women and documents  their  liminal  journey  through  art  work,  

written  excerpts  and interviews.   The intention  i s to  provide  

insight  as  to  the  internal  subjective  experience  and  navigation  of  

the  liminal  space.   This  highlights  the  importance  of  the  epistemic  

nature  of  visual  art  and its  impact  in  ontological  shifts.  

     Chapter  seven  is  an analysis  of  the  intervie ws with  thematic  

codes  and subthemes.   This  analysis  is  a reflective  process  where  

the  young  women are  able  to  discuss  their  intentions  of  their  art  

work  and its  importance  in  their  navigation  of  the  affective  

elements  of  the  liminal  space  and transformati ons.    

     Chapter  eight  is  a discussion  chapter  that  focuses  heav ily  on 

the  constructs  and research  findings  in  the  context  of  pedagogy  and 

the  learning  environment.   The intention  of  this  chapter  is  to  more 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 

"Conceptually,  art  education  has  become something  of  a goldfish  bowl  

floating  in  a larger  sea  of  issues  and considerations.  The world  

within  the  bowl  is  not  invalid  or  unrealistic,  but  it  is  not  

cognisant  of  wider,  equally  re levant  horizons"  (Nadaner,  1984,  P.  

26)  

2.1 Introduction 
      

     This  thesis  was conducted  in  the  context  of  an IB  visual  arts  

course  in  an American  Secondary  School  where  the  IB  curriculum  has  

been  formally  assessed  since  2001.  The thesis  introduces  case  

studies  as  a basis  to  explore  a potential  interrelationship  of  the  

theoretical  framework  of  transformative  theory  and threshold  

concep ts  in  relationship  to  the  IB  visual  art  learning  context.   

Threshold  concepts  can  provide  an important  theoretical  lens  through  

which  to  consider  the  visual  art  process  and learning  environment.  

Consequently  and  through  continued  research,  art  education  may find  

new relevance  in  the  curriculum  and 21st  century  education  by  

providing  a means for  teacher  reflection  upon  the  epistemic  

potential  of  visual  art,  as  well  as relevant  pedagogical  approaches.   

The opening  quotation  effectively  summarises  issues  I  hav e observed  

in  my many years  of  art  education.   The quote  highlights  the  

insulated  reality  of  art  education  that,  in  my opinion,  desperately  

needs  new relevance.    

     The relevance  of  this  stated  aim  originates  in  personal  

criticism  of  common assumptions  as  to  the  role  and practices  of  

visual  art  as  they  pertain  to  the  education  of  you ng people.  The 
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most  common assumption  is  that  student  participation  in  the  art  

making  process,  in  any  form,  results  in  the  cognitive  development  of  

problem  solving,  critical  thinking,  and the  presumptive  affective  

dimension  of  self - expression.   In  other  words,  the  creation  of  an 

art  project  does  not  necessarily  involve  genuine  self - expression.   

In  many cases  art  projects  can  be overly  prescribed  and formulaic.    

     While  cri tical  thinking  and genuine  self - expression  are  

possible  outcomes  it  is  a sweeping  generalization  to  think  these  are  

inherent  and automatic  without  considering  the  manner  of  student  

engagement  with  the  art  making  process  in  the  classroom  context.  

Prescribed  teaching  limits  art  education  to  a production  process,  

focusing  on development  of  competencies  in  skill,  achieved  by  

precise  teacher  dire cted  objectives  (Illeris,  2007).   I  argue  that  

such  pedagogical  approaches  prevent  authentic  engagement  with  the  

art  making  process  and  emphasize  replication  and demonstration  of  

technical  skill  as  opposed  to  critical  thinking.  Freire  (1970)  

considered  traditional  education  as  the  "banking"  method  of  

learning,  whereby  the  teacher  deposits  information  to  those  students  

whom the  teacher  deems worthy  of  receiving  the  gift  of  knowledge.  

Art  classrooms  are  often  orientated  in  the  same manner  as  

traditional  academic  classrooms  where  the  teacher  acts  as  a gate  

keeper  and  access  to  learning  and tasks  is  granted  through  the  

teacher  (i.e.  White,  1998).  The major  problem  with  this  form  of  

education  is  that  students  become dependent  on the  teacher  for  

knowledge  and  do not  learn  to  think  for  themselves,  which  in  the  

context  of  visual  art  removes  the  most  essential  ingredient  to  

achieving  the  aforementioned  development.   As a result,  assessment  

is  often  focused  upon  aesthetic  appeal  and the  demonstration  of  
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     The remainder  of  the  chapter  will  conceptualise  the  primary  

theoretical  framework  of  threshold  concepts  and transformation.   The 

importance  of  the  affective  dimension,  semiotic  theory  and the  

concept  of  self  are  clarified  further.   More importantly,  the  visual  

art  making  process  is  clarified  and understood  in  a more  nuanced  

manner  by  considering  its  epistemic  association  to  the  theoretical  

frameworks  establish ed and contextualized  in  the  learning  

environments.     

2.2 Threshold Concepts 
      

     Meyer  and Land  (2006,  p3)  describe  a threshold  concept  as  a 

conceptual  portal  "opening  up new and  previously  inaccessible  ways 

of  thinking  about  something".  Implicit  to  this  description  is  the  

aspect  of  transformation,  in  regard  to  understanding  and  percei ving,  

without  which ,  Meyer  and Land  (2006,  p.3)  argue ,  a learner  cannot  

progress.  This  aspect  of  stuck  place  or  not  progressing  is  important  

to  this  thesis,  in  the  nature  of  the  case  studies  being  used  and 

implications  it  holds  for  education.  Much of  the  t hreshold  

literature  discusses  the  theoretical  framework  as  it  pertains  to  

learning  within  academic  disciplines  and  from  the  perspective  of  an 

educator  improving  upon  student  learning  as  it  relates  to  academic  

performa nce.  However,  the  recent  volume ,  Thresh old  Concepts  in  

Practice  (Land,  Meyer  and  Flanagan,  2016 ),  addresses  threshold  

concepts  from  the  much needed  perspective  of  the  student  experience  

(Fel ten,  2016).  Within  this  volume  there  is  an important  discussion  

of  the  affective  element  within  the  thres hold  concepts  (Rattray,  

2016)  and the  construct  of  liminality.  







"Bringing the Apple and Holding Up the Mirror": A Qualitative Study of Student Engagement in 
Visual Art and the Navigation of Liminal Space and Transformation. 

 

43 
 

     Therefore,  t he role  of  these  constructs  becomes  important  as  

they  explicate  the  affective  and cognitive  role  the  visual  art  

making  process  provides.  In  other  words,  these  constructs  provide  

some valid  correlation  to  the  ability  of  visual  art  to  hold  a role  

in  the  perceived  knowledge  construction.  In  the  context  of  this  

study,  it  is  argued  that  threshold  concepts  provide  an effective  and  

relevant  lens  to  co nsider  the  role  of  visual  arts  in  21st  century  

education  in  a more  informed  manner  which  can  more effectively  

utilise  its  ability  to  transcend  conceptual  boundaries.  According  to  

Meyer  and Land  (2006,  p7)  the  transformative  aspect  suggests  that  

crossing  a threshold  results  in  "significant  shift  in  the  perception  

of  a subject  landscape  or  personal  identity,  a reconstruction  of  

subjectivity".  This  element  of  identity  transformation  is  of  

particular  interest  in  regard  to  the  stu dy.  There  are  clear  

associations  to  the  work  of  Mezirow,  and  transformative  theory,  

which  will  be addressed  further  in  section  2.7.   Moreover,  there  are  

underpinning  links  between  threshold  concepts  and  the  role  of  the  

affective  and  cognitive  dimensions  which  further  suggest  the  

poignancy  of  consideration  of  the  potential  of  visual  art.  

2.3 Liminality 
 
     The construct  of  the  liminal  space  holds  great  significance  in  

the  threshold  concept  framework  and is  central  to  this  thesis.  As 

previously  discussed,  Meyer  and  Land  (2006)  identify  characteristics  

of  threshol d concepts  with  most  relevance  to  this  thesis  being  

troublesome,  transformative  and  bounded.  Implicit  to  these  

constructs  is  the  liminal  state  which  the  thre shold  literature  often  

describes  as  a transformative  state  or  a "liquid  space  with  great  
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manifests  as  linguistic  signs  but  visual  art  is  a form  of  non-

linguistic  knowledge  (Langer,  1957).   The forms,  materials  and  other  

inherent  qualities  of  visual  art  construct  and  express  meaning.   

These  discursive  elements  and the  inherent  epistemic  elements  can  

arguably  be understood  as  vehicles  for  traversing  liminal  space.   I  

argue  that  traditional  vehicles  which  are  often  considered  evidence  

of  learning  may not  provide  adequate  means for  negotiating  liminal  

states  that  may be complex  or  th orny .   The liminal  state  may be 

suspended  due  to  a "lack  of  vehicle  through  which  to  express  and 

progress  his  thinking"  (Meyer  and Land,  2006,  p.25 ).     

   Meyer  and Land  (2006)  argu e the  subjective  nature  of  threshold s 

and liminal  experience  and this  implies  the  importance  of  the  nature  

of  the  vehicle  employed  for  tr aversing  the  liminal  space.   In  other  

words ,  one  may assume that  thresholds  and the  liminal  space  may only  

be negotiated  through  linguistic  or  more  presumed  conceptual  

vehicles  common in  le arning  environments.   In  this  thesis  I  am 

interested  in  the  potential  of  visual  art  to  act  as  a vehicle  for  

the  negotiation  of  liminality  as  well  as  in  the  inherent  epistemic  

qualities  of  visual  art.   The subjective  experience  of  the  liminal  

space  with  its  affective  elements  is  explored  furt her  in  the  next  

section.    

2.4 Affective Dimension of Liminal Space and Art as a Vehicle for 
Navigation 
      
             The thesis  builds  upon  the  work  of  Rattray  (2016)  and argues  

for  a more  complex  interrelationship  between  the  affective  and  

cognitive  dimensions  withi n which  the  visual  arts  hold  a particular  

relevance.   Rattray  (2016)  focuses  on the  importance  of  the  
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but  ineffective  strategies  to  change  their  unpleasant  state.   

However,  the  overwhelming  nature  of  the  affective  dimension  may 

become more manageable  with  different  epistemic  approaches  which  may 

be possible  due to  the  inherent  fluidity  and experimental  nature  of  

the  liminal  state.   This  raises  the  question:  Does the  discipline  or  

media  employed  as  a vehicle  impact  the  ability  to  engage  the  

affective  dimension  and foster  the  navigation  of  liminality?   The 

domain  of  art  (visual  or  narrative) seem to  provide  an effective  

epistemic  vehicle  for  the  individuals  (in  the  aforementioned  

studies) to  construct  meaning  or  engage  with  troublesomen ess.   It  is  

fair  to  speculat e that  differing  forms  of  counse ling  occurred  with  

these  individuals  either  previous  or  simultaneous  to  their  creative  

pursuits.     

     In  the  research  by  Reynolds  & Lim  (2007)  and  Mathieson  & Stam 

(1995),  the  patients  knowingl y pursued  a means to  address  or  engage  

the  ensuing  emotions  of  a traumatic  experience.  In  the  context  of  

the  classroom,  students  do not  knowingly  enrol  in  an art  class  with  

this  sa me inte ntion.   But  as  the  example  of  Ramesha in  chapter  one 

indicates  studen ts  can  employ  the  visual  art  making  process  for  

powerful  learning  whether  they  planned  on it  or  not.   The case  

studies  presented  in  this  thesis  employ  the  art  curriculum  and  art  

making  process  as  a means to  addre ss  the  affective  dimension  

associated  with  the  liminal  experience .   This  epistemic  function  of  

the  art  making  process  was not  preconceived  and only  became 

incrementally  clear  to  the  young  women thro ugh  the  liminal  journey  

as  indicated  by  discursive  characteristics  of  threshold  crossing  

became appar ent.   Therefore  the  issues  being  raised  about  pedagogy  

and learning  environments  (throughout  the  first  chapter s)  become 
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Ideological  or  in ternationalist  interests  view  education  as  a "moral  

development  of  positive  attitudes  towards  peace,  international  

understanding  and responsible  global  citizenship"  (Cambridge  & 

Thompson,  2004,  p.164).   

     The point  is  that  the  affective  development  of  IB  is  not  only  

prioritised  but  is  arguably  the  distinguishing  characteristic  of  IB  

education.   As previously  discussed  with  Land  (2016)  and  Pope (2001)  

issues  of  engagement  and struggle  can  be misconstrued  in  classrooms  

when focused  solely  on the  pragmatic  issues  of  education.   In  the  

context  of  art  education  struggle  must  involve  the  affective  

dimension  and  engagement  must  involve  the  internal  self.   This  is  

not  to  say  that  all  art  work  must  be about  the  artist  themselves  but  

the  creation  of  the  work  must  involve  a holistic  engagement  that  

goes  beyond  formulaic  products.   In  this  thesis  the  case  studies  

employ  art  as  a means to  engage  troublesome  experience  and feelings.   

Therefore  the  constructs  of  identity  and  self  are  important  to  

understanding  the  young  women represented  in  the  case  studies  

creative  and liminal  journeys.   The following  section  will  address  

the  constructs  in  more  depth.        

2.6 Identity and Self  
 
     The constructs  of  identity  and self  are  integral  to  this  thesis  

as  they  represent  the  origins  of  troublesomeness.   As discussed  in  

t he case  studies  troublesomeness  comes from  other  sources  in  other  

contexts  or  disciplin es.   Furthermore,  identity  and self  are  

thresholds  crosse d by  the  young  women described  in  the  case  studies  

of  this  thesis.  The lite rature  provides  many variations  defining  the  

construc ts  of  id entity  and self  (Lapsley,  2004 ,  Maslow ,  1967;  
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   My experience  and observation  of  these  young  women informs  the  

understanding  of  the  social  and  internal  affective  elements  of  their  

troublesomeness  and  threshold  crossing.  The young  women were  

impacted  by  the ir  socialisation  process  and  it s integral  

complexities.  As a result,  t heir  experience  of  identity  and  self  are  

reflexive  and  intertwined  with  the  liminal  state  and  its  ass ociated  

affective  complexity  and stuck  place.  It  is  the  contention  of  this  

thesis  that  the  art  making  process  provided  a semiotic  navigation  of  

the  experiences  associated  with  the  complexities  of  self  and 

identity  ultimately  identifying  them  as  a threshold  concept.  

  A crucial  element  related  to  the  claims  of  this  thesis  focuses  

upon  the  construct  of  transformation  and  ontological  shifts  

obviously  associated  with  identi ty  and a sense  of  self.   It  is  

important  to  highlight  the  characteristic  of  transformatio n as  an 

essential  and  identified  indicator  of  threshold  crossing.  Therefore,  

the  constructs  of  identity  and self  not  only  conceptualise  the  

actual  thresholds  being  crossed  but  they  are  also  indicative  of  

threshold  crossing  in  a more  general  sense.   The nex t  section  will  

conceptualise  and discuss  issues  of  transformative  theory  in  more  

depth.  

2.7 Transformative Theory 
 
     Integral  to  the  underpinnings  of  the  IB  philosophy  is  

transformative  theory,  which,  according  to  Mezirow  (2000,  p.  3),  is  

predicated  upon  the  "urgent  need  to  understand  and order  the  meaning  

of  our  experience".  Piaget  conceptualises  this  process  as  

accommodation  (Wadsworth,  1996).  More  specifically,  accommodation  is  

when the  organism  changes  itself  to  take  in  new influences  from  the  
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surrounding  environment  in  order  to  maintain  equilibrium  and avoid  a 

prolonged  state  of  di sequilibrium  (Illeris,  2007 ).  Disequilibrium  

occurs  when individuals  engage  in  and  with  new experiences  that  

conflict  with  their  existing  knowledge  (Wadsworth,  1996).  In  other  

words,  transformative  theory  builds  upon  the  assumption  of  the  human 

need  for  understanding  and making  meaning  of  our  experience  and to  

integrate  it  with  what  we know.  According  to  Mezirow  (2000,  p.5)  

"learning  is  understood  as  the  process  of  usi ng a prior  

interpretation  to  construe  a new or  revised  interpretation  of  the  

meaning  of  one's  experience  as  a guide  to  future  action."  However,  

our  revised  interpretations  are  challenged  by  our  habits  of  mind  or  

sets  of  assumptions  that  influence  our  inter pretations  of  

experiences  (Mezirow,  1990,  p.1).  

     Transformative  learning  is  "a  deep,  structural  shift  in  basic  

premises  of  thought,  feelings,  and  actions"  (Transformative  Learning  

Centre,  2004;  as  cited  in  Kitchenham,  2008,  p.104).  Mezirow  (2000,  

p.6)  also  argued  that  transformative  learning  is  often  "an  intensely  

threatening  emotional  experience"  due  to  our  subjective  challenge  to  

our  taken  for  granted  frames  of  reference.  There  is  an inherent  

affective  element  to  transformative  learning  that  makes an important  

distinction  in  regards  to  the  conceptualization  of  learning ,  

affective  element  in  knowledge  construction  and engagement  with  

experience  becomes highly  relevant  and present  within  the  learning  

process.   Furthermore  this  is  indicative  of  conceptual isations  of  

knowledge  that  according  to  Perkins  (1999)  that  are  troublesome,  

tacit  and ontological.  
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2.8 Troublesome, Tacit and Ontological Knowledge and the Liminal 
State 
     

      Per kins  provides  a foundation  for  threshold  concepts  with  his  

work  addressing  nuances  of  knowledge.  Perkins  (1999)  identifies  

troublesome  knowledge  as  knowledge  that  seems counter - intuitive,  

foreign  or  even  intellectually  absurd  as  an individual  first  engages  

with  it.  Presumably,  troubleso me knowledge  holds  a relationship  to  

the  aforementioned  construct  of  disequilibrium.   This  means 

troublesome  knowledge  does  not  align  with  an individual's  existing  

knowledge.  Moreove r,  Meyer  and Land  (2003)  state  that  

troublesomeness  is  a characteristic  of  the  liminal  state  and the  

crossing  of  thresholds.   In  this  thesis  troublesome  knowledge  is  

associated  with  past  experiences  and there  is  involvement  of  both  

affective  and  cognitive  dimensions.   The residual  troublesomeness  

continually  impacted  the  young  women where  they  remained  in  a stuck  

place  unable  to  process  the  past  experiences  with  its  implicit  

affective  and  cognitive  elements.    

     I n this  study,  troublesomeness  takes  the  form  of  tacit  and 

ontological  knowledge.  Tacit  knowledge  is  described  by  Meye r  and 

Land  (2003)  as  mainly  personal  and  implicit  and Polyani  (1958)  

further  describes  as  a level  of  'practical  consciousness'.  Giddens  

(1984)  conceptualises  tacit  knowledge  as  being  "emergent  but  

unexamined  understandings".  One may construe  these  meanin gs  as  

a form  of  subconscious  thought  or  knowledge  yet  to  be engaged  with  

on a more direct  and conscious  level  of  awareness.  Ellsworth  (1989,  

1997)  conceptualises  ontological  knowledge  as  inherent  knowledge  

that  results  from  the  unique  experiences  associate d with  race,  
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meaning  that  can  be perceived  by  others  in  the  interpretation  of  

symbols  and manipulation  of  materials.  It  can  be argued  these  

present  evidence  of  the  student  being  in  the  liminal  state  and  the  

installation  itself  is  a physical  form  of  the  student's  attempt  to  

navigate  liminality.  Moreover,  the  student's  statement  about  not  

needing  a man to  be happy  suggests  evidence  of  some reconc iliation  

of  the  troublesome  knowledge  and ultimately  the  lim inal  state.  I  am 

not  attempting  to  make a causal  argument  or  argue  evidence  of  an 

actual  crossing  of  a threshold,  but  rather  a possible  glimpse  of  a 

threshold  related  to  the  navigation  of  the  limi nal  state.  

Furthermore,  the  navigation  of  liminality  occurred  within  the  

knowledge  construction  inherent  to  the  art  making  process.  

2.9 Visual Art as Insight to the Experience of the Liminal State 
 

"what  makes material  a medium is  that  it  is  used  to  express  a 

meaning  which  is  other  than  that  which  it  is  in  virtue  of  its  bare  

physical  existence."  (Dewey,  1934,  p.201).  

     The strongest  evidence  of  the  ability  of  visual  art  to  give  

form  to  the  liminal  state  is  found  in  the  domain  of  art  therapy.  

Si bbet t  and Thompson (2008)  predicate  their  research  upon  an 

inherent  relationship  of  the  liminal  state  and  what  Turner  (1995,  

p.128)  calls,  "an  urge  to  generate,  symbol s,  rituals  and  works  of  

art".  Si bbett  and Thompson (2008,  p.  4)  further  argue  that  it  is  

esse ntial  to  effectively  utilize  the  "reflexive  symbolic  and art  

expression  generated  by  liminality  as  a means of  navigating  it".  

     The argument  being  established  is  there  are  domains  where  the  

art  making  process  has  been  utilised  to  engage  troublesome  

expe rience.   There  is  a long  history  of  art  fostering  the  ability  

for  individuals  to  process  trauma  that  involves  complex  affective  
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and cognitive  involvement.   Clearly  in  the  field  of  art  therapy  

there  is  counselling  and other  components  to  assisting  the  patie nt  

but  art  is  a valuable  tool  in  this  process.   Furth ermore,  there  is  

an urgency  to  reduce  discomfort  which  is  accompanied  by  a 

willingness  to  experiment  and productivity  (Land,  2014).   In  the  

context  of  the  case  studies  (in  chapters  four,  five  and six)  and 

with  the  example  of  Ramesha the  young  women discover  this  epistemic  

potential  of  art  making.   The ability  to  understand  and utilise  this  

potential  of  the  art  making  process  was in  part  due to  the  learning  

environment  and the  nature  of  how I  present  the  conceptual  nature  of  

the  art  making  process.   It  is  important  to  not e that  I  do not  

attempt  to  perform  therapy  in  my art  courses  which  is  explained  and 

made explicit  in  chapter  three  in  the  discussion  on the  ethics.  

     The previous  discussion  on art  therapy  also  is  relevant  to  

issues  of  boundedness  but  the  core  point  being  made was to  establish  

theoretical  context  for  art  making  to  engage  troublesome  experience  

and complex  cognitive  and  affective  involvement.   However,  another  

important  element  to  the  visu al  art  making  process  as  a means to  

provide  insight  into  the  navigation  of  liminality  is  the  Art  Based  

Research  literature.   Eisner  (Eisner,  1981;  Denzin  and Lincoln,  

2008)  argue s,  arts  based  educational  research  (A BER) provides  

emotional  and  interpersonal  description  that  allows  for  unique  

understanding  within  social  sciences  that  departs  from  the  

limitations  of  literal  scientific  description.  In  Methods  Meets  Art  

(2009),  Patricia  Leavy  argues  ABER practices  offer  r esearchers  "new  

pathways  for  creating  knowledge  within  and across  disciplinary  

boundaries"  (Leavy,  2009,  ix).  Furthermore,  these  practices  are  

employed  in  all  phases  of  research  including  data  collection,  
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analysis,  interpretation  and  representation  resulti ng in  more 

"holistic  and  engaged  ways in  which  theory  and  practice  are  

intertwined"  (Leavy,  2009,  ix).   

      I  argue  that  this  same understanding  of  the  art  making  process  

can  be applied  to  students  in  the  art  studio  environment  and 

specifically  for  the  case  studies  used  in  this  thesis.   Knowles  and 

Thomas (2002;  Leavy,  2015)  conducted  a study  that  was a 

participatory  arts - based  method.   The study  focused  upon  a sense  of  

place  in  school  and  upon  the  experience  of  school  from  the  students  

perspective.   Knowles  and  Thomas (2002;  as  cited  in  Leavy  2015)  

highlight  a particular  example  where  a young  woman drew  a portrait  

that  is  cropped  closely  around  her  face.   The young  woman states  

this  is  representative  of  the  lack  of  freedom  she  feels  at  school.   

My point  i n this  example  is  the  young  woman may have  been  

experiencing  these  feelings  and  the  process  of  drawing  moved these  

feelings  from  a tacit  dimension  to  being  articulated  in  visual  and 

linguistic  signs.   In  other  words,  the  involvement  in  the  study  may 

have  given  her  an opportunity  to  recognize  her  perspective  and  give  

it  meaning ,  as  opposed  to  having  an opportunity  to  express  something  

that  was being  stifled.    

     The ABER literature  frequently  conceptualizes  the  researcher  as  

"merge  their  artist  self  with  their  scholar  self"(L eavy,  2009,  p.2;)  

which  is  further  understood  in  the  a/r/tography  l iterature  as  the  

practit ioners  occupy  in - between  space  which  merges  knowing,  doing  

and making  (Springgay,  Irwin  and Kind,  2005).  The relevance  of  

understanding  this  poi nt  is  I  make the  argument  that  the  student  is  

acting  in  a similar  capacity.  More  specifically  the  student  is  

employing  the  art  making  experience  to  engage  troublesomeness  and  
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navigate  the  liminal  state  by  indulging  the  "urges"  for  expression  

and form.   I  am not  arguing  that  the  student  is  engaging  in  art  

therapy  or  ABER but  is  drawing  from  the  same aforementioned  

epistemic  characteristics.   The art  produced  is  tangible  evidence  of  

the  liminal  journey  and offering  insight  to  its  subjective  

experience.   

     When considered  in  this  manner,  one  may construe,  the  role  of  

the  arts  educator  is  to  utilize  the  creative  process  as  a means of  

leading  students  towards  troublesome ness  and ultimately  liminality.  

Jaspers  (1931  p.716)  discusses  the  revealing  function  of  art  and 

argues  that;  "Arts - based  expression  and learning  offers  the  

potential  for  revelatory  inclusion  of  that  which  otherwise  might  be 

excluded  as  taboo."  In  the  context  of  the  student  sample  there  are  

strong  correlation s of  the  urges  of  liminality  and revelatory  factor  

of  the  art  making  process.  

     Implicit  to  the  arguments  made in  this  section  are  issues  of  

boundedness  and semiotic  theory.   The young  women that  are  case  

studies  in  this  thesis  (as  previously  stated)  exploit  the  epistemic  

potential  of  the  visual  art  making  process.   As the  openin g quote  

(of  this  section)  states ,  the  materials  they  use  become a medium 

that  gives  form  to  profound  life  experience.   Furthermore,  it  

fosters  and provides  insight  to  their  complex  liminal  journey.   

Within  the  following  sections  there  will  be discussion  on 

boundedness,  semiotic  theory  and the  discursive  aspects  of  threshold  

concepts.   This  discourse  will  provide  more  insight  to  the  reader  

into  the  nature  of  visual  art  as  a means of  navigation  of  the  

liminal  space.      
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2.10 Boundedness and Boundary Objects 
 

   Meyer  and Land  (2003)  state  an identifying  characteristic  of  

threshold  concepts  is  the  issue  of  their  being  bounded.  More 

specifically,  Meyer  and Land  (2003)  acknowledge  the  reality  of  

distinctions  between  academic  disciplines  and their  conceptual  

front ier s.   The issue  of  boundedness  is  central  to  this  thesis  as  

the  example  of  Ramesha indicates.   In  other  words  the  focus  of  the  

art  making  process  engages  life  experience  and  meaning  that  falls  

outside  the  specific  domain  of  art.   However,  the  art  making  proc ess  

is  essential  to  the  knowledge  construction  and  understandings  that  

Ramesha ultimately  arrives.   There  is  an interrelationship  that  

involves  the  art  making  process  but  transcends  the  domain  of  art.  

The issue  of  boundedness  is  highly  relevant  in  the  cons ideration  of  

visual  art  as  a means of  navigating  liminality,  which  is  addressed  

to  some degree  in  the  pre vious  sections.   The case  studies  in  

chapters  four,  five  and six  are  similar  to  the  example  of  Ramesha in  

the  use  of  the  art  making  process  to  engage  experi ence  outside  the  

domain  of  art.   The young  women employ  the  elements  and principles  

of  art  but  formulate  knowledge  and  meaning  relevant  to  their  own 

human development  and wellbeing.  I  have  also  offered  (earlier  in  

this  chapter)  criticism  that  art  educ ation  is  often  assumed  to  

always  result  in  critical  thought  and  refl ection.   Therefore,  there  

must  be substantive  discussion  on boundedness  in  order  to  give  

credibility  to  my own claims  about  the  art  making  process.    

     Akkerman  & Bakker  (2011 )  state  boundary  objects  possess  a 

"bridging  function"  which  "refer  to  ongoing,  two - sided  actions  and 

interactions  between  contexts.  These  actions  and interactions  across  

sites  are  argued  to  affect  not  only  the  individual  but  also  the  
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diff erent  social  practices  at  l arge " (p.  136).  Akkerman  and Bakker  

(2011,  p.136)  distinguish  boundary  crossing  from  transfer  which  is  

"a  unique  instance  in  which  something  learned  in  a given  context  is  

applied  to  another  context".   I  argue  the  art  work  in  this  thesis  

functions  as  a form  of  boundary  object.   When taken  into  account  as  

a conceptual  subject  the  visual  arts  are  bounded  in  that  there  is  

development  specific  to  the  field  itself  in  regard  to  use  of  

material  and form.  But  when considered  in  relationship  to  the  

liminal  experience  and  the  affective  dimension  there  is  meaning  and 

expression  of  experience  that  transcends  the  subject  of  visual  art.   

I  argue  it  is  these  affective  elements  and troublesome  experience  

that  provide  substance  for  art  making  to  transcend  the  boundaries  of  

the  domain  of  art.   Wenger (1998,  p.58)  argues  that  boundary  objects  

are  based  upon  "reification,"  which  is  "the  process  of  giving  form  

to  our  experience  by  producing  objects  that  congeal  this  experience  

into  'thingness".  Wenger's  statement  is  indicative  of  t he art  making  

process,  as  understood  in  the  case  studies.  The transformative  

boundary  objects  in  the  literature  (Akkerman  & Bakker ,  2011 )  are  

experienced  as  interpretive  engagement  with  an externally  existing  

object.  In  the  case  of  visual  art  we are  consid ering  an object  that  

is  born  into  existence  from  the  internal  cognitive  and affective  

dimension,  which  provides  a form  of  representation  of  the  student's  

experiences.  It  would  be obtuse  to  ignore  the  obvious  and distinct  

differences  of  interpreting  an obje ct  versus  the  complex  processing  

of  creating  the  object  that  makes tacit  and  ontological  knowledge  

explicit  and concrete.  Upon further  consideration,  it  can  be argued  

that  the  art  making  process  acts  as  a form  of  "reification".  
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     Rudolf  Arnheim  (1954,  1966)  and Susanne  Langer  (1951,  1953),  

emphasized  cognitive  aspects  of  the  arts  to  large  academic  audiences  

and highlighted  the  intellectual  basis  for  approaching  art  making  as  

serious  inquiry  ( McNiff ,  2008).  As a result,  the  domain  of  art - based  

research  is  a more focused  application  of  the  larger  epistemological  

process  of  artistic  knowing  and  inquiry;  Moreover  arts  based  

rese arch  is  an extension  of  a significant  increase  of  studies  

researching  the  nature  of  the  art  experience  in  higher  education  and  

profes sional  practice  ( McNiff ,  1998).   I  am contextualizing  the  

example  of  Ramesha and  the  case  studies  in  chapters  four,  five  and 

six  within  this  discussion.   My justification  for  doing  so  is  the  

extension  of  the  epistemological  process  of  the  art  experience  in  

the  certain  situations  in  secondary  learning  environments.   For  

example ,  Ramesha makes clear  cognitive  gains  and arguably  crosses  a 

threshold  and  experiences  transformation  that  the  art  process  

facilitated  to  some degree.   This  raises  the  argument  of  the  nature  

of  the  discursive  element  in  the  context  of  visual  art  as  a 

facilitation  to  threshold  crossing.   More specifically,  Meyer  and  

Land  (2005)  clearly  presume  linguistic  knowledge  as  an indicator  of  

enhanced  language  as  a result  of  transformation.   However,  in  the  

case  of  Ramesha there  is  radical  departure  or  change  in  her  visual  

work  that  becomes much more sophisticated  and expressive  of  complex  

experience.   I  argue  this  visual  language  is  a also  evidence  of  the  

discursive  element  of  threshold  crossing.     

   The epistemic  core  of  arts  based  educational  research  (ABER)  is  a 

distinction  of  different  forms  of  knowing;  the  literature  

"distinguishes  between  discursive  and  non- discursive  modes of  
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the  self  or  a form  of  reflection  that  engages  feeling  and 

experience.     

     The work  of  Chi,  Bassok,  Lewis,  Reimann,  and  Glaser  (1989)  

state  that  self - explaining  is  a means of  knowledge  construction  that  

has  had  impact  in  academic  classrooms.  Land  and Meyer  (2006),  

clarify  that  self - explanation  theory  requires  an "awareness  of  

changing  understanding"  and when cons idered  in  conjunction  with  

different  forms  of  representation,  highlights  the  potential  for  

research  into  the  "dynamics  involved  in  reaching  understanding"  

(Land  and Meyer,  2006,  p.65).  It  can  be argued  that  Ramesha employs  

the  visual  art  process  as  a means of  self - dialogue  or  self -

explanation.  Further  consideration  into  the  generation  of  the  

installation  and  the  surrounding  ident ified  changes  that  accompanied  

highlight  the  relevance  of  the  discursive  element.  Especially  when 

the  evidence  of  a transformed  worldview  is  taken  into  account  it  is  

clear  the  art  making  process  played  a role  in  affective  and  

cognitive  changes  in  regard  to  the  cases  utilised  in  the  thesis.  

However,  as  previously  stated  there  are  many experiences  that  

stimulated  the  troublesome  knowle dge and  potential  liminality,  that  

in  turn  may have  assisted  in  a growth  process.  Therefore,  it  

suggests  the  relevance  of  claims  to wards  the  epistemic  role  of  the  

visual  art  making  process  in  regards  to  this  transformation  and the  

integral  role  of  the  affe ctive  dimension.  

2.12 Semiotics 
 
     Semiotics  is  commonly  understood  as  the  study  of  signs  and 

symbols  that  are  generated  by  humans which  communicate  intentions  

and/ or  meaning  ( DeSaussure ,  1959;  Brandt,  2009).   This  section  
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considers  semiotic  theory  in  the  context  of  this  thesis  which  places  

emphasis  upon  visual  art  as  non  lin guistic  knowledge  and  visual  

signs  as  well  as  the  role  of  semiotics  in  the  learning  environment .   

Land,  Rattray  and Vivian  (2014)  and Smith - Shank  (1995)  address  

issue s of  semiotics  in  learning  environme nts  with  focus  upon  

implications  for  pedagogy.   Land,  Rattray  and Vivian  (2014)  place  

specific  emphasis  upon  semiotic  theory  informing  pedagogy  as  a means 

to  facilitate  students'  movement  through  the  liminal  space  in  the  

classroom  sett ing.   Smith  - Shank  (1995)  does  not  make  specific  

reference  to  the  threshold  literature  or  specific  constructs  such  as  

liminality  but  there  are  similarities  in  what  is  labelled  semiotic  

pedagogy.    

     Land,  Rattray  and  Vivian  (2014)  propose  that  knowledge  of  

semiotic  theory  can  enhance  pedagogical  approaches  that  can  account  

for  subjective  difficulties  with  troublesome  knowledge.   Smith - Shank  

(1 995)  builds  upon  Charles  Pierce  (in  Houser,  2008)  who claims  the  

importance  of  the  university  to  focus  more upon learning  than  

instruction .   Pierce  (Houser,  2008)  is  referencing  pragmatism  which  

is  also  integral  to  the  work  of  Dewey (1916)  which  argues  that  

learning  is  an active  process  of  engagement  with  experience .   

Pragmatism  conceptualises  learning  as  student  dri ven  and  occurs  as  

engagement  with  vital  experience  (Dewey,  1916 ).  Vital  experience  in  

education  is  activity  in  which  the  link  between  action  and 

consequence  is  interconnected  with  previous  and future  (related)  

activities  (Glassman,  2001).  The consequence  or  end- in - view  is  still  

tied  to  the  immediate  situation,  but  the  process  of  inquiry  used  to  

reach  this  end- in - view  not  only  has  a connection  with,  but  has  been  
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stringent  in  educational  environments.   This  notion  coincides  with  

the  construct  of  collateral  experience  since  individual  learners  

will  possess  a wid e range  of  experience  and  the  construction  of  

knowledge  and  meaning  can  be highly  subjective  and non- linear.   

Therefore,  this  more subjective  and messy process  can  extend  beyond  

the  more constrained  understanding  of  knowledge  within  school  

subject  discipli nes.      

     The construct  of  semiotics  becomes integral  to  the  

understanding  of  this  liminal  journey  in  that  the  girls  lacked  the  

language  to  express  or  construct  an understanding  of  the  continu ed 

impact  of  their  past  trauma.   The previously  discussed  notion  of  

semiotic  pedagogy  (Smith - Shank,  1995)  is  partly  relevant  in  my 

pedagogical  approach  which  embraces  collateral  experience  and view s 

art  making  as  a means to  transcend  boundedness.   However,  Land,  

Rattray  and Vivian  (2014,  p.5)  state,  "the  tunnel  is  drawn  in  the  

conceptual  domain,  which  is  internal  to  the  individual  learners  and 

tutors  involved.  Communication  between  these  individuals  is  in  the  

physical  domain  where  the  oral,  textual  and  graphic  signifiers  play  

their  part".   The importance  of  their  co nceptions  of  semiotic  theory  

and pedagogy  suggest  my ability  to  interpret  and understand  the  

troublesome  state  in  which  the  learners  find  themselves.   The 

implications  point  to  the  relevance  of  art  making  in  regard  to  the  

feeling  and experience  of  the  youn g women and their  ability  to  

repre sent  them  in  the  physical  world  and  my ability  to  facilitate  

this  navigation.   There  is  an interesting  relationship ,  worth  

exploring,  between  the  epistemic  element  of  the  art  making  process  

and semiotic  considerations  of  dialogue.   More  specifically,  in  the  
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art  therapy  literature  Hamden,  Rosales  & Greenfield  (2004)  argue  

that  art  making  is  a means in  which  depressed  persons  can  release  

aggression  without  having  t o engage  in  oral  communication.   In  my 

working  with  these  you ng women the  details  of  their  experience  are  

not  overt  but  the  visual  signs  allow  for  a form  of  questioning  and 

dialogue  that  slowly  revealed  deeper  meaning  and feeling  that  had  

otherwise  been  unexpressed  or  processed.    

2.13 Conclusion 
 
     The literatur e review  of  chapter  two  establishes  

conceptualisations  of  threshold  concepts  and transformative  theory.   

Important  elements  to  this  clarity  is  the  relevance  of  the  affective  

dimension  and  the  construct  of  liminal  space.   The issue  of  

liminality  is  further  discussed  in  terms  of  learning  environments  

and the  subjective  nature  of  the  experience  of  the  liminal  state.  In  

addition,  the  visual  art  making  process  is  conceptualised  in  a 

substantive  manner  in  relationship  to  threshold  concepts  and the  

liminal  space  which  highlights  the  importance  of  boundedness,  

semiotic  theory  and  the  associated  discursive  nature.  

     The following  chapter  presents  the  research  design  that  

accounts  for  the  inherent  subjective  nature  of  the  liminal  state.   

The research  design  and methods  embrace  a subjective  approach  that  

intends  to  collect  data  that  is  rich  and  substantive.   The logic  and  

relevance  of  the  research  design  and methods  is  to  address  research  

questions  that  require  insight  as  opposed  to  a causal  relationship  

or  specific  answer.   The research  question s:  To what  extent  can  the  

visual  art  making  process  navigate  the  liminal  space?  And To what  

extent  can  visual  art  provide  insight  in to  the  subjective  experience  
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of  the  liminal  state?  r equire  the  ability  to  glimpse  the  subjective  

nature  of  feeling  and experience  which  highlights  the  appropriate  

use  of  visual  art  as  a substantive  element  in  the  research  process.   

The following  chapter  expands  upon  this  logic  and  presents  the  

nature  of  the  inquiry.             
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Chapter 3 Methods 

3.1 Introduction 
 
      The chapter  begins  with  ethical  considerat ions  of  the  case  

studies  in  my work  with  the  young  women.   They  are  above  the  age of  

eighteen  at  the  time  of  writing  this  chapter  and fully  capable  of  

gr anting  relevant  permissions.   The data  analysed  for  this  thesis  

was generated  while  the  young  women were  enrolled  in  my IB  visual  

art  course.   There  were  ethical  concer ns  due to  their  age and the  

content  of  their  work  t hat  teachers  are  obligated  to  report  to  

appropriate  authorities .   More importantly,  a strong  bond  formed  

between  these  young  women and myself  and  I  feel  moral  obligation  for  

their  safety.  

    The selection  of  thes e case  studies  transpired  as  individual  

con versation s with  each  respective  student.   These  conversations  

occurred  at  different  times  of  the  year  and  inde pendent  of  each  

other.   The basis  for  recognizing  the  young  women as  case  studies  

occurred  in  the  second  half  of  the  school  year  when they  began  t o 

demonstrate  semiotic  visu al  evidence  of  tran sformation  in  regard  to  

a re - subj ectivity.   Many art  student s  progress  in  their  art  work  and  

evolve  conceptually,  technically  or  both.   It  is  this  element  of  

transformation  that  is  integral  to  the  liminal  space  and  in  my view  

worthy  of  in  depth  analysis.   
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      The qualitative  methods  employ  action  research  and participant  

interviewer  which  embraces  the  reality  of  my teachi ng position  and 

employs  student  art  products  created  for  the  IB  assessment  as  data.   

My pedagogical  approach  was not  altered  by  this  study  and the  

students  were  only  ask ed to  join  the  study  after  there  was 

significant  development  of  their  portfolio  and  semiotic  indication  

of  transformation.   The relevance  of  this  point  is  the  research  

design  does  not  focus  on the  use  of  treatments  or  establishing  

causal  relationships  but  attempts  a documentation  of  the  liminal  

experience  that  can  be glimpsed  through  the  art  making  process.   

Therefore  the  young  women were  approached  to  be case  studies  when 

thei r  art  work  and surrounding  discussions  began  to  demonstrate  the  

involvement  of  troublesome  knowledge  in  their  art  making  process.       

    The ability  to  substantiv ely  research  the  liminal  journey  

re quires  a focus  upon  the  affective  and cognitive  dimension s which  

can  often  be unspoken  but  expre ssed  in  non- linguistic  means.   This  

highlights  methods  that  necessarily  and logically  embrace  

subjectivity  and  are  intentionally  designed  toward  representing  

personal  intention s manifest  in  the  visual  outcome.    

      I  employed  the  IB  assessment  interview ,  as  well  as  a second  

interview  that  focused  more on the  clarity  of  intention  and  eventual  

clarity  of  the  liminal  journey .   The use  of  the  I B assessment  

process  as  a means of  data  collection  is  discussed  in  sections  3.9  

and 3.10.   Both  of  the  interviews  act  as  a form  of  reflection,  for  

the  young  women,  and were  exe cuted  well  into  the  school  year  and 

after  the  students  pr oduced  the  majority  of  their  art  work.    

3.2 Ethical Considerations and Identification of Case Studies   
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     In  order  to  introdu ce  the  logic  of  the  methods  of  this  research  

it  is  beneficial  to  intro duce  the  cases  used  and introduce  the  

ethical  implications  of  the  research  at  the  start  of  th e cha pter.   

Presenting  context ual  information  about  Rene,  Jayden  and  Aline  will  

reveal  and  substantiate  decisions  in  regard  to  relevant  methods.   I  

will  address  the  process  of  recognising  these  young  women as  case  

studies  later  in  this  chapter.   However ,  there  are  immediate  ethical  

questions  which  req uire  explication.  The study  presents  case  s tudies  

of  three  fe male  high  school  students;  Jayden,  Rene and Aline.   The 

case  studies  wer e developed  when the  young  women were  seniors  in  my 

IB  visual  art  class.  It  is  important  to  note  that  this  thesis  uses  

the  interviews,  resea rch  and  art  portfolio  al l  three  young  women 

submitted  to  IB  for  assessment.  However,  they  have  since  graduated  

and are  above  the  age of  eighteen  and have  given  cons ent  to  their  

portfolios  and interviews  forming  the  units  of  analysis  fo r  my 

thesis.   All  of  the  students  signed  consent  forms  and willingly  

participated  in  the  interviews  and  research  process.  Moreover,  the  

students  (unrelated  to  this  thesis)  willingly  exhibited  their  work  

in  public  galleries  during  the  time  of  this  research,  whi ch  

demonstrates  a willingness  to  present  sensitive  and personal  

experience  in  a public  forum.  It  is  also  important  to  note  that  the  

names of  the  students  being  represented  in  this  research,  have  been  

changed  to  protect  their  images  and identit ies ,  despite  their  

previous  public  displays.  

     Jayden  is  a female  of  mixed  race,  born  of  an African  father  and  

a German mother.  She was adopted  as  an infant  by  a Caucasian  (white)  

family  with  whom she  has  lived  her  entire  life.  Jayden  has  lived  in  

diversely  different  areas  of  the  United  States  before  moving  to  my 
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area  and attending  high  school  where  I  teach.  Jayden  struggled  with  

issues  of  racial  identity  her  entire  life  due to  various  experiences  

and the  diversity  of  areas  where  she  has  lived.  

     Rene,  is  a white  female  that  lived  her  entire  life  in  the  area  

where  my high  school  is  located.  Rene suffered  sexual  abuse  as  a 

young  child,  well  before  she  attended  high  school.  The abuse  was 

discovered  and legal  and therapeutic  remedies  were  pursued.  The 

lasting  impact  of  the  abuse  seems to  i mpact  issues  of  self - esteem  

and has  led  to  depression.  

  Aline,  a white  female,  lived  in  several  different  areas  of  the  

United  States.  Aline  also  suffered  sexual  abuse  as  a young  child.  

The abuse  was inflicted  by  her  father's  friends  and it  is  unclear  

(to  me) if  her  fath er  participated  or  only  was aware  of  the  crimes  

but  remained  complicit.  Aline  holds  deep  resentment  towards  her  

mother  because  she  told  her  mother  of  the  abuse  and her  mother  

instructed  her  never  to  speak  about  it.  As a result  of  these  

experiences,  Aline  suffered  immense  psychological  and emotional  

turmoil,  turning  to  self - harm and cutting  as  a means of  addressing  

her  suffering.   Aline  had  been  engaging  in  self  harm  for  multiple  

years  and she  was hospitalized  on several  occasions  and has  

undergone  many inte nse  residential  treatment  programmes.  At  the  time  

of  our  working  together,  Aline  was no longer  in  residential  

treatment  and  had been  free  from  self - harm and  cutting  for  some 

period  of  time.  She was still  seeing  a therapist,  although  she  

openly  said  she  was not  honest  in  sessions,  and she  was voluntarily  

living  with  her  father,  despite  the  history,  as  she  felt  her  mother  

was too  dysfunctional.  
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     It  is  essential  to  point  out  several  key  issues  regarding  the  

ethics  of  working  with  Jayden,  Rene and Aline.  Even though  two  of  

these  students  shared  an art  class  (the  third  was in  the  following  

period)  they  were  not  aware  of  each  other's  histories  or  that  each  

was participating  in  the  research.  The selection  of  these  girls  for  

inclusion  in  this  research  arose  from  each  of  them  beginning  to  

address  complex  issues  in  their  art  work  completely  independent  of  

me.  In  other  words,  it  is  through  the  art  work  and their  

explanations  of  it  that  I  became aware  of  their  deeper  concerns  and 

troubling  experiences.  I  did  not  ask  them  to  make art  about  prior  

difficult  experiences;  each  of  the  girls  felt  safe  enough  to  express  

these  issues,  in  the  context  of  their  art  work,  as  a result  of  a 

developed  trust  between  us.  I  had worked  with  two  of  the  girls  for  a 

year  or  more (in  the  con text  of  different  art  classes)  and one  of  

them  for  several  months  before  they  began  expressing  the  content  

relevant  to  this  research.   At  different  points  in  the  year  the  

young  women began  to  demonstrate  ontological  shifts  in  relationship  

to  the  respective  content  of  their  art  work.   As presented  in  

chapter  one with  the  example  of  Ramesha,  I  found  these  shifts  

compelling.      

     Unfor tunately,  in  my many years  of  teaching  it  is  not  uncommon 

to  discover  there  are  multiple  students  per  class  that  have  similar  

experiences  in  their  past.  As a result  I  am well  versed  in  'County  

procedures'  and have  an established  routine  in  implementing  the m. In  

short,  when such  situations  occur  I  walk  with  the  student  to  the  

school  psychologist  and sit  with  the  student  while  the  relevant  

history  is  revealed.  This  is  done  to  ensure  all  information  is  

disclosed  and  the  student  feels  the  difficulties  are  repre sented  
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accurately.   This  is  done  in  a non - threatening  manner  but  usually  

requires  discussion  as  to  the  need  to  reveal  the  nature  of  the  art  

work  being  made by  the  student.  I  also  call  each  parent  and  alert  

them  to  the  content  of  the  student's  work  and the  fact  that  the  

school  clinical  team  is  aware  of  the  situation.  As a result  the  

parents  have  all  consented  to  my working  with  the  students,  as  the  

events  are  known and are  part  of  the  past.  In  my experience,  this  

awareness  allows  for  a freedom  for  the  studen t  and me to  talk  about  

the  artwork  with  a safety  net  in  place  in  case  the  student  becomes 

overwhelmed  or  troubled  while  working.  Although  this  did  not  happen  

during  the  course  of  this  research ,  there  have  been  occasions  with  

other  students  where  a breakdow n has  occurred  during  class  periods.  

When clinical  teams  and parents  are  aware,  as  previously  mentioned,  

there  is  no hesitation  on anyone's  part  to  support  the  student  as  

needed.  

     It  is  also  essential  to  point  out  that  the  nature  of  our  work  

together  i s not  an attempt  to  conduct  therapy  sessions.  In  the  case  

of  Aline  and Rene,  I  do not  know many of  the  details  of  the  events  

that  occurr ed in  the  past  and we did  not  spend  time  discussing  them.  

The research  focused  entirely  upon  their  art  work  and its  

rela tionships  to  these  tr oubling  experiences.  While  I  am sure  there  

is  some therapeutic  value  to  the  student's  engagement  with  the  art  

making  process,  it  was neither  a motive  nor  concern  of  this  

research.  The thesis  is  concerned  with  the  nature  of  each  girl's  

engagement  with  visual  art  and its  ability  to  navigate  troublesome  

knowledge  and  the  liminal  space.  

3.3 Research Question and Introduction to Methods 
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     Chapter  one introduced  this  thesis  with  the  example  of  Ramesha 

which  pres ented  a powerful  ontological  shift  associated  with  

troublesome  knowledge  derived  from  life  experience.   More 

specifically,  Ramesha struggled  with  issues  relating  to  identity  as  

woman and power  which  was represented  in  her  powerful  installation.   

I  became interested  in  the  role  of  the  art  making  process  in  the  

transformation  experienced  by  Ramesha.   Chapter  one locate s the  

exampl e of  Ramesha within  the  thres hold  concept  framework  and 

transformative  theory  due  to  the  ontological  shifts  exhibited  by  

Ramesha and the  presence  of  troublesomeness  and the  liminal  state.   

The importance  of  this  point  is  that  I  argue  Ramesha navigated  the  

liminal  state  and crossed  thresholds  related  to  identity,  self  and 

womanhood.   It  is  clear  that  the  art  making  process  had an important  

role  in  the  example  of  Ramesha and  suggests  the  relevance  of  the  

stated  research  question;  To what  extent  can  visual  art  provide  

insight  into  the  personal  experience  of  the  liminal  space?  

     The aim  of  the  research  question  has  also  been  discus sed  in  

chapters  one and two.   I  wish  to  provoke  other  art  educators  into  

reflecting  upon  the  epistemic  nature  of  art  making  and its  

implications  for  the  classroom  and  art  education  in  the  twenty  first  

century.   The consideration  of  the  art  making  process  in  the  

threshold  concep t  framework  points  to  the  relevance  of  this  aim  as  

well  as  provides  constructs  for  substantive  research  that  fosters  

this  aim.  

     It  is  important  for  me to  explicate  that  the  research  question  

states  the  ability  to  provide  insight  into  the  personal  exper ience  

of  liminality.   The point  being  made here  is  that  I  am careful  to  

not  suggest  a causal  role  of  visual  art  in  the  navigation  of  
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applied  in  educational  contexts'.  Silverman  (2013)  highlights  that  

resear ch  topics  can  be intimate  and in  the  case  of  this  research  the  

knowledge  being  investigated  is  tacit  and ontological.  Therefore,  

matters  of  enquiry  into  personal  experience  require  a more 

subjective  and personal  voice  (Leavy,  2015;  Denzin  and Lincoln,  

2005 ;  Eisner,  2008).  

     The issue  of  student  voice  is  integral  to  the  nature  of  

qualitative  educational  research  and representation  of  the  

subjective  student  exper ience.   Pope (2001),  is  rooted  in  concern  

over  the  lack  of  research  that  addresses  the  classroo m experience  

from  the  student's  perspective.   Similarly,  Felten  (2016),  as  

mentioned  in  Chapter  Two,  argues  the  need  for  research  that  

represents  the  student  perspective  specifically  within  the  threshold  

concept  framework.  

     As previously  discussed,  the  nature  of  the  research  question  

holds  implicit  issues  of  understanding  and representing  the  

subjective  experiences  of  Jayden,  Rene and Aline.  The data  most  

capable  of  explicating  this  subjectivity  (in  this  context)  is  

analysis  of  visual  art  which  is  compl emented  by  oral  and  written  

explanations.  More specifically,  the  research  is  designed  to  provide  

some understanding  in  regard  to  the  presence  of  the  affective  

dimension,  evidence  of  possible  transformation  and evidence  of  

liminality  as  they  correlate  to  th e authentic  experience  of  the  

young  women.  The intention  of  this  focus  is  to  represent  the  student  

perspective  and the  opportunity  to  explore  the  epistemic  potential  

of  the  visual  art  making  process  with  focused  consideration  of  the  

len s of  threshold  concept  theory.  
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     The implications  of  this  research  des ign  are  relevant  to  shed  

light  on the  value  of  engagement  with  visual  art  in  schools,  as  well  

as  its  relationship  to  the  affective  and  cognitive  dimension  as  it  

pertains  to  the  navigation  of  the  lim inal  space.  As a result,  a more  

nuanced  understanding  of  learning  in  the  visual  arts  can  evolve  and 

inform  reflection  upon  pedagogy  and the  role  of  curriculum.  In  short  

the  research  is  interested  in  the  premise  of  further  understanding  

the  threshold  framew ork  and constructs  in  the  visual  art  context.  

This  provides  a means of  supporting  new perspective  and insight  to  

the  nature  of  pedagogy,  learning  environments  and  the  potential  of  

visual  art  as  a school  subject.   Therefor e,  qualitative  case  studies  

offer  an appropriate  means of  study  in  further  understanding  these  

issues.    

     Research  being  conducted  in  the  context  of  the  art  environment  

lends  itself  to  rich  and thick  data  (Denzin  and Lincoln,  2005).  

There  is  no single  measurement  that  can  be offered  with  credibility  

in  regard  to  certainty  or  causal  relationships.  The question  is  one 

of  understanding  as  opposed  to  proof.  The qualitative  paradigm,  

theory  of  case  study  and action  research  provide  voice  to  

observations  that  initially  lacked  clarity  until  contextualized  

within  the  threshold  framework.  The methodological  approach  of  the  

study  is  meant  to  offer  as  much of  Jayden's,  Rene's  and Aline's  

perspectives  as  possible  in  the  natural  environment  of  working  in  

the  IB  art  studio.  Therefore,  the  natural  assessment  deadlines  of  IB  

are  used  as  data  collection  points  which  involves  art  work,  research  

pages  and oral  exam submitted  to  IB.  Furthermore,  discussion  that  is  

a form  of  unstructured  interview  throughout  the  year  informs  context  

or  personal  stories  of  t he cases  used  in  this  thesis.  
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     More specifically,  the  research  focuses  upon  a small  sample  

engaged  in  the  liminal  space  through  visual  media  and my role  as  

researcher  is  not  one of  distance  and  intended  objectivity  but  one 

of  participant  involvement  with  the  student  cases.  The benefit  is  

that  of  intimate  awareness  of  the  thoughts,  feelings  and  motives  of  

Aline,  Rene and Jayden  der ived  from  a trust  established  over  time.   

Ber sson  (1978)  locates  participant  observation  specifically  in  the  

context  of  art  education  research.  More specifically,  Ber sson  (1978  

p.61)  addresses  the  researcher  involvement:  'proposing  a special  

form  of  partic ipant  observation  wherein  the  art  educator  would  be 

both  an actual  participant  in  and observer  of  his  own program'.  

Ber sson  (ibid.)  further  argues  that  such  subjectivity  extends  to  

research  design  which  is  'intentionally  unstructured  so  as  to  

maximize  disc overy  and  description  rather  than  systematized  theory  

te sting'.  Ber sson  (1978)  and  Ei sner  (1974)  both  argue  that  art  

education  research  requires  more subjective  methods  that  circumvent  

the  limitations  of  traditional  scientific  inquiry  so  as  to  

effectively  inform  policy  and pedagogical  approaches.  Ber sson  (1978)  

and Scriven  (1972)  offer  criticism  of  participant  observation  in  

regard  to  questionable  objectivity  of  observations.  However,  this  

point  is  made in  the  context  of  participant  observation  addressing  

aims  focused  on evaluation  of  programme  effectiveness  where  

conflicts  of  interest  may exist.  The relevance  of  participant  

observation  in  regard  to  this  thesis  focuses  more  upon  the  logic  of  

the  nature  of  the  question,  the  type  of  data  relevant  to  the  

inquir y,  and the  nature  of  the  methods  needed  to  collect  such  data,  

which  involves  researcher  participation.   
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to  which  May (1989  p.  231)  adds  'not  as  a result  from  habit,  

instinct,  opinion  or  mere  whim'.  Schon  (1983)  argu es  that  teachers  

consistently  develop  theories  that  are  developed  in  action  and  

applied  reflexively.  This  thesis  attempts  to  escalate  this  initial  

process  to  the  peer - reviewed  level  of  original  knowledge.  Both  of  

these  points,  in  regard  to  the  research,  hi ghlight  the  

methodological  relevance  of  action  research.  

According  to  Bresler  (1994  p.12),  'action  research  is  based  on the  

close  interaction  between  practice,  theory,  and change'.  Its  intent  

is  to  inform  one's  own pedagogical  practice,  which  in  the  case  of  

this  research  is  in  turn  meant  to  promote  similar  reflection  in  

others.  Creswell  (2002  p.53)  clarifies  by  stating  an 'objective  of  

action  research  may be to  empower,  transform  and emancipate  

individuals  in  educational  settings'.  I  argue  that,  along  with  

students,  the  educator  can  also  be empowered  and emancipated  from  

limited  understandings  of  the  epistemic  value  of  visual  art  which  in  

turn  impact  policy  and  an undervaluing  of  the  art  domain  in  

education.  Moreover,  the  student's  educational  experience  can  more 

often  result  in  authentic  and transformative  learning,  which  may be 

the  case  for  Aline,  Jayden  and Rene.  Therefore,  an important  issue  

is  highlighted  in  that  this  research  makes the  assumption  that  

further  understanding  interrelationships  between  the  threshold  

framework  and  the  ability  of  the  visual  arts  to  navigate  the  liminal  

space  provides  a means for  reflection  and empowerment  of  one's  

pedagogy  and curriculum  implementation.  In  order  to  make this  

operational,  I  am building  upon  the  powerful  experi ences  and courage  

of  Aline,  Jayden  and Rene as  case  studies  as  a means to  closely  
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examine  engagement  with  the  visual  art  making  process  as  it  pertains  

to  the  liminal  space.  

     Bresler  (1994,  p.12)  states  'a  key  distinction  between  action  

research  and the  other  qualitative  genres  is  the  identity,  role,  and  

expertise  of  the  principal  investigator'.  Bresler  (1994)  further  

explicates  that  teachers  working  in  conjunction  with  a university  

faculty  are  most  co mmon to  employ  action  research.   Furthermore,  

Schon  ( 1983)  provided  a legitimacy  to  action  research  by  utilizing  

daily  knowledge  of  teachers  in  his  work  with  reflective  practice.  

May (1993)  points  out  pro blems  with  action  research  that  are  

specific  to  the  context  of  art  education  which  focus  on 

methodologica l  issues  as  well  as  a need  for  deeper  self - reflection  

and criticism .  More  specifically ,  she  refers  to  'teacher  educators  

who do not  engage  in  reflective  inquiry  of  their  own practice  and,  

therefore,  cannot  offer  much guidance  for  students'  (May,  1993  in  

Br esler,  1994;  p.  13).  This  problem  as  identified  by  May (1993)  

supports  the  appropriateness  of  the  stated  aims  in  regard  to  this  

methodological  application.  Moreover,  the  means of  representation  of  

the  issues  and the  subjective  experiences  and art  making  of  Jayden,  

Aline  and Rene provide  an opportunity  for  more  accessible  research  

that  may connect  with  other  educators.  

     Implicit  to  this  discussion  is  the  role  of  the  visual  art  

making  process  as  both  a methodological  tool  and a epistemic  vehicle  

for  the  navigation  of  liminal  space.   Therefore  it  is  essential  to  

consider  the  relationships  between  art  and knowledge  which  is  

addressed  in  the  next  section.         

3.6 Art and Knowledge 
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    'T he arts - based  researcher  may persua de readers  or  percipients  

of  the  work  to  revisit  the  world  from  a different  direction,  seeing  

it  through  fresh  eyes,  and thereby  calling  into  question  a singular,  

orthodox  point  of  view' (Barone  and  Eisner,  2012,  p.  16).   This  quote  

articulates  the  core  aims of  the  thesis  presentation  of  case  studies  

with  the  intention  of  provoking  art  educator s to  reflect  upon  their  

pedagogical  approach  in  the  context  of  threshold  and  semiotic  

theori es.   The use  of  the  case  studies  presents  an interrelationship  

of  liminal  experience  and  the  art  making  process.   The power  of  this  

documented  journey  may empower other  art  educators  to  reflect  upon  

the  potential  of  their  own learning  environments  and  reconsider  the  

purpose  of  art  education.      

     In  the  important  chapter,  Art  and Knowledge,  Eisner  (Knowles  

and Cole,  2007)  begins  by  asking  the  question  if  the  arts  are  merely  

ornamental  or  if  they  have  a more significant  role  in  human 

understanding.  The answer  is  both  and  the  classroom  cont ext  dictates  

the  aforementioned  concept ualisation  for  students.  More 

specifically,  the  pedagogical  approach  will  obviously  underpi n the  

learning  environment  and,  as  a consequence,  the  nature  of  student  

engagement  in  a relationship  of  art  and knowledge.  Therefore,  a 

previously  stated  aim  of  this  research  is  to  provoke  educators  into  

reflection  upon  the  breadth  and  depth  of  visual  art  to  far  exceed  

limitations  of  being  merely  ornamental.  

     According  to  McNiff  (2008  p.29),  'Art - based  research  can  be 

defined  as  the  systematic  use  of  the  artistic  process,  the  actual  

making  of  artistic  expressions  in  all  of  the  different  forms  of  the  

arts,  as  a primary  way of  understanding  and  examining  experience  by  
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both  researchers  and the  people  that  they  involve  in  their  studies'.  

Barone  & Eisner  (2006  p.96)  arg ue that  a primary  purpose  of  arts -

based  research  in  education  is  to  'persuade  the  percipient  to  see  

educational  phenomena in  new ways,  and to  entertain  questions  that  

might  have  otherwise  been  left  unmasked'.   Furthermore,  Langer  

(1957)  argues  there  are  di scursive  and non- discursive  forms  of  

knowledge  which  is  an important  issue ,  in  this  research ,  namely  the  

consideration  of  visual  arts  as  non- discursive  knowledge.   However,  

the  previous  citations,  as  well  as  others,  (i.e.  Barone  and  Eisner,  

2012,  Leavy,  2015;  Bagley  & Cancienne,  2002)  generally  think  of  the  

value  of  non- discursive  knowledge  as  a means of  enhancing  research  

to  being  internalised  by  readers.   However,  the  aspect  of  visual  art  

as  being  non- discursive  knowledge  is  important  to  research  of  

limin al  space  as  it  applies  to  learning  in  the  arts  and knowledge  

construction  that  encompasses  the  affective  elements  as  well  as  the  

cognitive.    

     Arts  based  research  results  (in  part)  from  the  work  of  Langer  

(1957)  that  helped  establish  the  cognitive  elem ent  of  the  arts  in  

the  academic  context  'and  established  the  intellectual  basis  for  

approaching  art  making  as  serious  inquiry' ( McNiff ,  2008,  p.30).  In  

addition,  Eisner  states  (Knowles  & Cole  2007  p.  5- 6)  'knowledge  and 

understanding  are  not  always  reducibl e to  language'  and argues  that  

'words  are  proxies  for  direct  experience '.   Implicit  to  the  quote  is  

the  limitations  of  language  as  semiotic  signs  that  may often  lack  

the  capacity  to  effectively  represent  the  complexity  of  human 

experience  and feeling .   Whereas  employing  non - linguistic  or  in  the  

case  of  this  thesis  visual  signs  may more effectively  represent  and 
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express  the  nuance  of  subjective  meaning  and experience.   From the  

perspec tive  of  the  researcher  the  arts - based  methods ,  in  this  

research ,  take  form  as  visual  data  and a semiotic  dialogue  that  

occurs  within  the  learning  envi ronment.   In  one sense  the  arts - based  

methods  provide  us  with  a unique  opportunity  to  glimpse  the  

affective  experi ence  of  the  liminal  journey.   In  another  sense  it  

can  be considered  an invaluable  tool  for  tea ching  and learning  in  

the  arts.   The visua l  art  making  process  can  help  address  the  

limitations  of  words  in  regard  to  the  cases  studies  and the  feeling  

associated.   This  is  particularly  relevant  since  the  liminal  state  

can  involve  a difficulty  in  the  formation  of  linguistic  signs  as  a 

means of  communicating  or  processing  troublesome  knowledge  (Land,  

2014).  

     The role  of  arts - based  research,  within  this  thesis  and in  

general,  is  not  to  reach  conclusions  but  rather  to  raise  questions  

or  possibilities  for  understanding  issues  more  deeply  (Barone  and  

Ei sner,  2012;  Leavy  2015) .   As previously  stated,  visual  arts  

provides  a unique  lens  through  which  to  glimpse  the  liminal  state.   

However,  to  this  point,  we may come to  under stand  aspects  of  the  

affective  and  cognitive  elements  within  the  liminal  state.  Susanne  

Langer  (1957  cited  in  Barone  and Eisner,  2012,  p.9)  'states  arts -

based  research  is  not  a literal  description  of  a state  of  affairs;  

it  is  an evocative  and  emotionally  drenched  expression  that  makes it  

possible  to  know how others  feel'.   The visual  art  making  process  

can  make an important  contribution  to  the  threshold  concept  

literature  in  that  it  provides  a unique  means  to  glimpse  the  liminal  

experience  from  the  student  perspective.   This  understanding  is  both  

an empathic  understanding  of  its  difficulty  and potential  impact  of  
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the  learners  experience  but  also  the  navigation  of  the  liminal  

space.   This  is  due  to  the  visual  art  making  process  ability  to  make 

the  i nternal  and  emotional  empirical  providing  understanding  through  

di fferent  forms  of  representation .   

     As presented  in  the  example  of  Ramesha,  there  are  potential  

relationships  implicit  to  visual  art  production  and the  engagement  

of  troublesome  knowl edge  and  the  threshold  framework.  This  

exploration  is  not  concerned  with  conclusions  which  further  argue  

art  is  a form  of  knowledge  (as  opposed  to  ornament)  but  rather  

builds  upon  the  dense  theoretical  literature  that  establishes  this  

as  a truth  (Dewey,  193 4;  Langer,  1957;  McNiff ,  2008;  Barone  & 

Eisner,  2012;  Leavy,  2015;  Eisner,  2008).  The significance  of  this  

point  is  that  the  research - based  and established  relationship  of  art  

and knowledge  suggests  an inherent  ability  of  visual  art  to  navigate  

liminality  and cross  thresholds  through  non - discursive  and affective  

knowledge.  Therefore,  implicit  to  this  inquiry,  visual  art  functions  

in  multiple  roles  and is  viewed  through  lenses  of  educational  

subject,  as  well  as,  the  product  of  expressive  activity,  a research  

method  and  form  of  data.  Therefore  this  research  is  contingent  upon  

the  student  engaging  with  the  visual  art  process  as  an opportunity  

to  convey  experience  and construct  knowledge  in  a manner  that  is  

authentic  to  real  life  experience  making  it  relevant  withi n the  

threshold  framework.  As a result ,  this  allows  for  the  transformative  

aspect  of  the  work  to  be received  in  more personal  and profound  

manner  (Knowles  & Cole  2002)  as  the  percipient  can  engage  the  

liminal  journey  of  the  case  studies  and associate  them  with  their  

own experiences  in  classrooms .  Sullivan  (2004  p.  795 - 796)  argues  

that  'making  art  and interpreting  art  become the  basis  for  
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work  and talking  around  but  acknowledging  to  me are  highly  

sensitive.  The sensitivity  is  arguably  heightened  by  me being  a 

white  male,  as  well  as  their  teacher  and  researcher.   Disregard  for  

positionality  could  result  in  an exploitative  relationship.  I  

represent  a demographic  that  is  associated  wi th  their  troubles ome 

experiences  and it  is  important  that  I  remain  sensitive  to  their  

being  victimized  and truly  vulnerab le.   In  other  words  the ir  

emotional  safety  and well - being  of  the  young  women is  most  important  

in  the  conducting  of  this  research  and I  must  not  exploit  my 

authority  for  the  sake  of  extracting  information.    

     However,  the  relevance  of  this  point  to  positionality  is  that  

the  dialogic  process  (England,  1994)  changes  within  this  research  as  

it  is  not  primarily  exchanged  through  linguisti c means.   In  other  

words,  Aline,  Jayden  and Rene are  expressing  their  most  personal  

feelings  through  their  art  work,  as  opposed  to  literal  description  

or  statement.  The linguistic  data  primarily  focuses  upon  explaining  

intentions  behind  art  work  and the  im pact  of  the  art  process  upon  

them.  As previously  mentioned,  the  research  is  careful  not  to  act  as  

a form  of  therapy  and the  details  of  the  experiences  are  not  often,  

if  ever,  directly  discussed.  The argument  being  made here  is  the  

visual  art  provides  an emotional  safety  for  the  girls  to  engage  

their  more  troublesome  knowledge  without  feeling  exposed  or  re -

victimized,  in  the  name of  research.  Furthermore,  the  dialogic  

occurring  through  the  art  work  arguably  provides  a balance  of  power  

between  researcher  and  subject.  The girls  each  have  control  over  how 

their  experiences  are  represented  and  to  some degree  explained.  
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     Another  perspective  in  regard  to  positionality,  and  this  

research  methodology,  is  the  attributes  and  experiences  that  I  bring  

which  may enhan ce  the  dialogism  (England,  1994)  of  research.  Bresler  

(1994  p.16)  states  'In  action  research  the  researchers  are  not  only  

participants  and  insiders,  but  they  play  a central  role  in  shaping  

the  educational  setting  which  they  study'.  The primary  attributes  

t hat  underpin  the  learning  environment  in  which  I  teach  are  my 

experiences  as  an exhibiting  artist  involved  in  the  creative  

process,  my personal  struggles  with  addiction  and  journey  to  

sobriety,  and  intensive  theoretical  work  in  pursuit  of  my Ed.D.  The 

majo rity  of  my educational  background  focuses  upon  studio  art  ( i.e. ,  

MFA in  sculpture  and drawing,  B.S.  art  education  and  BFA in  

sculpture  and  drawing).  Therefore  my personal  experience  of  learning  

and education  has  manifest  in  visual  representation.  I  also  have  an 

extensive  exhibition  record,  with  various  gallery  contexts  as  well  

as  a list  of  reviews  in  various  news and  art  publications.  The 

relevance  of  my art  background  is  to  indicate  a strong  level  of  

commitment  to  the  visual  art  making  process  and that  I  naturally  

understand  my own experience  and feelings  most  effectively  through  

visual  expression.  Therefore,  a common introduction  of  myself  to  new 

students  involves:  "I  am not  an art  teacher,  I  am an artist  that  

loves  to  teach".  This  philosophical  view  drast ically  changes  the  

learning  environment  from  art  class  to  a studio  experience.  In  other  

words,  I  do not  approach  art  education  as  something  where  I  attempt  

to  generate  effective  results  from  students.  Rather  I  attempt  to  

foster  a personal  understanding  of  the  art  making  process  as  a means 

of  expressing  and arriving  at  meaning.  The previous  chapters  

introduce  the  threshold  concept  theoretical  framework  and the  
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light.  When one considers  this  as  a form  of  metaphor  we can  

associate  personal  feelings  and  experience  with  this  visual  

descr iption.  As a result,  one can  argue  this  understanding  of  

threshold  crossing  seems particularly  visceral  and relevant  within  

this  research.  In  the  specific  case  of  Aline,  Jayden  and  Rene,  I  may 

not  have  the  ability  to  completely  understand  how it  feels  to  

experience  their  darker  moments but  the  journey  to  sobriety  does  

allow  me to  understand  struggle,  mental  anguish  and despair.  I  

argue,  from  my experience,  that  this  shared  understanding  gives  us  a 

means for  genuine  communication,  trust  and a faith  in  my 

understanding  of  moving  toward  light.  

     This  description  of  my positionality  as  a researcher  stands  in  

stark  contrast  to  the  situation  raised  by  Becker  and  Geer  (1957)  who 

address  the  issue  that  an interviewee  (due  to  sensitivity  or  lack  of  

trust)  may not  reveal  all  that  is  desired  or  needed  for  effective  

research  on a respective  issue.  Moreover,  the  researcher  may not  

always  be aware  there  are  gaps  in  the  information  to  be conveyed  in  

the  interview  process.  The research  does  not  attempt  to  avoid  or  

disguis e issues  of  positionality;  rather  I  perceive  it  to  be a 

foundation  upon  which  the  research  evolves.  

3.8 Trustworthiness and Rigour 
 
     The previous  sections  of  this  chapter  make a clear  argument  for  

the  role  of  qualitative  methods  for  inquiry  and the  need to  embrace  

the  subjective  nature  of  the  paradigm.  In  turn  this  highlights  the  

need  for  consideration  of  issues  of  validity  or  reliability  of  the  

research  design  and  the  resulting  claims;  however,  the  terms  

reliability  and validity  are  entrenched  in  the  quantitative  






















































































































































































































































































































































