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Abstract 

This thesis presents the epistemological context, plan and implementation of a study 

employing a variety of art projects aimed at facilitating arts-oriented inquiries into identity 

for classes of multicultural and multilingual pre-teenagers. Furthermore, this thesis 

presents a parallel process of identity exploration on the part of the author of this work, a 

teacher-researcher engaging in similar forms of arts-oriented inquiry through the 

fashioning of "creative interludes." Grounding the work in theories of identity 

development, and theories of the stages of development of visual arts skills and 

capacities in elementary school age students, the author aimed to explore the 

possibilities of discovery and affirmation of identity in these students through the lenses 

of a/r/tography, creative dynamic, and self-portraiture. After first framing the work in 

terms of important ethical considerations related to the setting of the research, the 

author presents the creative projects that were made by these pre-teenagers. The 

artworks become mirrors of their makers and provide numerous opportunities for 

educators to see traces of the children’s' identity explorations in their art. Finally, the 

author explores her own identity development as an artist, a teacher, a researcher, and 

a woman, along with how these different identities symbiotically influence each other. 

 

Keywords: identity; a/r/tography; creative dynamic; self-portraiture; arts education. 
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Chapter 1.  
 

 Shaping and Reshaping: A Search for Individual and 
Collective Selves 

“The creative process is a spiritual path. This adventure is about us, 
about the deep self, the composer in all of us, about originality, meaning 
not that which is all new, but that which is fully and originally ourselves.” 
(Nachmanovitch, 1990, p. 13) 

 

“Artworks, dreams, events that touch us deeply play across the liminal 
interface between conscious and unconscious reality. They are about the 
exchange or, perhaps are themselves the medium of exchange between 
the little that we know and the much that we are.” (Nachmanovitch, 1990, 
p. 174) 

As any new educator entering the field, I feel like the first five years of my 

professional career has passed by as fast as the blink of an eye. Always running, always 

learning. Most of the days I felt like a tourist in a foreign country; trying to decode 

languages, to learn the ways and customs, to use the photocopier properly… Everyday 

brought its own new challenge. Teaching art to a specific demographic, I slowly 

discovered what would become my biggest challenge, and new passion, as an educator. 

More important for me than mastering the art of colour mixing and more challenging than 

working with clay in a class filled with four graders, the crafting of meaningful art projects 

targeting identity development and affirmation inside and outside of the art field slowly 

became my priority as a teacher. 

Inspired at first by the writings on the concept of identity by Herbert W. Harris 

(1995) and Thomas Turino (2008), I discovered that working for the same school for five 

years offers tremendous possibilities to study, approach and tackle what I considered 

the “weak spots” of working with my school’s specific demographic through educational 

art projects because, as Sarah Lawrence-Lightfoot states so adequately in her book The 

Good High School (1983), I believe that  “[i]t is not the absence of weakness that makes 

a good school, but how a school attends to the weakness” (p. 24).  
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For many years now, identity building through culturally targeted art projects has 

been the main focus of my practice both as an educator and as a researcher. I slowly 

came to be inspired by the work of many scholars, educators such as Pierre Gosselin 

(1998), Paolo Freire (2000), Erik Erikson (1994), Merryl Goldberg (2001), Meghan 

Parker (2017) as well as artists like Sophie Calle, whose work fosters a deep care for 

human interactions and the share of personal stories.  

I started articulating a pedagogical strategy that carries the goal to help my 

elementary school students in the developing and affirming of their identities, both as 

individuals and as members of different cultural communities contained in one big school 

community, through the creative work of culturally targeted art projects. The main reason 

justifying my work is simple and is linked to my own story; if the arts had such an 

important role in the developing and affirming process of my own identity, as a child and 

most importantly later as an adult, and in the shaping of a lot of meaning-making in my 

life, is there a way they can also be introduced as such tools in an educational context? 

And if yes, in what ways? 

Who are we? Collectively and individually this question can be asked a dozen 

times a day and can be answered in a dozen different ways depending on the context 

we find ourselves in when asked. It also seems impossible for me to approach the topic 

of identity development and affirmation without mentioning my own process towards 

identity consolidation as a teenager and young adult. 

I am Audrey. I am an educator. A teacher. An artist. A researcher. I now identify 

as a queer woman, but not always have been. I am a coffee lover, a part-time traveler, 

and a poor guitar player. I am a daughter and a survivor. All these answers and many 

more shape the multi-facetted being that I am. Some took years and courage to finally 

be excavated. For some others, they seem like they’ve always been there. Some 

answers are brought forward in certain contexts and not others, my sexual orientation 

being rarely the first label I put out when speaking about myself at work, or the fact that I 

am an educator gets put on the top shelf and a little forgotten about during my summer 

vacations. Approaching and entering my thirties, after moving from a Francophone 

province to an Anglophone one, starting to teach, getting in and out of relationships; it 

seemed like the easiest, and yet the hardest question I could ask myself. Who am I? In 

what ways and characteristics do I define myself? How are these characteristics similar 
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or different to other human beings? In what ways did I change since I moved out west? 

In what ways am I the same? Can I find more about myself and how? How does one 

provoke a self-inquiry? The thought processes behind the beginning of this research go 

far in my life story as a woman, and an artist. These thought processes also became 

slowly intertwined in the multiple facets of my life and motivated my story as a teacher, a 

Francophone, a learner, and as a victim of trauma.  

Unconsciously trying to find some satisfying answers to all these previous identity 

questions, I have been on an identity inquiry through my creative work for many years. 

Even as a teenager I explored my identity through photographs, drawings, endless lists 

of labels I could give to myself, writings, paintings, and even by collecting the portraits 

that others have drawn of me over the years. I have been trying to understand the 

multilayered Audrey. I have studied myself from many angles, in a cubism-like way, 

physically and emotionally, using as many media and other people’s views as I could.  

I started using myself as a model and a main subject which was useful as it 

helped me arrive at a better understanding of the whole me (the inner and the outer 

being) and improved my technical skills in many ways (I was the closest model nearby 

and easy to access). I could always write, photograph, paint, or draw the difficult things I 

could not speak. I rapidly discovered that writing, or drawing could express properly or 

accurately what painting and collaging couldn’t and vice-versa. To each medium its own 

purpose and place in the Audrey lexicon of self-expression. 
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Figure 1 Je panique parce que je panique parce que je panique 
Note. Digital Portrait of me circa 2011. From Je panique parce que je panique parce que je 
panique, by G. Demers. 2011, Artist’s Personal Collection. 

Figure 2 Untitled 
Note. Portrait of me circa 2004. From Untitled, by Unknown artist, 2005, Author’s Personal 
Collection. 

  
Figure 3 Auto_1 
Note. Photograph of me blowing bubbles in my backyard. From Auto_1, by A. Morin Beaulieu. 
2012, Author’s Personal Collection. 
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Figure 4 Ashes in Glacier Water 
Note. Page 14 and 15 from “Ashes in the Wind”. From Ashes in Glacier Water, by A. Morin 
Beaulieu, November 2017. Published in “Ashes in the Wind”. Vancouver: Self-publication, 2017. 
35 pages. Print. 

    
Figure 5 The Passport Picture Project 
Figure 6 The Passport Picture Project (a close-up) 
Note. 23 pictures of myself taken “passport style” and a close-up of 20 of them. From The 
Passport Picture Project, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2008- Ongoing, Author’s Personal Collection.  

I am a firm believer that my motivations to work on this specific subject for many 

years in general, and on this thesis specifically, originate from within. I also believe that, 

in order to be carried on for an extended period of time, one needs to find personal 

motivations to begin the work which feed the courage to carry it on. In the spring of 

2017, I went through a traumatic event and many things started to shift. That sense of 

knowing who I am was now failing me in deeper ways than the regular and natural shifts 

of life. As I was still acting like I used to but not feeling comfortable, relaxed, or even 

myself while doing it, something major had changed. I had changed and could no longer 

rely on my knowledge of what I liked, felt secure in, or even my own sense of 

predictability towards my own emotions or reactions anymore. All of that self-knowledge 

was gone without leaving a note, a hint on where it was gone or if I would ever get it 

back. 

 After a while, I started slowly to talk about what happened to me. Little by little 

and with people I deeply trusted. But mostly, I started to make art about it. Through 
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painting, writing, and drawing I freed myself from part of a considerable weight I was 

carrying around and slowly learned to deal with the part of the weight I was (and still am) 

stuck with. The acts of reflecting, crafting, and presenting these art pieces played major 

roles in the coping and redefining stages I found myself in. It was only when I shared this 

trauma and the meaning-making of some aspects of it that I could start observing the 

work I have done through my educator lenses.  

What about my students? What if they don’t know that art can be a great catalyst 

for coping, venting, telling and understanding themselves? Is it possible for me to create 

meaningful identity defining/building art projects for children so they can later in life 

remember that art could bring forth answers in them in time of crisis? 

 I have been drawing since I can remember. Way before elementary school. My 

mother being an artist herself, there was always art material and opportunities to use it 

during my childhood. I drew in every one of my classes in high school, college, and 

university, in my staff meetings as an educator, and at home when I had particularly 

challenging days. Up until recently, I saw drawing as a way to distract myself from my 

work or worries, or a way to not be annoying because I get easily bored. But what if it 

was the opposite entirely?  

As I am being more observant of my own learning and living habits, I am realizing 

that drawing isn’t distracting me from learning, or taming me when I’m too agitated, but it 

is in fact how I learn and observe effectively. As an action, drawing keeps me alert on 

the subject. It gives me time to process thoughts and information, to form ideas, and 

opinions by performing a changing task in a repetitive motion. When it comes to the 

emotional challenges in my life, I used and still use drawing to illustrate (metaphorically 

and realistically) my little and big struggles. Getting them out on paper helped me first by 

coping, then by talking about them, and finally by getting better as a side effect. 

Therefore, drawing is deeply embedded in my learning process. Having easy 

access to drawing possibilities and materials in multiple forms and purposes early on in 

my life, I developed the use of such possibilities as a learning practice. With my 

pedagogical strategy shared in this paper, I’d like to help my students, if not to develop 

that practice, then at least to experience it for a while. Paulo Freire, Brazilian educator 

and philosopher who is deeply concerned by the subject of critical pedagogy, writes the 
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following on the importance of imagination as a launcher for change in his book 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2000): 

What I mean to say is this: To the extent that we become capable of 
transforming the world, of naming our own surroundings, of apprehending, 
of making sense of things, of deciding, of choosing, of valuing, and finally, 
of ethnicizing the world, our mobility within it and through history 
necessarily comes to involve dreams towards those realization we struggle 
(. …) I am not in the world simply to adapt to it, but rather to transform it, 
and if it is not possible to change the world without a certain dream or vision 
for it, I must make the use of every possibility there is not only to speak 
about my utopia, but engage in practices consistent with it. (p. 7)  

My own philosophies and morals being deeply connected to his work and visions, 

reading Freire’s work brought new questions in me as a young teacher that are still 

related to my identity inquiry work. If imagination can possibly have such a pillar role in 

the launching of changes in individuals and then in societies, then what do I want to help 

my students to be able to imagine through art? I can’t provoke or induce answers in their 

processes, but I can introduce good propositions and ways to find answers to guide 

them on a path. Well, I thought, imagining themselves as what they are and/or could be 

would be a potentially important start. Art becomes, therefore, a marvelous way to work 

on their imagination. To think, to create, and recreate themselves. 

As will be further developed in the third chapter, I work in a specific community in 

a major metropolitan city in western Canada. My school is a Francophone elementary 

public school, with a population of 472 students during the 2018-2019 school year, 

spread in three campuses. Its population, on top of being from a Francophone lineage 

(most of the students are born in the same province they are now studying in but their 

parents are not) from various part of the world (Africa, Asia, Europe, and Eastern 

Canada) from one side of the family, have also, for many of them, their second parent 

originating from another part of the world. For a considerable percentage of students, 

their second parent’s first language is not English either. This city just happened to be 

the place where the family decided to grow roots. So, even if the specificity of my 

students can seem quite unique, the situation itself happens to be also highly 

contemporary. This school is a good example of what major Canadian cities have to 

offer in terms of cultural and ethnic diversity.  
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Unfortunately, as I have been teaching there for over five years now, I started to 

also wonder if, as educators, we were, sometimes or often, failing to properly address 

the subject of identity and of the multiplicity of cultures we encounter at school with our 

students. If our students are members of the Francophone world from every continent, 

the staff of the school is (at least during the years of the study) mostly from French 

Canadian origin, majorly from Quebec, or in lesser numbers from France. The way the 

Francophone culture is approached in this school was Quebec centrist and quite difficult 

for the majority of our students (only a small percentage of our students on 472 students 

actually lived in Quebec before moving here) to identify with it.  

As neither they, and quite often their parents, are from «La Belle Province», they 

do not relate with the songs, celebrations, and traditional dances that most their 

educators bring forth without too much context as attempts to arouse their Francophone 

identities. Working with these children led me to my current quest and justified why I 

started to custom-make art projects that covered cultural aspects from the communities 

in my school, as well as ignite possible identity inquiries. Art projects could then 

hopefully deepen my students’ sense of self and communal knowledge. It was important 

to me that this pedagogical strategy would be also adaptable, as communities and 

individual sense of identity are not fixed concepts and are constantly changing. 

As I am now still working on this subject as both an educator and a graduate 

student, I hope to contribute to my students’ well-being, not only individually, but also 

collectively. I also wish to enrich the Francophone community of this city, which I 

perceive now as a cultural quilt; each of its pieces deserves to be considered and 

acknowledged as a unique beauty of its own and an essential part of a whole. As an 

educator, I’d like also to help other educators, art specialists or not, to craft more 

meaningful art projects that respond better to the needs of the multicultural communities 

we are increasingly evolving into. In this thesis, I hope one could find a carrier and a 

good demonstration of the necessity of meaningful arts endeavors in our school 

systems, not only as a way to acquire better fine motor skills helpful for other “important” 

tasks in life, but as both journeys and artifacts that generates meaning by themselves 

and can be crucial in the socio-emotional development of every child in every 

community.  
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I intend, by this research, to demonstrate the importance of meaningful arts in 

school communities, as I started to realize early in my teaching career that the arts can 

sometimes be considered a second-class discipline. Arts classes and projects are too 

often done when ‘there is time’ instead of making time for them, when the report cards 

are soon due and require a grade, as stated by Merryl Goldberg in Arts and Learning; An 

Integrated Approach to Teaching and Learning in Multicultural and Multilingual Settings 

(2001): “[t]he arts have been traditionally taught as something added onto a core of 

‘basics’. Although some might argue that the arts are basic (as I would), for the most part 

the arts have remained removed and distant from other learning” (4).  

Even in a school with an art specialist like myself, I find that many educators are 

enthusiasts with my ideas for the school to engage more in the arts, as long as they do 

not interfere with their schedules and spaces. Therefore, I wish for the thesis to advocate 

for the importance of the arts in schools, which, I believe, can be done by demonstrating 

how the arts can be integrated in other disciplines; or integrate other disciplines in their 

core; as well as stand as guides to help children from different contexts to understand 

themselves better as individuals and as members of one or multiple communities. I also 

long for more holistic approaches in education, in and outside the arts. The words of 

Professor Gregory Cajete resonated enormously with me when he exposes his vision of 

modern day (westernized) education and its weaknesses: 

Today’s students receive an education that has been stripped of soulful 
meaning and its capacities to instill a deep ecological understanding.  
Training in technical skills and facts dominates instead. Engaging the soul, 
creativity, spontaneity, and play has been displaced by a consuming focus 
on building practical skills-based knowledge. The approach is designed to 
weed out the dreamers and provide the modern technologically oriented 
world with technically trained mind. (Cajete, 2015, p. 16) 

This research is deeply personal and embedded in every aspect of my life. Its 

motivations came from my own artistic practice, my desire to bring more meaning to my 

work as an educator, my trauma and the ways I found to cope with it through art, and my 

own ongoing identity inquiry. To me, identity is not something I discovered. I slowly 

acknowledged mine, worded it with the help of many different people and various artistic 

tools, and by my teaching and writing. I now attempt to become one of those who guide 

others in meaning-making of their own stories, and serve them the artistic tools and 

ways to use them to engage fully and safely in such endeavors. 
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Finally, to support and give further examples of how the arts can help self-

reflecting and self-analyzing not only for children but also for adults, I created four 

interludes through this thesis presenting my own creative work as a visual artist and a 

writer based on a journal I had and filled with my thoughts between the years of 2018 

and 2021. These interludes explore how I view (and sometimes struggle) with the 

multiplicities of my own identity as an artist, a teacher, a woman, and now a researcher. I 

hope with my work to accurately exemplify the multiple ways in which identity can be 

explored, questioned and shared through the arts. This research and artistic journey are 

deeply mine but I wish that it can also speak to others, as the human adventure of 

simply being alive and struggle to find ourselves is one that is ironically too common. 

   
Figure 7 Self-portrait- Hands 
Note. Hands over blue dripping. From Self-portrait- Hands, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2010, Author’s 
Personal Collection. 

Figure 8 Self-portrait-Face 
Note. Face over blue dripping. From Self-portrait-Face, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2010, Author’s 
Personal Collection. 
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Figure 9 Clope 
Note. Eyeless profile with a cigarette. From Clope, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2013, Author’s Personal 
Collection. 

Figure 10 Untitled I 
Note. Me in inside a refrigerator box. From Untitled I, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2014, Author’s 
Personal Collection. 

 
Figure 11 Untitled II
Note. Me and my students. From Untitled II, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2016, Author’s Personal 
Collection 
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Figure 12 Post-Breakup Drawing 
Note. J and I on couch. From Post-Breakup Drawing, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2016, Author’s 
Personal Collection. 
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Interlude 

 

 

 

Wonder  

and  

Wander 

 

 

 

 

Part I 

/Artist/ 
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“In the following pages we trace our history as a collective, how we 
have known each other and continue to learn from each other’s 
writing, how through relating to each other, we attend to our own 
education and to better understanding who and how we are in 
relation to others in the world.” 

(Hasebe-Ludt, Chambers & Leggo, 2009, p. 3) 
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____________________________________ 

 

I am made of encounters. 

Encounters shaped me  

Helped me assert and define who I am sometimes by simply acknowledging the 

person I was trying to create.  

I stumbled and apologized often. 

 

I am made of people. 

Good and bad. 

Kind and rude. 

 

There are so many of them. 

There are the ones that left a huge mark.  

They may or may not still be around and in many ways, their absences left the 

biggest mark. 

There are the ones that I forgot slowly with time. 

They are now blurred memories and cherished habits. 

And there are the ones that went by so fast that they were almost unnoticed.  

What mark did they leave? 

 

The bartender with the kindest smile. 

The navy officer who wanted to chat about art as I was drawing in a café.  

The man, tanning and listening to good music on a dock by the ocean. 

The ones with friendly dogs. 

 

My life is only about people.  

About meeting and interacting.  

My artworks act as traces of those interactions. 

Letters. Sentences. Lines. Shades. 

And metaphors. 

I put people on paper and try to remember the valuable lessons they taught me.  
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Does anybody ever leave me with the impression that I taught them a valuable 

lesson? 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Qu’en est-il de l’acceptation du statut ou de la présence de l’artiste dans une 

école? 

Non pas seulement comme l’enseignante excentrique qui refuse ou oublie de se 

conformer aux milles us et coutumes d’un établissement scolaire (qui ne sont 

souvent là que pour la simple et bonne raison qu’ils ont toujours étés là) mais 

plutôt de la vraie artiste ?  

Cette personne pour qui le temps et l’espace qui nous entourent sont perçus 

entièrement différemment.  

Elle est souvent incomprise.  

On perçoit ses projets comme étant frivoles, ou même parfois complètement 

inutiles lorsqu’elle vole du temps aux sciences, aux langues, aux mathématiques 

et autres « matières importantes ».  

 

On ne comprend pas que ses dessins, faits avec frénésie lors de réunions, 

nourrissent sa vision du monde qui elle, à son tour, modifie son enseignement.  

 

Cherche-t-on seulement à comprendre le rôle de l’artiste dans l’école?  

 

Lorsqu’elle marche dans les couloirs de l’école en adoptant les démarches de 

différents animaux avec ses élèves, elle ouvre les portes de l’imaginaire et 

enseigne à ne pas avoir honte de l’excentricité et de la non-conformité.  

 

Elle les garde enfants un peu plus longtemps.  

 

Elle enseigne que ce n’est pas parce que personne ne fait une chose que cette 

chose est interdite.  

L’artiste dans une école est présentateur de possibles.  

Elle pousse les limites et force les parois de la boîte.  

Elle rappelle l’importance du jeu, de la liberté et même parfois de l’ennui, celui qui 

fait germer les idées.  
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Quelles sont les possibles valeurs ajoutées à un milieu scolaire lorsqu’on y laisse 

s’amuser une artiste en liberté ? 

L’empathie. 

L’ouverture à l’autre et à soi-même. 

La connaissance de soi. 

La patience. 

La persévérance. 

La coopération. 

Le partage. De visions, d’idées, de façons d’être. 

 

Bien que peu souvent incluses dans les curriculums scolaires, ces valeurs n’en 

demeurent pas moins essentielles au développement d’êtres humains complets 

mais, avant tout, à la conservation du statut d’enfant. 

 

L’artiste brandit la permission d’évoluer dans un monde où la curiosité règne 

sans honte.  

 

L’artiste est celui qui montre aux enfants que les teintes de bleus sont infinies.  

Que derrière chaque erreur se cache une découverte. 

Que chaque œuvre d’art présente une vision différente du monde qui nous 

entoure. 

 

Et, finalement, qu’il n’y a pas d’âge pour aimer peindre avec ses doigts. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

On finding meaning. 
One day, the man who assaulted me showed up unannounced at my door with a 
flower in a pot. Thinking back on that moment, it was probably the only nice thing 
he had done, even if it turned out to be quite manipulative in itself.  
 
I kept the flower. Even after I woke up from my stupor, moved out of my 
apartment, and tried my best to move past those events, I kept it.  
I thought that one day, I would figure out what to do with that flower. 
When I would be ready.  
 
Burn it. 
Toss it off a cliff. 
Anything. 
Something that would finally feel right. 
 
Yesterday, I went to water it just like I do every week and realized that the flower 
was dead.  
 
Just like that.  
The simple and quiet death of a flower. 
 
As most of the things that happen in my life, I am now seeking for the meaning of 
its death.  
Some poetic justification. 
 
And I find it incredibly beautiful.  
Things die. 
They fade out. 
It’s a fact of life. 
Flowers. 
Emotional scars. 
They’re all the same. 
 
I also find it cruel.  
As I am not the one who found a meaningful way to kill it at the exact moment I 
felt ready.  
Better.  
And completely healed. 
 
To mark that specific day during which I would have finally realized that the 
memory of those events does not lead me in fear anymore.  
The celebratory murder of a flower. 
 
The bulb is still there. 
Brown. 
And all dried out. 
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I picked it up and drew it. 
It looks like a heart.  
The arteries are coming out of it from various spots. 
 
I stare at it. 
Why was I holding on to it? 
What does it say about me? 
Keeping it and watering it for three years? 
 
Does it say something about my tendency and need for more poetry every day? 
For my quest to constantly find meaning? 
To be sure I keep blaming myself? 
For attention? 
Drama for the sake of drama? 
Of my incapacity to let that moment go even when three years have now passed? 
What if I never find meaning? 
 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

Sometimes, it just feels good to get our hands dirty. 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Last year, I started to sketch and paint a mural in my classroom.  

Slowly, when I have time during lunch hours or when my students are working 

autonomously on their own art pieces.  

I do about twenty or thirty minutes a day.  

If I have time.  

If I take the time.  

 

The excitement about the work and in how it is unfolding before our eyes seems to 

be equally shared between me and the children. 

They run up the stairs leading to my portable classroom, eager to see what has 

been done in their absence. 

As for me, I look forward to the days in the week where I have time to paint a little 

while eating my lunch.  

 

I mostly paint it for myself. 

As a technical challenge. 

As an escape.  

Just me, the smell of acrylic mixed with my lukewarm meal, and whatever music 

I am in the mood for that day. 

 

The Beastie Boys. The Ramones. Les Soeurs Boulay. A Tribe Called Red. Hubert 

Lenoir. The Sainte Catherines. Karkwa. Gogol Bordello. 

 

I needed it this year. 

To get my hands dirty. 

Twenty minutes to balance everything out.  

So teaching and writing do not take up my schedule entirely.  

 

Something of my day is missing when I don’t take the time to attend to it. 

Incomplete. 

Too organized and regimented.  
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Every angle of my life in the last two years has been educational, scholarly, 

theoretical, and cerebral. 

Every day should have its bits of colourful chaos. 

 

And for the first time in my life, I now perceive my artistic production as 

coherent.  

Perhaps deemed to finally be witnessed and hopefully appreciated.  

I sense some newly added value to it.  

Meanings, carried on canvases in just the right way. 

It feels right. 

 

I can finally word and detail my artistic process to others.  

Knots have been untangled.  

 

And before I realize it, words come out of my mouth. 

They jump out, before I can stop them.  

My imposter syndrome must be taking a nap as I utter to people  

“Well yes, I am an artist” 

 

Wow.  

When did that happen? 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

What makes me nomadic? 

Is it because I feel at home nowhere? 

Or is it because I feel at home everywhere? 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Ma maison n’a pas quatre murs. 

C’est une porte qui s’ouvre et ne se ferme jamais. 

 

C’est une roche qui, pendant deux minutes, m’offre sa plus belle vue. 

Ma maison, c’est une pile de belles photos. 

C’est une paire de bras qui m’entourent en riant. 

 

Ma maison, c’est un bol de chili que je peux cuisiner n’importe où. 

Ce sont des actes de gentillesse qui viennent de n’importe qui et qui surprennent. 

 

C’est une série de dents qui ne vient pas à bout de finir. 

Ma maison, je la trouve quand j’arrête de la chercher. 

Lorsque je comprends, finalement, que la couleur des murs ne change rien à sa 

beauté. 

 

____________________________________ 
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Chapter 2.  
 

Me, You, Us: On Identity, Culture, and Community 

 

“Creator had told the Animal People that the new beings would differ from 
them in one striking way: they would come upon the Earth not knowing 
who they were. Unlike the Animal People, who were born knowing this 
absolutely, the human beings would arrive with no understanding of their 
identity. Their spiritual mission would be to come to that understanding. 
To help them, Creator would send them out onto the Earth bearing 
strange gifts that would help them discover themselves, and fulfill their 
destiny and their purpose. One of these gifts was the ability to dream. 
With this gift the human beings would create amazing works of art, invent 
awesome tools and eventually come to inhabit all corners of the Earth.” 
(Wagamese, 2019, p. 35) 

 

“Through others, we become ourselves.” (Vygotsky 1998, p. 170) 

 

Throughout the years of slowly coming up with a flexible pedagogical strategy 

focusing on identity inquiries and affirmations as well as the study of artworks from 

multiple communities populating my school, one of the first elements I had to become 

familiar with was the concept of identity. Defining identity seemed at first like an easy 

task; I perceived identity as the response to the question “Who am I?”.  

However, the more research I pursued on the subject, the more I realized how 

limited was my understanding concerning such an abstract and vast concept. I was 

finding, once again, that it is easier to ask questions than to answer them. Diving into 

multiple readings on the subject of identity and identity development, from both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous perspectives (and the interesting similarities and 

differences they both bring to the subject), I soon discovered the multiplicities of 

definitions that may be found of the term as well as the multiplicities and complexities of 

identities that each human possesses, whether those identifications are acknowledged 

or not. My research also brought to light the various characteristics, or aspects of 
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identity, that most identity definitions I gathered have in common, regardless of the 

decades within which the writers of those definitions had theorized in. 

Communities as Part of Who We Are: Indigenous and Non-
Indigenous Scholars on Identity and Community 

Erik Erikson (1902-1994) 

    
Figure 13 Portrait of Erikson 
Note. Pencil portrait of Erik Erikson. From Portrait of Erikson, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2019, 
Author’s Personal Collection. 

“Minority groups of a lesser degree of Americanization (…) often are 
privileged in the enjoyment of a more sensual early childhood. Their 
crises come when their parents and teacher, losing trust in themselves 
and using sudden correctives in order to approach the vague but 
pervasive Anglo-Saxon ideal, create violent discontinuities; or where, 
indeed, the children themselves learn to disavow their sensual and 
overprotective mothers as temptations and a hindrance to the formation 
of a more American personality.” (Erikson, 1994, p.99) 

When researching the subject of identity theory, the work of Erik Erikson 

emerged first from the pool of information I investigated, as he is, even after fifty years 

since his first publications, the researcher whose conceptualizations of identity are still to 

this day structuring debates led by developmental psychologists on the subject (Cohen-

Scali & Guichard, 2008, p.1). Even if Erikson’s writings are quite dated, as they 
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demonstrate old understandings of gender roles and the American Indigenous 

population’s culture and customs (Erikson, 1994, p. 12, 16, 18, 19, 83 & 84) and his 

stages are based on Sigmund Freud’s stages of life, his conceptualization of identity still 

enlightens, and is in sync with, the definitions and characteristics of current researchers 

on the subject, as this chapter will illustrate further on.  

One of the first components of Erikson’s definition is that identity is not one 

monolithic block of self-perception, but rather the interplay of three hierarchical identities 

within each human being: the ego identity, the personal identity, and the group identity 

(Cohen-Scali & Guichard, 2008, p.2). It is in the interaction of these three identities that 

we form our bigger sense of identity as human beings. In his work Identity and the Life 

Cycle (first published in 1959 and reissued in 1994), Erikson describes personal identity 

as “the immediate perception of one’s selfsameness and continuity in time; and the 

simultaneous perception of the fact that the others recognize one’s sameness and 

continuity.” (Erikson, 1994, p. 17-18). This description is then followed by the definition of 

ego identity as “the awareness of the fact that there is a selfsameness and continuity to 

the ego’s synthesizing methods and that these methods are effective in safeguarding the 

sameness and continuity of one’s meaning for others” (18).  

It is possible to observe two common and important elements in Erikson’s 

definition of both identities; a coherence of one’s sense of inner self-perceptions through 

time, and the importance of the recognition of others of one’s self coherence through 

time. Schools may therefore be influential in the development of one’s sense of identity 

as they are establishments that children will attend for an extended number of years 

during crucial times in their development. Schools may also act as important locations in 

which socialization occurs, for the best or for the worst, depending on one child’s 

socializing experience and how that socialization is received and reinforced by their 

peers.  

As my research and data collection focus on my work with students in grade five 

and six, I then concentrated my research of Erikson’s work on this specific period of 

children’s lives that are commonly called the pre-teen years. These years typically 

include children aged between nine and twelve years old (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019) 

or nine and thirteen years old (Collins, 2019) and generally marks the period of a child’s 

life that precedes their puberty. In Erikson’s work, which again follows the stages of life 
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first introduced by Freud, the period preceding adolescence is called the “the latency 

period” (Erikson, 1994, p. 97) because “[the] violent drives are usually dormant at that 

time” (Erikson, 1994, p.97). Even if the latency period is not the period of most struggle 

in identity development according to Erikson, there are still factors to consider when 

working with students of that age, especially, like in my case, when the work has a 

specific focus on identity inquiry and development. This is a period during which children 

typically consolidate what has been acquired during the preceding periods, such as the 

sense of industry, i.e. the act of making things. Children now focus not only on making 

things, but on making them well (Erikson, 1994, p. 94-95). During these ages, there is a 

non-negligible risk of:  

never acquir[ing] the enjoyment of work and the pride of doing at least one 
kind of thing well. This is particularly of concern in relation to that part of 
the nation who do not complete what schooling is at their disposal. 
(Erikson, 1994, p. 96) 

As an educator, this particular passage of Erikson’s work struck me as important as I am 

one of the multiple people in a child’s life who may offer opportunities to develop sense 

of pride through their abilities in the tasks that I propose to them. The opposite is also 

possible, a sense of inadequacy can be induced in my art room if a student never 

succeeds when given tasks, or sees their abilities, even in the moments described as 

moments of “failure”. As teachers cannot do their students’ work in order to absolutely 

guarantee them success, I found that the best way to give students as many chances as 

possible to feel successful was to propose a variety of different projects that require 

different skills (with the hope to touch everybody’s abilities somewhere along the way). I 

work as well on developing, through modeling and leading discussions, the capacity to 

see mistakes and stumbles not as irreparable disasters anymore, but as challenges to 

overcome and work with, as they are integrated parts of any learning process.  

As a last important aspect of the latency period, Erikson specifies that it is 

through these ages that 

“since industry involves doing things besides and with others, a first sense 
of division of labor and of equality of opportunity develops at this time. 
When a child begins to feel that it is the colour of their skin, the background 
of their parents, or the cost of their clothes rather than their will to learn 
which will decide their social worth, lasting harm may ensue for the sense 
of identity (…).” (Erikson, 1994, p. 97)  
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This aspect is essential to consider as an educator, especially in cases like mine when 

teaching to a demographic that historically may suffer more from an inequality of 

opportunity, lower academic performances, and academic support, because of its 

socioeconomic backgrounds and family ethnicity than a population with homogenic 

middle to high socioeconomic statuses (Willms, 2006, p. 46-49 and 68). It is therefore 

important that educators and school administrators recognize the possibility of 

inequalities in their establishments and to offer equal opportunities to all children, 

whether by offering financial support and special grants so everybody has an equal 

chance to participate to all activities; by acknowledging equally the celebrations from the 

different ethnicities populating the school; or by supplying the same material to 

everybody for a better equality of chances, among many things.  

Finally, during the latency period, being the one coming right before a child’s 

teenager years, Erikson states that it is necessary for children to have accumulated 

good experiences and successes (that are recognized by others) during the previous 

periods which builds their sense of ego sameness and continuity (Erikson, 1994, p. 98) 

which is then carried into teenagerhood and may help prevent identity diffusion. Erikson 

explains in reference to the teenager years, “[t] he danger of this stage is identity 

diffusion; […] a dilemma is based on a strong previous doubt of one’s ethnic and sexual 

identity, delinquent and outright psychotic incidents are not uncommon” (Erikson, 1994, 

p. 100-101).  

As an educator who sees their students once or twice a week, I understand that I 

cannot make every aspect of their life perfect so my students will develop a strong sense 

of self sameness, but I may play my small part in every way possible to help them affirm 

who they are in numerous creative ways.  

While incredibly enlightening on the subject and definition of identity and identity 

development, especially for children in the elementary school age, the work of Erikson 

remains clinical. Erikson’s writing helps me understand the natural struggles that 

students could possibly go through at the different stages of their lives. However, I found 

that some aspects seem to be missing from his work when I was reflecting on my own 

personal ways to describe my sense of identity and the multiple fluctuations to the sense 

of understanding of who I am that I went through, even as an adult.  
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Thomas Turino (1951- ) 

 
 

Figure 14 Portrait of Turino 
Note. Pencil portrait of Thomas Turino. From Portrait of Turino, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2019, 
Author’s Personal Collection. 

“Study of expressive cultural practices like music and dance from different 
societies can help us achieve a balance between understanding cultural 
differences and recognizing our common humanities.” (Turino, 2008, p.3) 

The work of Thomas Turino, ethnomusicologist and professor in the University of 

Illinois’ School of Music, in his fourth chapter, ‘The Habits of the Self, Identity, and 

Culture’; from Music as Social Life: The Politics of Participation (2008), combined with 

the work of Erikson, gives me a clearer and tangible definition of the term “identity” in 

accordance with my own feelings and perceptions on the subject. 

Turino states: “Identity involves the partial selection of habits and attributes used 

to represent oneself to oneself and to others by oneself and by others; the emphasis on 

certain habits and traits is relative to specific situations” (p. 95). This definition of identity 

holds similitudes with Erikson, as his definition includes not only the way we perceive 

ourselves but also how our surroundings come into play and have an influence in our 

sense of identity by the way we decide to project ourselves to them and by the way they 

receive that projection and respond to it (which might be in concordance with our inner 

sense of self or denying it entirely). Thus, I conclude, that according to Turino and 
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Erikson, identity is that part of ourselves (habits and attributes) that we use or reveal to 

match our inner description of “us” to us, to others, and that one’s perceived identity may 

also be built by others in certain situations. What Turino enlightens in his description of 

identity in a clearer way, is that it is also possible for one to conclude that our sense of 

self may contain multiple and different identities that are revealed in different situations, 

which is a feeling that I highly relate with.  

As was mentioned in the introductory chapter, since my first year as an art 

education undergraduate student, I have felt torn between my different selves (mostly 

my artist and teacher sides) as if I was incapable to evolve peacefully with an inner 

interplay of my “selves” on a day to day basis. Each one of my selves is a part of me and 

yet, seems to have different characteristics and reactions given the situation, which enter 

sometimes in contradictions with one another. Similar to Erikson’s (and now Turino’s) 

descriptions that also include the influence of others on one’s sense of identity and that 

most peoples’ surroundings shift over time and situations (Adams, Côté & Marshall, 

2001, p. 5), I felt my self-perceptions shifted over time in the last couple of years. I did 

not perceive myself as an artist until my late twenties, but when I started to do so, this 

feeling of being an artist was still in coherence with how I generally perceived myself, 

how I presented myself to others (many of them artists as well), who, in turn, responded 

well to this new artist-self I was now exhibiting. Our identity may fluctuate through life 

and circumstances according to our friends, careers, hobbies, and so on. It is how these 

identities still are in coherence with how we feel internally through time that consolidate 

our sense of knowing who we are.  
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Herbert W. Harris (Dates Unknown) 

  
Figure 15 Portrait of Harris 
Note. Pencil portrait of Herbert W. Harris. From Portrait of Harris, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2020, 
Author’s Personal Collection. 

“In addition to the social and psychological forces that shape racial and 
ethnic identity in society, another arena in which struggles of identity take 
place is in the creative domain. Throughout history, a major component of 
creative energy, whether in literature, drama, or the visual arts, has come 
from what could be characterized as the struggle to discover one’s 
identity.” (Harris, 1995, p. 10) 

Finally, the last aspect of identity definition, which informs my understanding of 

identity and is in harmony with Erikson’s description of a sense of self that is coherent 

through time (Erikson, 1994, p.17), is gathered from Racial and Ethnic Identity: 

Psychological Development and Creative Expression (1995), a collection of essays 

presenting issues of identity development in multiracial communities. In the first 

paragraph of the introduction ‘A Conceptual Overview of Race, Ethnicity, and Identity’, 

Herbert W. Harris, a psychiatrist and formerly a senior staff fellow at The National 

Institute on Aging (USA), defines identity as the following: “an individual’s sense of 

uniqueness, of knowing who one is and who one is not” (p. 1).  

What strikes me as interesting in this clear and simple definition is that humans 

can define their own persona even in the absence of. As people, we can also describe 

who we are not. In the absence of certain traits, characteristics, or preferences we still 
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stand, not unlike how a drawing of negative spaces may still reveal the shape of an 

object. It is possible to know who we are not and this knowledge actually helps us in 

defining who we are, or at least narrow our sense of self down. Our dislikes and flaws 

tell as much of who we are to others and to ourselves as do our preferences and 

strengths in life. 

I particularly connect with this definition through my own experience throughout 

the years. In times of self-crisis, I found it sometimes difficult and anxiety-inducing to 

define who I was (as I could not seem to find satisfying answers), but somehow could 

verbally express who I was not, or could not perceive myself as anymore: “I am not a 

child, nor an adult. I am not sedentary, nor truly nomadic. I am not straight, nor am I gay. 

I am not a complete and full-time artist, nor am I ‘only’ an educator”. If putting a specific 

label on myself may be sometimes quite challenging and limiting, I can still find comfort 

when I place myself in those spaces in-between, those “I am not” sections, in which I 

can healthily stand in. I have always been a person who enjoys living in the blurry gray 

areas of life. What sometimes changed with time are the opposite poles on each side of 

those gray areas in between which I find myself dancing.  

Finally, as an art educator, Erikson’s, Torino, and Harris’s definitions of identity 

were enlightening as they guide the art projects I create for my students, making sure 

inquiries and identity affirmations visually or symbolically through art are brought forward 

with each activity. The multiple artworks done throughout one year, or even over multiple 

years, may help each student witness what is changing in their symbolic self-definitions 

through imagery and which elements used to self-describe remain consistent.  

As an adult, Erikson, Turino, and Harris’s works also brought me some 

reassurance as I sometimes am still lost in my own sense of identity, which I see now as 

a natural part of life. As my situation fluctuated and still will fluctuate (I tend to embrace 

and welcome changes of careers, homes, and communities) I found it soothing to read 

scholars describe my own senses of identity confusion as normal phases in life. As I 

wish also to be a better guide for my students and support them in their own identity 

development, it is important to explore and acknowledge my own, with the hope that I 

will be a better educator, artist, researcher, and human for it. 
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Indigenous Insight 

Gregory A. Cajete (1952- ) 

 
 

Figure 16 Portrait of Cajete 
Note. Pencil portrait of Gregory A. Cajete. From Portrait of Cajete, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2019, 
Author’s Personal Collection. 

“We need a process that will help us believe again in the effectiveness of 
individuals who demonstrate internal as well as external responsibility for 
themselves and their community. We need to relearn how to live in 
communities with enough of a shared sense of meaning that our 
differences do not overwhelm us or make us lose sight of what we have 
and care about in common.” (Cajete, 2015, p.83) 

Acquiring more knowledge on Indigenous issues through the report of the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission of Canada: Calls to Action (2015), the growing space 

given to Indigenous voices in the Canadian public place, and the increasing will to 

include Indigenous voices and pedagogies in Canadian education (such as in the British 

Columbia new curriculum), I gave myself the exercise to gain more knowledge on the 

subject of Indigenous education as well as Indigenous perspectives on the concept of 

identity. As a non-Indigenous woman, and, to the best of my knowledge, I attempt with 

every year passing to decolonize as much as I can my own pedagogies in my art room 
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with the hope to make my teachings inclusive. I give room to Indigenous voices and 

artworks; I discuss various historical facts as observable from different focal points, 

therefore offering different perspectives; and finally, I include storytelling in my teaching 

strategies. My research brought forward various links between the values transmitted 

through Indigenous education, the ways those values are transmitted, and the 

westernized (non-Indigenous) definition of identity explored previously through the works 

of Erikson, Torino, and Harris. All these values may be explored and hopefully deepened 

through my pedagogical strategy in my art room. 

As presented through the work of Erikson on identity, the way we view ourselves 

may be confirmed by the people around us, or, on the contrary, not be recognized, which 

may lead to challenges in the quest of finding a proper and fitting definition for ourselves 

(Erikson, 1994, p.17). As presented by Indigenous scholar Gregory A. Cajete, professor 

in Native American Studies at the University of New Mexico and a Tewa First Nation 

from Santa Clara Pueblo (New Mexico), the presence of the surrounding community and 

its influence on the development of an Indigenous sense of identity is of great 

importance in Indigenous education and pedagogies. Cajete describes beautifully in his 

book Indigenous Community; Rekindling the Teaching of the Seventh Fire (2015), the 

importance of Indigenous communities in the individual development, and vice-versa:  

Community is the natural context of human life and activity. We are one, 
one and all, social beings living in relation with one another. Our physical 
and biological survival is intimately interwoven with the communities that 
we create and which, in turn, create us. (p. 24) 

The importance of community acknowledgement and acceptance of one’s identity in 

various Indigenous populations is not supported by Gregory Cajete alone, as Perry G. 

Horse presents in New Perspectives on Racial Identity Development; A Theoretical and 

Practical Anthology (2001): “At the individual level, self-identity as an Indian [sic] is 

important. Acknowledgement of that identity by the group is equally important” (p. 94).  

To Cajete, what and who defines a member of a certain community can be quite 

vast:  

In the context of community, ‘the medium is the message’. In other words, 
‘at a conscious and unconscious level, the community is each of us no 
matter who, when, or where we are. It is through the medium of community 
that our first human ancestor created the phenomena of culture. And, it is 
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through community that each successive generation of people has 
expressed the multiple faces of culture. (Cajete, 2016, p. 366) 

In Indigenous communities, individuals evolve through and are influenced by who they 

are with. They are part of a group (or many groups) and that group is a part of them and 

expresses what it means to belong to this group (message) through the actions within 

this group (medium). As explained by James [Sa’ke’j] Youngblood Henderson, from the 

Chickasaw Nation Native Law Center of Canada, in the foreword of Indigenous 

Community; Rekindling the Teachings of the Seventh Fire:  

In Eurocentrism, community is understood as mostly a circumstance of 
restraint upon the play of individual self-interest, or sometimes as a 
hierarchical partnership for the advance of a common cause or purposes 
with continued antagonism to outsiders, or occasionally as an organic 
condition in which shared interest and values prevail to the exclusion of 
conflict. (Cajete, 2015, p. X) 

A westernized (non-Indigenous) version of community (observable in most schooling 

systems) is primarily focused on hierarchy and the advancement between individuals 

with shared values.  

By incorporating Indigenous vision of identity and communities; its pedagogies 

and its flexibility of inclusions of various individuals into communities, I work and focus 

my teaching on building a community on the fact that, even if its members come from 

different linguistic, religious, and cultural backgrounds, it is possible to evolve together 

as a strong school community and be part of each other’s development as individuals 

through our collective interactions in the art room. 

 I wish to slowly encourage and allow the possibility for every student in the 

classroom to be part of “a process that will help us believe again in the effectiveness of 

individuals who demonstrate internal as well as external responsibility for themselves 

and their community” (Cajete, 2015, p.83), because as Gregory Cajete notes: “We need 

to relearn how to live in communities with enough of a shared sense of meaning that our 

differences do not overwhelm us or make us lose sight of what we have and care about 

in common” (83).  

Through the arts, students in my school may focus not only on the search of 

common values (which sometimes might be hard although not impossible), but also 

experience how our diversity may actually become a common ground, brought to light by 



41 

a mosaic of various artwork influenced by a variety of cultures and artists. A sense of 

community could be then built and expressed by its members through numerous works 

of art. 

The second value shared by Indigenous education, linked with identity 

development, that I also cherish as an educator through my pedagogical strategy, is the 

importance of place in the shaping of individuals, and therefore, of communal identity. To 

Cajete and according to Indigenous pedagogies, the place into which a community 

evolves is an integral part of that community. Place is one of the community members: 

“The Indigenous sense of community as a People is so interwoven with the ecological 

fabric of a region that it is no stretch to say that the people in their land are one 

ecological organism” (Cajete, 2015, p. 18). 

If, Cajete’s conception of ‘place’ mainly speaks in terms of the natural world 

(Cajete, 2016, p. 367), I’d like to extend that definition of place to fit the needs of the 

minority and multiethnic Francophone community embedded in the big Canadian urban 

area I am working in. The urban context in which my school is situated needs an 

extension of the sense of place as simultaneously embracing the natural world and the 

school as both a building and as an entity where learning and sharing through our 

differences occurs. Our school, hopefully, is a place that expands our knowledge about 

what it means to collectively grow in our neighborhoods, in our city, as well as our 

province, where a considerable number of us were not born.  

The development of an Indigenous communities’ sustainability is something that 

“(…) will not come primarily from homogenized top-down approaches but from careful 

adaptation of people to particular places[,] (…) as much a process of rediscovery as it is 

of research” (Cajete, 2015, p.20), which could be applied in non-Indigenous education 

on the actual building of a community where it is sometimes hard to find elements in 

common between its members (such as values or customs) except for the establishment 

they find themselves in every weekday. 

Finally, I decided to work with the definitions of identity of Erikson, Harris, Torino, 

and Cajete carrying the goal to combine their work and theories as bases to build my 

pedagogical strategy on. Their theories do not contradict each other, on the contrary, 
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when combined, they offer strong vision and direction for any educator wanting to focus 

on individual and collective identity inquiries and development.  

Just as Erik Erikson’s defines identity building as ongoing throughout every 

human’s entire lifetime and dependant of that individual’s acceptance by the community 

in which they enact their lives (Erikson, 1994, p. 98 & 126), Cajete, in the introduction of 

Indigenous Community, also states on the lifelong task of becoming whole in the 

following terms: “For humans, creating and building community is a never-ending 

process” (2015, p. XVI) as a group as well as individuals as they are after all, according 

to the Indigenous conception of self, one and the same. Therefore, as an educator, I 

understand that one’s sense of identity relies on self and others in relationship with 

oneself and with others in community.  

Identity is fluid and changing. Thus, reaching a moment of clarity in our self-

perception does not mean that the quest is over. I perceive that I have a chance to help 

awakening through art my student’s sense of who they are through my pedagogical 

strategy; I create projects that are designed to launch my students into small inquiries 

and ways to self-define. I however understand that I play a small part in this searching 

process, which does not start or end within the walls of my art room. The depth of the 

reflections my students are willing to launch themselves in also depends on many 

internal and external factors, which will be discussed in the upcoming chapters, the 

majority of which I often have no control over as their educator.  

My role is to propose different artistic and personal paths with my projects, to 

explore my students’ willingness and responses through the process of artmaking, and 

to find new ways to address them if need be.  
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Chapter 3.  
 

The Playground 

“The connection to this discussion is that the language of the arts can be 
very powerful in the life of a child. Art can be a source of empowerment 
as children explore their world and personal potential while retaining (and, 
one hopes, celebrating) a sense of individualism in relating to their 
community, be it the classroom, neighborhood, club, or family.” 
(Goldberg, 2001, p.10) 

 

For the last five years, I have worked in an elementary school in western Canada 

with a very specific demographic. Although the variety of ethnical origins of its students 

distinguish my school from the rest of the surrounding schools in the area, the questions 

and pedagogical inquiries, that were brought to me as an educator working within its 

walls seemed no different than the ones most educators working in any multicultural 

urban centers might face on an everyday basis. 

I teach in a public Francophone elementary school in an Anglophone province. 

That in itself is a particular setting for education. I follow the curriculum of the province I 

teach in and every interaction with my students and colleagues (barring some 

exceptions) are done in French from the minute I enter the schoolground to when I leave 

to take the city bus in the evening. 

 The main building of the school holds around two hundred students, however, as 

the Francophone population in the area is growing increasingly every year, so is the 

need for a bigger educational space. Because this school is designated as 

Francophone, its zone of coverage is quite extensive to allow more children to attend. 

Therefore, the school’s boundary covers various neighborhoods, some with a high 

variety of different ethnicities and socioeconomic demographics. The whole school now 

has more than four hundred students from kindergarten to grade six. During the 2018-

2019 school year, the school was scattered across multiple campuses in different 

middle-class areas of the city. One of these campuses required portable classrooms 

outside of the main building in order to offer education services to more children.  
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My art room is in such a portable classroom. Even though it is possible for me to 

see every day in my students, their families, my colleagues, and in the school’s 

administration a lot of gratitude and appreciation for my efforts in bringing the arts in the 

community, it is also clear that, in terms of space and accommodation in this 

environment overflowing with children, that the art department (me) was often not a 

priority to be relocated in a more accommodating set-up.  

My portable classroom is the oldest one on campus, which as well as giving me 

the opportunity and the freedom to be messy and/or noisy with my students, also 

restricts me in possibilities to incorporate structural changes due to its poor condition. I 

have invested significant time, however, to make the art room into a unique creative 

space in the school with numerous artworks (reproductions from known artists bearing 

common concepts with the projects my groups are currently working on; projects from 

my students of various ages showing different techniques or materials; and even my 

own art projects, done over the years) on its walls, creating a stimulating and dynamic 

work space. The seven round tables in the classroom usually hold groups of three or 

four students at a time and music is sometimes heard during working periods. My 

portable classroom is also quite small for the number of students that visit it every week. 

There is little storage space so I have developed and prioritized explorations of two or 

three-dimensional artmaking projects that are easy to store on top of each other to work 

on with my students.   

A culturally diverse school population carries a lot of opportunities to heighten 

children’s awareness of differences and consciousness of ethnic diversities (Murdock, 

2016, p. 165) when properly addressed by the educating team, as well as to launch 

reflections on stereotypes, prejudices, and tensions between different cultures (Tabu 

Masinda, Jacquet, & Moore, 2014, p. 102). Moreover, in the case of my school’s 

population, the education team also needs to acknowledge and properly address the 

educational and emotional needs of students from lower socio-demographics as it has 

been shown that low demographics often paired with fewer supports at home offered by 

the parents, can have a negative influence on school performances, as well as on 

children’s social outcomes and general will to pursue higher education journeys (Willms, 

2006, p. 46, 47, 49 & 68).  
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Some of our students belong to the middle class and have two Francophone 

parents. Some have parents who are immigrants or refugees coming from a 

Francophone country, but speak a dialect and/or barely understand French or English. 

Parents may also have precarious jobs to make their way in this metropolitan city. 

Therefore, when crafting my art projects over the last couple of years, one of my 

priorities has been to keep my most vulnerable students in mind and to find a balance 

between offering my students as many creative opportunities as possible as well as 

making my projects as simple as possible in terms of the material used and the money 

spent. Low budget and recycled materials are usually my favorites. The use of such 

materials hopefully allows students, even the ones who are part of the poorest 

demographic of my school, to see that art making doesn’t have to be expensive. Art may 

also be made mostly with objects found at home and still carries meaning and beauty. 

Students, therefore, have the opportunity to learn that the arts don’t have to be a fancy 

activity that can only be practiced at school; art and artmaking may open the possibility 

of self-expression outside of a school’s walls.  

During the Spring of 2018, with the school and district’s approval, I conducted a 

home survey (see Appendix) inquiring the school’s population on its origins and 

linguistics’ habits to better inform the staff and myself about our students. The results 

showed that a majority of the students who responded to the survey were born in the city 

they are currently living in. Students are also mostly second-generation immigrants, or 

have parents who moved from Quebec before their children were born. Thus, most of 

my students’ parents are not originally from here. The other part of this school’s 

population, not negligible due to its number and needs, is from multiple areas of the 

world; Asia, the Middle East, North Africa, South America and Europe.  

Therefore, a significant portion of the student population represents an interplay 

of multiple cultures and customs; from their interactions with western Canadian culture, 

to the cultures and habits from the country or province they or their parents were born 

into (a considerable part of the immigrant families have parents from different origins as 

well) with sometimes bits of cultures from the different places in the world they lived in 

before deciding to settle in this country, this province, and this city.  

All these customs, religions, ways of being and seeing the world, from the 

various settings their families have experienced, are embedded in my students' sense of 
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themselves, and, therefore, are evident in their artmaking. As an educator, I feel the 

need to acknowledge and consider my student’s web-like origins in my teaching. As 

presented in many different ways in her book Arts and Learning; An Integrated Approach 

to Teaching and Learning in Multicultural and Multilingual Settings (2001), Merryl 

Goldberg (Professor at California State University San Marcos) states that: 

Presenting and examining art for consideration in a class also occurs within 
a context. That context may include the sociopolitical atmosphere, 
economic status, geographical location, or cultural, linguistic, and ethnic 
identity of the creator or the observer. All work is in some manner shaped 
by the cultures and communities in which we live and travel. (p. 11) 

The multiplicity of cultural and ethnic origins (including my own) are already evident in 

my classroom. To ignore such complexity or disregard it in my teachings would be a 

mistake. Within the walls of their homes, students of my school speak more than twenty 

different languages (it could possibly be more, the homemade language survey was only 

in French which some families were not able to answer, or failed to complete). The three 

most spoken languages being Arabic, Chinese (Mandarin and/or Cantonese) and 

Spanish. The survey also indicated that a majority of students speak two languages 

(French and English for the most part) on a daily basis and that more than ten percent of 

the students speak three languages or more.  

If these cultural differences, I discovered, enrich my art classroom in terms of the 

new perspectives and discussions they enable between my students and I, or between 

my students themselves, they also humbled me when I first set foot in that school. I 

realized that my home culture and my ways to see the world were not universal (it is one 

thing to know it, but truly feeling it was a new revelation for me). Therefore, my art 

project propositions needed to be more open to welcome the multiple responses and 

possibilities that my student’s cultural biases could bring into their artmaking. I had the 

strong desire to reflect on the multiple cultures that make this school unique and to 

recreate this sense of equilibrium in the heterogeneity of the school’s mosaic in my work. 

All this, while leaving space for the individuals within the culture to affirm themselves. 

 I try to give my students as much space and possibility for creativity and 

affirmation as possible within the constraints imposed by the ministry of education’s 

curriculum and my school’s rules of conduct. I do not (or extremely rarely) put a pencil or 

a pastel on my students’ artworks, but rather explain on a separate sheet and give 
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support and encouragement. I give my students the freedom of using more than one tool 

on the same project and the opportunities to discover which of the tools would serve the 

purpose of their ideas best. Students may stand, sit, use images from books and Ipads 

to spark ideas. I also like to divide the different steps of an art project with breaks, which 

allow students to discuss and reflect on the work, to step away from it, and to give the 

opportunity for the students who work at a slower pace to catch up without feeling too 

rushed. Depending on each group’s needs, I may walk around the classroom and give 

advice, assistance, and reassurance, or I may stand back on the side of the classroom 

to give the children and pre-teenagers independence and opportunities to be 

autonomous.  

During the school year of 2018-2019, during which my data collection occurred, I 

was teaching visual arts and drama to the entire school from kindergarten to grade six. I 

was determined to take advantage of that year as much as possible, not only to 

consider, teach, and open my art propositions to increase possibilities in the various 

manners students could respond, but also to approach new and various ways of working 

on identity inquiries with my students. The arts seemed particularly like a good conduct 

for identity questioning and possible development through artistic affirmation. What could 

be better for students to explain something as complex and abstract as their identities, 

feelings or the multiple ways and angles they might perceive themselves than to have 

access to as many tools and ways through the arts as possible? As Eliot Eisner states in 

“Art and Knowledge”, a chapter of The Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research 

(2008):  

Such a knowledge is not expressible in ordinary discourse. The reason of 
this ineffability is not that the ideas to be expressed are too high, too 
spiritual or too anything else, but that the forms of feeling and the forms of 
discursive expression are logically incommensurate. What we have here is 
a radical idea that the life of feeling is best revealed through those forms of 
feeling we call the arts; that is their special province, which is the function 
that they serve best. (p. 7)  

Thus, artmaking and its various techniques offer an infinity of possibilities to students to 

give form to the abstract and invisible world of their emotions. An artwork also becomes 

as unique as its maker, even when it is not a self-portrait per se, like a print of their inner 

sense of self. As Harvard scholar Sara Lawrence Lightfoot explains in The Art and 

Science of Portraiture (1997), even when the artist’s intention is to portrait other people, 



48 

they inevitably leave traces of themselves, their biases, their relationships with the 

subject(s), and their view of the world onto the artwork:  

But the translation of image was anything but literal. It was probing, layered, 
and interpretative. In addition to portraying my image, the piece expressed 
the perspective of the artist and was shaped by the evolving relationship 
between the artist and me”. (p. 4) 

No work of art is completely independent of the artist who makes it and, according to 

Lawrence-Lightfoot, no research delivering portraits of people is independent of the 

researcher(s) who leads it: “The identity, character, and history of the researcher are 

obviously critical to the manner of listening, selecting, interpreting, and composing the 

story. Portraiture admits the central and creative role of the self of the portraitist” (p. 13). 

Works of art, whether they are paintings, photographs or poems, speak about 

their makers just as much as they do about the subject represented. In the art projects 

created within the walls of my art room, students find themselves having two intertwined 

but different roles in the process: they are often the makers and the subjects of the work 

in more or less obvious ways. Students get to talk about themselves from different 

angles and use various tools with the hope that such a variety of processes and self-

related themes will deepen their sense of self-reflection.  

Furthermore, pre-teenagers, that is students in grade five and six from my 

school, could particularly benefit from engaging with art projects leading to cultural and 

identity inquiries, exploration, and affirmation because of the complexity of their origins; 

the environment they are evolving in; and their status as plurilingual minorities. Such art 

inquiries could ease the upcoming process of identity development during their teenage 

years and perhaps help to develop an early sense of empowerment as plurilingual 

cultural minorities and realize the numerous advantages of their status because,  

As plurilingual and pluricultural individuals, teenagers create new spaces 
and identities for themselves, where social inclusion and language learning 
are marked by creative language use, translingual literacies, and multiple 
identifications that move beyond static linguistic boundaries, ideologies, 
and expectations (Marshall & Moore, 2013, Pennycook, 2013; Otsuji & 
Pennycook, 2010 and 2011). As such, they represent a changing 
population, more transnational and cosmopolitan in nature, and for whom 
plural identities are neither conflicting nor disruptive, but reflect multiple 
harmonies and empowerment. (Elhert & Moore, 2014, p. 178)  
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I have a place of privilege in this school. Unlike my colleagues, who teach each 

student for only one year, I have the possibility to develop deep relationships and to 

work on a meaningful art process over a considerable number of years because these 

students walk back into my classroom every autumn. Using this place of privilege, I may 

be, and try to be, a good impact on my students’ identity development. As an educator I 

have such an opportunity to have an impact on their identity development because  

“(…) aspects of the self-concept that are shared with relationship partners 
and define the person’s role or position within significant relationships. The 
relational self is based on personalized bonds of attachment (parent-child, 
friends and romance— role-specific relationships such as teacher-student) 
and relies on the process of reflected appraisal. (Murdock, 2016, p. 163)  

As seen in the previous chapter on identity, a person’s sense of self fluctuates through 

time and is highly influenced by the responses to their self-affirmation given by their 

surroundings. Thus, it seems that every member of these children’s lives may have a 

positive (or a negative for that matter) impact on their emotional growth, myself included.  

My goal as an art educator has been for many years to be able to help students 

explore their cultural backgrounds and to recognize their peers’, building a strong school 

community in the process. My custom-made art projects and the pedagogical strategy 

behind them could also help students to acknowledge their capacity to self-define 

through various media, and more importantly, to encourage them to realize their 

uniqueness; how their common or uncommon origins as well as their one-of-a-kind 

personalities make them part of the school’s mosaic. Through this thesis and the study 

of these projects, I also have a unique chance to witness my students’ thoughts and 

processes (whether they carry proof of growth or not) through creative material. Out of 

four of the classes of grade five and six students that my school held that particular year, 

thirty-one students (and their families) agreed to let me include their art projects in my 

data collection. A large majority of these students I only saw once a week, but four of 

them were part of a group I saw twice a week due to administrative decisions made at 

the beginning of that specific school year. 

If my school demographic has its specificities, it is also a great sample and 

carries many similarities with the general Canadian education portrait of today in terms 

of multiethnicity, multilingualism, multiculturalism, and socio-economic backgrounds 

diversities, especially in urban areas. In the 2016 Canadian census, the percentage of 
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immigrants of the entire Canadian population was evaluated at 21,9%, which means that 

in the Canadian population, at least one fifth of its citizens are born outside of its borders 

in different cultural and ethnicity settings. In 2011, eighty percent of the population who 

reported speaking an immigrant language (i.e. not French, English, or an Aboriginal 

language) lived in one of Canada’s largest census Metropolitan areas (Statistics 

Canada, 2017 and 2018) such as the city into which my school is situated. Therefore, 

my inquiries on how to address multiethnicity and multiculturalism as an educator may 

be similar to the ones of many educators in this or any other Canadian metropolitan 

cities and in other cities or countries with similar demographic changes. It is my hope 

that this thesis and the pedagogical strategy I propose, which is easy to modify, may 

help many others by meeting various schools’, communities’, classrooms’, educators’, 

and most importantly, many students’ needs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



51 

Interlude 

 

 

 

Wonder  

and  

Wander 

 

 

 

 

Part II 

/Educator/ 
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____________________________________ 

 

I am also the product of the places that made me.  

From my childhood rooms, houses, apartments, schools, neighborhoods, cities, 

provinces, and countries I evolved in.  

I grew up in a place where speaking French was not only a means to express 

yourself, but a major part of who you are. 

It is what defines you first and with a great sense of pride.  

I am a part of that big family. 

It took me quite a while as a child to understand that Quebec was, in fact, not a 

country and that Canada was not a neighbor.  

 

We are raised in a different understanding of who we are as a nation.  

We are also raised to live in a constant state of self-defence.  

We seem always ready for an argument. 

Our rebuttals wait at the tip of our tongue.  

We all have them and they are all about the same.  

 

Our collective fists are always up, protecting our faces even when it seems like 

nothing or no one is attacking.  

 

It took me a long time to understand that my reality was not the only one.  

I only saw the multiplicity of visions of this world and the diversity in the ways of 

being when, as a teenager, I extracted myself from my place for an extended 

period of time. 

As I was reborn to new perspectives, languages, food, and cultures, I understood 

something important.  

By always adopting a position of self-defence, we also push away and scare off 

some people with new perspectives who were approaching us with the only and 

generous goals of sharing and exchanging in mind. 

 

At that moment, I started to feel at home everywhere and started to let myself be 

shaped by other places and the people evolving in them.  
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At that moment, my students also became my teachers. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

I’ve lived and learnt a lot in these past six years.  

I have met great colleagues, professors, and completely amazing students.  

 

And yet, still to this day, I barely see myself as a teacher.  

Heck, I barely see myself as an adult.  

 

I have never profoundly wanted to be a teacher. 

Or at least, not exclusively. 

I wanted to quit the education program every semester of my undergraduate 

degree. 

Something was missing. 

The children were missing. 

 

All these children I have encountered over the last six years have been my best 

teachers. 

The teachings of children are different from the theories from books. 

They are moments of pure clarity one can feel down their spine. 

Obvious truths that can easily pass by unnoticed if our attention is distracted by 

the fact that they are delivered by a tiny wobbly human wearing a batman t-shirt. 

 

Children taught me that one can be different and still have a place in this world. 

That one can walk at their own rhythm and still get somewhere by the end of the 

day.  

 

Children taught me to be playful again, to laugh silly, to dance without music, that 

every time is a good time to play hide-and-seek. 

To cry at the little things. 

To see the best in the world.  

 

Children taught me that our differences are the single thing we all have in common. 

That looking silly doesn’t kill.  
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Children taught me that when someone exposes their vulnerability, they are truly 

letting you in on something precious that should not be feared.  

 

In my first six years of teaching, I believe these are the true lessons worth 

remembering.  

 

Whatever happens next in my life, I hope to carry and honour the wisdom of 

children.  
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____________________________________ 

 

I didn’t have anything to read on the train back from work earlier this week.  

I just let my mind wander a bit, and for some unknown reason, I started to think 

about Max.  

Max was my grade eleven ESL teacher.  

I spent the summer before grade eleven working at a YMCA day camp in Victoria, 

British Columbia, which made my ESL classes pretty useless after that, as we 

were still learning to introduce ourselves and to conjugate irregular verbs.  

 

Doing the lessons and assignments rather fast, I was often reading or drawing in 

that class.  

Max didn’t mind it (or so I thought, as a seventeen years old doodling in a high 

school classroom). 

On October 7th 2005, I was having a really bad day, stuck in an already 

unpleasant week, stuck in a dreadful month.  

My family was imploding and I really didn’t know what to do with all the 

unidentified emotions I was having.  

 

As I was not doing anything in his class, with a really crappy face on as a bonus, 

Max called me in front of everybody to address my attitude and this lack of 

happiness of mine.  

Looking back now, with my teacher’s eyes, I realize that Max was most likely a 

new teacher and was probably trying to assess the situation and trying to help me 

to the best of his knowledge.  

But seventeen years old Audrey didn’t quite understand that.  

She felt attacked, replied something rude, and stormed out of the classroom.  

 

Almost eight years later, I went back to my former high school to do my fourth 

practicum as a student-teacher.  

Max was there.  

One day, transiting to school one of us brought back the memory of that day.  
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Having switched positions and seeing myself now as a colleague of his (with a 

very different eye on the event), I decided to apologize to him for the way I acted; 

this type of reaction was uncharacteristic of me. 

Funny thing is, the two of us remembered that specific event quite vividly. 

 

I told him that my long face that particular day was due to the fact that a close 

relative of mine was in a manic period, that my family was a bit lost in the middle 

of the situation, and that my house was a mess at the time. 

I moved out of my parents' home when I turned 18 years old.  

 

Max then said something I still remember.  

He said: “Shit. We [the teachers] really don’t know what’s going on in your lives 

now do we?” 

 

This was a very important lesson.  

Perhaps, the best one in the entire four months’ practicum. 

 

I remember this specific moment of my teenagerhood, not with shame because I 

was disrespectful, but rather with gratitude because at that moment I felt seen 

and acknowledged. 

Even if I responded to this act of kindness quite poorly. 

  

Ironically, a couple of weeks later, as I was still running everywhere as a student-

teacher, that same relative attempted suicide.  

And even as a young adult, I shut down and could not bring myself to say a word 

about it.  

But I still finished my practicum with an A. 

 

As educators, we barely have any idea what is going on in the lives of our 

students.  

Sometimes, we see them being overachievers, or acting out, disrupting our 

carefully-planned lessons, but we forget to ask ourselves what is truly going on 

behind these attitudes of theirs.  
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It is sometimes important to try to consider what is going on beyond the child 

acting out or shutting everybody out.  

To develop empathy for the unknown.  

 

It is a lesson for teachers. 

It is a lesson for friends, partners, and even families.  

It is a lesson for humans evolving around other humans. 

 

Sitting on the train, I think of the numerous children who acted out today. 

Today was a Monday. 

It makes me wonder what happened in their lives last weekend. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

I have been hurt by adults in my life.  

I think everybody has.  

But now that my days as an educator are filled with attempts to make my students 

become whole, I also wonder: 

Is there any way I can prevent children from becoming future adults who hurt 

others? Adults who hurt themselves?  

Can I make them care? 

And learn that “no means no” and that sadness comes and goes. 

 

Can one person make a difference? 

Can I make a difference? 

 

How are our monsters created? 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

How exactly do we teach our children to simply be and see themselves in the world? 

 

As I started going through my collected data this past week, looking at drawings, 

doodles, dozens of self-portraits and self-assessments, this question struck me a 

little bit harder than it already usually does.  

From witnessing these humble samples of how our tiny humans can self-express, I 

notice that boys seem to possess less vocabulary to voice out who they are, what 

they like, and how they feel.  

 

Whether boys feel like they don’t want to dig a little deeper in their self-expression, 

that they can’t because such forms of self-expressions are not allowed in the public 

place, or simply that they don’t know how to even express those feelings because 

they don’t possess the tools to do it anymore isn’t not really relevant to me.  

 

What is relevant, however, is that I believe such behaviors and incapacities are not 

from within. 

 

They are taught.  

Pushed in. 

And enforced. 

 

I see it every day within the four walls of my art room. 

I had these children sitting in front of me for years. 

 

As kindergarten and primary students, boys had and felt a variety of different 

levels of sadness, joy, anger, fear, pride, etc. 

And they could express them freely. 

 

Even in drawings, with the simple lines of a stick figure on a blank sheet of paper.  

Then they could describe their simple drawings with extended stories holding a 

variety and levels of emotions.  
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As they grow up, their artistic abilities refine but I feel their art becomes more 

detached of emotions.  

Drawings now show, but they don’t tell stories anymore. 

They forgot that a smiley sun and a sad dog can tell more than a perfectly executed 

and emotionless portrait.   

 

Most boys’ drawings in my art room now display two states of emotions; anger and 

neutral. 

 

Where did all the stories go? 

How can we raise boys if they can’t tell themselves anymore? 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

A juggler on vacation 

 

Too often, I value myself in terms of efficacy. 

I have been on the clock all year juggling with teaching, my graduate work, and my 

relationships, as a friend and as a partner.  

 

In the summer, parts of those occupations stop.  

I go from seeing 400+ children a week to sometimes spending all day by myself, 

talking to my cat. 

All those never-ending to-do lists scribbled on multiple post-its are suddenly 

reduced and I now accomplished very few things worthy of being checked off. 

 

And I get time for me.  

I draw, I knit, I declutter my tiny apartment, I read scholars’ work, and I have coffee 

with friends. 

I get anxiety as if all those things don’t matter enough. 

As they are inefficient things after all. 

 

How did I become this? 

Somewhere in my mid-20s, things went from being motivated through the fun 

factor they can increase in my life to the efficacy factor they bring to my career. 

And I became an anxious being. 

Ten days into my summer vacation and  

I’m struggling with anxiety.  

 

As educators and as adults, how do we frame a world for our children so they don’t 

have that type of struggle? 

But then, perhaps, that is the problem: we try to frame everything. 

For ourselves and for others. 

 

Time. 
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Scheduled mindfulness breaks. 

Pleasure. 

Rest. 

Not when my body is tired but when it fits the schedule to give it a break. 

Arts, maths, sciences, and every other school discipline we teach. 

 

We put the solutions to the pedagogical propositions we give children in boxes, from 

success to failure. 

But what if, in education and everyday life, nothing is truly a success or a failure? 

What if what I consider successful might not be seen as such for the person next to 

me? 

Life then becomes a playground, where we try and learn to be us. 

 And define our own vision of success. 

 

Who said that chaos and anarchy would lead to the destruction of society? 

For where I am standing, a little chaos and anarchy might just be what we need to 

let things go, to stop categorizing and boxing everything, and finally learn to 

improvise our lives. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

I feel often out of place when I mingle with the adults in my school. 

It is easy to follow the loud person who complains every day, maintaining the 

illusion that these actions and interactions are what make things progress when it 

is actually the opposite. 

The loudest people usually scream for the conservation of a status quo in a school. 

 

I like to speak about positivity and its impacts, about feelings. 

I draw on the school’s walls, I doodle in meetings and I raise more questions than I 

bring answers in a day. 

Perhaps I am the abnormality  

Not the norm. 

 

How are schools supposed to bring changes if the adults populating them have 

forgotten how to imagine, dream, and to carry compassion for what cannot always 

be seen? 

 

I often find myself viewing the education world as cold, politic, unpoetic, 

unemphatic, even hypocritical. 

Everything that children are not. 

 

Some days I feel I don’t have the irony necessary to evolve in a field where the most 

inflexible people are supposed to mold and prepare future generations for the 

changes this planet desperately needs and deserves. 

 

____________________________________ 

 

 



66 

 

 

____________________________________ 

 

Quarantine Day 27 

 

I observe my cat breathe. 

I go to sleep excited about the first sip of coffee I’m going to have the next morning.  

I nap when I’m sleepy. 

My art lessons taught online to my students are cut by painting breaks.…  

Or the other way around maybe. 

I draw the pretty flowers I see outside. 

Every conversation I have is either raw, genuine, silly or all three. 

Every feeling I have is either raw, genuine, silly or all three. 

 

I don’t think I can go back to normal after all this. 

THIS is normal. 

 

Is it possible to hang to that normal after all this? 

 

The madness and politics were never mine to begin with. 

This chaos just waiting to be organized. 

Chaos should never be organized. 

It should be acknowledged and embraced. 

 

____________________________________ 
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68 

____________________________________ 

 

Quarantine Day 63 

 

I often feel that thinking outside the box is an illusion in schools. 

As educators, we set students in a small box, itself within another box (ours), 

slightly bigger, that allows children to think they are expanding their ideas 

without actually having to be flexible ourselves.  

We then have our own box set in the school district’s slightly bigger box, in the 

Ministry of Education's slightly bigger box, creating a Russian doll-like situation 

into which knowledge coming from actual lived experiences becomes so filtered 

there is almost nothing left when it reaches children. 

 

I am also led to think, in this current pandemic period, that the education system 

does not stand for itself nor does it justify its own existence by simply offering 

equality of chances to access a form of universal knowledge. 

The education system in 2020 stands to support the economic system in place, 

which is feeding on inequalities, and therefore offers very little chance of equal 

accessibility and success. 

 

Have I lost all faith?  

Can I keep being an active agent in a system I don’t believe in? 

Can I teach without faith in the system? 

 

I feel like a ship captain, looking up just to realize that his sails are actually made 

out of paper. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

To be a teacher is… 

 

To be a teacher is to make coffee I never have time to drink. 

It is to find paint on my clothes, even if no one touched paint that day. 

It’s peanut-soy-egg-dairy-almond-pineapple-free snacks. 

It’s a hundred smiles a day. 

And usually a few tears. 

 

To be a teacher is a desk thrown on the floor. 

And fourteen mugs as winter holiday gifts. 

It’s macaroni necklaces. 

It’s a spark in the eye when one finally gets it. 

 

To be a teacher is a thousand new ways to spell my name. 

Odré? 

Adrey? 

André? 

Awdry? 

 

It’s a line of yellow buses. 

Hands waving in the open windows. 

 

To be a teacher is snacks on the floor. 

And pastel dust on the cheeks. 

It’s « Madame Audrey, comment on dessine un chat? » 

Je ne sais pas.  

 

To be a teacher is to want to scream in staff meetings. 

It’s capitalistic driven policies disguised as pedagogical decisions.  

It’s people smashing on the breaks before any innovations can be discussed. 

It’s a photocopier that truly hates your guts.  
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To be a teacher is putting band-aids on wounds you can’t see. 

It’s phone calls with the children protection agency. 

 

To be a teacher is seeing smiles with more holes than teeth. 

It’s cat ears, unicorn horn, mismatching socks and tiaras all year long. 

It’s Halloween every day. 

It’s ninjas in the hallways. 

And horses on the playground. 

 

To be a teacher  

It’s accents from everywhere. 

From Nicaragua to Algeria. 

It’s children born in Lesotho learning new slangs from Ontario. 

 

 
____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Tonight, one of my former student’s lost his life. 

He is 15 years old. 

 

He was 15 years old. 

 

I was having dinner and watching Netflix when my principal called me. 

An ordinary Sunday night before that. 

My roommate was cooking while some pop music was playing. 

We even danced a few minutes before the phone call. 

 

Emotions are unpredictable. 

From silly ordinary joy to a feeling of numbness. 

A sudden cigarette craving. 

 

And one certainty. 

All these children that we teachers see every day. 

They aren’t ours. 

They pass by and we do what we can. 

And as they pass by we try resting a reassuring hand on their shoulders. 

Just for a moment. 

They go on. 

And we concentrate on the next ones that will be passing by. 

 

But a reassuring hand is sometimes not enough. 

A band-aid on a stab wound. 

 

On this particular Sunday night, I see my job as valuable. 

On this particular Sunday night, I see my job as pointless. 

 

____________________________________ 



73 

Chapter 4.  
 

A/r/tography, the Theories of Pierre Gosselin, and 
Portraitures as Channels to Deeper Understandings 

“One must imagine in order to create, although one need not to create in 
order to imagine. However, if creativity is viewed as an action or process, 
the line tends to blur. In that light, imagination could be viewed as a 
creative process.” (Goldberg, 2001, p. 51) 

 

 “Art is the visual reorganization of experience that renders complex the 
apparently simple or simplifies the apparently complex.” (Irwin & de 
Cosson, 2004, p.31) 

        
Figure 17 Standing In-Between 
Note. Me standing in-between education, arts and research. From Standing In-Between, by A. 
Morin Beaulieu, June 2021, Author’s Personal Collection. 

It is no simple task to write about the arts. Even for an artist and an art educator. 

Art-making is much simpler than the task of writing and describing what it entails. Art-

making is integrated and instinctual. Most of the time, I don’t know why I paint a certain 
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colour in a certain area of my canvas. It simply made sense to paint there rather than 

anywhere else and felt right once done. Art-making looks a little like walking. The step I 

am making is coordinated to the step I made before and seems to logically lead to the 

step I will make after because all these steps are still steering me towards the goal I 

have in mind. However, writing about my creative choices, the reasons why I make them 

and when I make them is an entirely different challenge. 

It is endlessly interesting to research through, with, and about the arts. The term 

“research” itself, before starting my graduate program, always brought me to the worlds 

of numbers, statistics, and hard facts. I perceived the research world as rational and 

devoid of emotions. Most research processes were quite difficult to grasp. Too often, I 

understood the results, but was not given the inner key to understand the winding roads 

that led to such results, which made it often impossible to question or pursue those 

results in other directions and link them to other winding roads.  

Through the pursuit of questioning and researching how to develop a significant 

pedagogical strategy in my classroom and along the readings from the various courses I 

enrolled in, I was introduced to the field of art-based research. Something finally clicked. 

As this type of research uses and focuses on processes, I understood and felt 

connected with through my own artistic endeavors. I had therefore the keys to 

understand the research methods, the related results, and what led one to the others.  

As I was also reflecting on various ways to share in a scholar piece my 

pedagogical strategy inspired by the work of Professor Pierre Gosselin, my own creative 

processes as an artist, my struggle as a woman to connect every part of my identity and 

how all this was deeply connected to my pedagogical methods as an educator, I steered 

towards the concept of a/r/tography. A/r/tography is included under the umbrella of the 

arts-based research. Reading on the subject of a/r/tography was quite a revelation to the 

novice researcher that I am, but not because this approach felt like something I should 

pursue in the work of this thesis, but rather because a/r/tography was something I was 

already unknowingly applying to my work. This something was finally given a name, 

rendering it somehow recognized and therefore justifiable all at once.  

This chapter will present, along with a presentation of the concept of a/r/tography 

as a research channel, an overview of the work of Pierre Gosselin and how I modify 
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parts of his Creative Dynamic to address the needs of my school. A description of the 

use of the art of portraiture in my work as an educator and a researcher will also be 

presented. I’d like to see my process not as practicing my research through a/r/tography, 

but rather by living my life “a/r/tographically” as I view this thesis, punctuated with my 

drawings and creative writing, as a portrait of myself and where I stand in my life as I am 

writing it. My writings and drawings bear witness not from a point where my identities as 

an educator, a woman and a researcher/learner intersect, but from that space between 

all those identities where I find myself standing, living, creating, and inquiring. 

In this thesis the usage of the terms “witness” and “witnessing” refers to their 

Indigenous understandings which, contrary to its westernized interpretation of objective 

observer and despite its variations, is expanded to include feelings and is an invitation to 

take action (Ariss, 2021, p. 131). Witnessing here, as an Indigenous ideology, becomes 

dialogical, relational, and performative (Nagy, 2020, p. 229). I sit with my students’ 

artworks, I pay close attention (using various research practices which will be explained 

in the Seventh chapter “Witnessing and Caring”) to what they have to teach me about 

their makers, about me, about my work, and about the world which then enables me to 

enter into different types of dialogues through this thesis and through my art. 

Through this practice of a/r/tographically attending to my own life and story, I 

hope to see myself not as a woman running constantly back and forth from the roles of 

educator, to the role student/researcher, or artist anymore, but I was a woman standing 

in the in-between of these three roles and trying to understand how these contexts or 

identities interact and influence one another through me. 

A/r/tography: The Research of all my Selves 

Before introducing the work of Pierre Gosselin, and how his theories have 

tremendously influenced my own work within the four walls of my classroom, it is 

important to elaborate on a/r/tography upon which the main skeleton of this thesis was 

built on and influenced by the multiple readings regarding its foundations and 

characteristics. A/r/tography and Gosselin’s Creative Dynamic both share many 

characteristics which were of great help in the building and meaning-making of my work, 

as they do not contradict but rather support one another in the way an artistic endeavor 

is perceived through their lenses.  
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The use of an art-based research practice to attend to and write about my life as 

an artist and my reality as an art educator seemed like an obvious choice. The arts 

themselves appeared to be best to speak about the arts with as little translation as 

possible. A/r/tography may seem like a complex concept to grasp when first introduced 

as it is not discovering a specific subject through the multiple lenses of education, art, 

and research but rather to place yourself in that gap between education, art, and 

research to witness the subject and yourself through your multiple beings (artist, 

researcher/learner and teacher).  

When broken down in smaller sections, the term “a/r/tography” illustrates 

perfectly its own meaning. The “a”, “r”, and “t” don’t refer to the word “art” per se 

(although it is an art-based research), but rather to the three functions or identities an 

a/r/tographer juggles with on an everyday basis: the artist(a), the researcher(r), and the 

teacher(t) (Irwin & de Cosson, 2004, p.11, 21 & 28). In between those three identities, 

are the diagonal lines, the slashes (/), which in this case, have the function to illustrate 

the division between those identities, the space in-between where the a/r/tographer 

stands, thrives, and inquires. 

 In her introductory chapter of the book A/r/tography; Rendering Self Through 

Arts-Based Living Inquiry (2004), Rita L. Irwin, Professor in the Faculty of Education at 

the University of British Columbia, enlightens the importance of “graphy” —from the latin 

graphia which refers to writing (Merriam-Webster, 2019)— in this methodology. She 

states: “Art and writing unite the visual and textual by complementing, refuting or 

enhancing one another. Images and texts do not duplicate one another but rather teach 

something different yet similar, allowing us to inquire more deeply into our practices'' 

(Irwin & de Cosson, 2004, p. 31).  

As I dove deeply into this practice, I started to compare it as a dance 

choreography. Moving constantly in one direction or another with each part playing its 

own unique role in creating a piece. Irwin describes a/r/tography as an “attempt to 

integrate theoria, praxis, and poesis, or theory/research, teaching/learning, and 

art/making” (Irwin & de Cosson, 2004, p. 28). A/r/tography is the point of meeting where 

the arts, research, and education meet without however touching one another, keeping 

the space in-between them small but always present. It is in this little space the artist 

(a)/researcher(r)/teacher(t) is positioned leaving traces of the witnessing that allows such 
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positioning through the use of both writing and of the arts (Irwin & De Cosson, 2004, p. 

31).  

Writer Stephanie Springgay compares the concept of a/r/tography to a rhizome 

(Irwin & Springgay, 2008, p. xx), following Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s definition 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 7) because of its fluidity, or to a métissage, which refers 

to a crossing, a braiding (Hasebe-Ludt, Chambers & Leggo, 2009, p. xxi) as a/r/tography 

is considered as “an act of interdisciplinarity. It hyphenates, bridges, slashes, and 

creates other forms of thirdness that provides the space for exploration, translation, and 

understanding in deeper and more enhanced ways of meaning-making.” (Irwin & De 

Cosson, 2004, p. 30).  

Just as a métissage, a/r/tography is a process of connectedness, between the 

acts of art-making, researching, and teaching creating an unforeseen new piece, a quilt, 

something between a written piece and an artwork. By this convergence (that will never 

be a merger), each unique component of a/r/tography (the arts, the research, and the 

education) shall stay visible. I felt rapidly and deeply connected to this weaving of 

knowing, being, and making.  

Just as the a/r/tography itself is the meeting point that never happens of three 

disciplines, I saw myself as a métissage ever since the beginning of my undergraduate 

studies as an art educator, living through the act of learning about education and the 

arts, of painting and drawing whenever I had the time, and of gaining confidence as an 

educator during my multiple practicums. I felt like too many things at once and I saw 

none of them as complete. A dispersed identity. There was never enough time to paint. 

Ideas were dying before they could make it to a canvas. I was never fully satisfied with 

my work, both as an undergraduate student and as a student-teacher, because 

everything had due dates and constraints that were not matching my own needs, 

inspiration, or pace of work.  

Perhaps my mistake at the time (and until I began my graduate studies) was to 

think with shame that I was an incomplete artist, teacher, and intellectual instead of 

considering the possibility that these three parts of my being were in fact creating the 

whole that is me, with knowledge and skills that were crossing disciplines. Having 
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access to these three aspects in my life was not a weakness but a strength. A strength 

which may allow new understandings.  

Many aspects of a/r/tography explained why I was already using this research 

practice as a way of being in inquiry even before learning about its name and actual 

scholarly existence. There are also reasons why I kept working “a/r/tographically” once I 

knew what was fully encompassed and revealed in the interweaving of my research on 

identity in multilingual minorities, my work with my students through culturally targeted 

and identity focused art projects, my own art, and to my life through the multiple 

identities I juggle with every day. 

The first reason justifying my scholarly pursuit through a/r/tography is its 

transgressive aspect. A/r/tography does not limit itself to one field but views boundaries 

between teaching, creating, and researching as possibilities to create new meanings. As 

Stephanie Springgay expresses, in the second chapter of A/r/tography; Rendering Self 

Through Arts-Based Living Inquiry (2004), a/r/tography: 

is not a blurring of boundaries that I bring into my art-making, research, and 
teaching, but rather a boundary shift, on that is situated in the seam, where 
multiple images, identities, and ways of knowing collide and are in tension 
with each other. Understanding the complexity of art and its relationship 
with fragments is a pedagogic process that serves to deepen our 
understanding of how identities are formed, artwork produced, and 
responsibilities engaged (…). (60-61) 

A/r/tography erases this sense of alienation I had been feeling by juggling with multiple 

fields and by seeing value in this pushing and colliding of boundaries, which is really 

what art, research, and teaching are truly about. As explained by Rita L. Irwin and 

Stephanie Springgay in their chapter “A/r/tography as Practice Based Research” in 

Being with A/r/tography (2008), a/r/tography “[…] is a process of invention rather than 

interpretation” (p. XXI). 

The second reason justifying the use of this art-based research practice in my 

graduate work is that this creative and truly dynamic approach opens many doors to new 

meanings simply by its use of the arts for the arts. Again, as explained by Rita L. Irwin 

and Sylvia Wilson in their respective chapters in A/r/tography: Rendering Self Through 

Arts-Based Living Inquiry (2004), the arts in a/r/tography have a pivotal role as they are 

not merely there to illustrate a point but to create or enhance points. Not used as 
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translators anymore, the arts have their place in scholarly works as they carry meanings 

of their own, to be seen alongside the written texts, which could be lost if translated 

through any other form of data (p. 31 & 50). The arts now play with text. As Irwin puts it: 

[a]/r/tography goes beyond the double visioning of art and a/r/t to include a 
further doubling of a/r/t and writing or ‘graphy’. Art and writing unite the 
visual and textual by complementing, refuting or enhancing one another. 
Images and texts do not duplicate one another but rather teach something 
different yet similar, allowing us to inquire more deeply into our practices. 
(31)  

As an art advocate myself, I feel it is time to give the arts the credit they deserve as 

creators and carriers of meanings and information in research, especially if research is 

about the arts themselves.  

Finally, I would simply add that working through a/r/tography made sense to me 

as a researcher in the fields of art, education, and identity, because this introspective 

research practice also allows me to understand myself better and the gaps that may be 

found in my own being, making this work holistic. The development of identity in and 

through the arts in my classroom becomes not only the subject of this thesis but 

somehow, as well, a personal quest. As de Cosson states: 

“I am 

(Researching) 

the process 

of my own doing” (Irwin & de Cosson, 2004, p.18) 

 

The interplay of the arts(a), the research(r), and the teaching(t) is shown in this 

thesis in the presentations and descriptions of examples of the culturally targeted art 

projects that focus on identity inquiries that I have been leading with my students(t), the 

research done that supports my pedagogical work with my students(r), as well as 

drawings(a) and personal writing(graphy) I have made through this whole journey on 

different concepts: identity, art, education, research, culture, community, and in the way 

those concepts interact with each other in fluid and constantly active ways. 
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Figure 18 Three Identities 
Note. Drawing of the concept of a/r/tography made with yarn. From Three Identities, by A. Morin 
Beaulieu, 2020, Author’s Personal Collection. 

The Creative Dynamic: A Picture of the Artist’s and the 
Student’s Brains in Action 

In their introduction of the book Faire l’art: Analyser le processus de création 

artistique [Artmaking: Analysis of the Artistic Creative Process] (2014), editors Irina 

Kirchberg, professor in music sociology at the Université de Montréal, and Alexandre 

Robert, French musicologist and sociologist, define the creative process. They also 

share the way they now wish to study artmaking, which is now not solely from a history 

of art or an aesthetic perspective of gazing at the final product, but rather by observing 

the making of an artwork or of art in general throughout an entire process and the 

exploration of the different stages of making art with a sociology approach (p. 10-12). 

 Hence, studying and considering the creative process implies that the 

importance of art making is not only in the product, but that the process is now 

acknowledged, studied, and valued. Considering not only the final product anymore but 

the ideas, successes, questionings, interactions and struggles that led to it is now 
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considered of importance by artists, by arts connoisseurs, and lately by educators of 

many fields (Nachmanovitch, 1990, p.18-20), as a change of paradigm is lived in the 

Canadian school system through its provinces’ new curricula.  

In my experience as an educator, it appears that the obsession with grading and 

exams is slowly being sidelined to give room to a new consideration for the whole work 

created by students. We educators now use portfolios to assess, or rather witness, our 

students’ evolution in a growing number of school districts and we lead them as 

educators in long term projects crossing multiple disciplines, as these provide greater 

insight of their evolution regarding the subjects of study and not just their capacities to 

quickly memorize different kinds of information. In the art field, the importance of process 

also helps the viewer to better understand the final product by looking at the thoughts 

and reflections that led the artist or student to give the artwork the shape that it has.  

There is a multiplicity of analyses and theories provided by scholars and artists 

on the creative process such as the work of Didier Anzieu in Le corps de l’oeuvre (1981) 

or the work of Paul Valéry in Oeuvres I (reedited in 2016) and Les Cahiers I à III (1975, 

1977 and 1979), as it was outlined by Jeanne-Marie Gingras Audet in Note sur l’art de 

s’inventer comme professeur. Réflexion pédagogique autour des idées de Valéry sur la 

création (1979), which were presented to me as an undergraduate student. If these 

authors’ theories share common bases in the way they define the creative process as an 

act and not merely a result anymore, they also show differences, e.g. in the way they 

subdivide this process, which make every theory unique and insightful.  

As I was studying to be an educator in the province of Quebec, the theory of 

Pierre Gosselin, professor at the Université du Québec à Montréal, significantly 

broadened my horizon on the creative process. It is also the theory I relate mainly to 

when it comes to breaking down the process of artmaking into subdivisions that are 

easier to recognize and analyze, both as an artist and as an art educator. In Quebec, the 

entire new art curriculum for elementary and high school students (implemented slowly 

in the beginning of the 2000s) is based on the «dynamique de création» [creative 

dynamic] theorized by Pierre Gosselin, Gérard Potvin, Jeanne-Marie Gingras and Serge 

Murphy. As introduced at the beginning of his article in the Revue des sciences de 

l’éducation (1998), Gosselin and his colleagues created the dynamic with the goal to 

“[mettre] en relief des aptitudes spécifiques remarquées chez les individus créateurs à 
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divers moments du processus et incite[r] les maîtres d’art à développer de telles 

aptitudes chez leurs élèves” [bring forth the specific aptitudes witnessed from various 

creative individuals during multiple stages of the creative process and to encourage art 

educators to work on developing these same aptitudes in their students] (p. 647).  

By acknowledging and learning about theses stages present in a creative 

venture, educators may now steer their pedagogies, projects, and interventions in ways 

that allow them to address those stages better, along with the struggles that each of 

them may bring forth (Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 648). Gosselin broke down the creative 

act into a process and a procedure. The process itself is made of three phases that 

come on one after the other, the end of one phase sometimes overlaps the beginning of 

the next one: the opening phase, the productive action phase, and the separation phase. 

These phases themselves being «dynamis[ées]» (Gosselin et al., 1998, p.648) or 

animated by the three movements that constitute the procedure; inspiration, 

development, and distancing. These movements come and go like waves all throughout 

the three phases.  

 
Figure 19 The Creative Dynamic as a Process and a Procedure 
Note. Illustration of the creative dynamic as a process and a procedure created for the Quebec 
education curriculum. From The Creative Dynamic as a Process and a Procedure, by 
Gouvernement du Québec, n.d., 
(http://www.education.gouv.qc.ca/fileadmin/site_web/documents/education/jeunes/pfeq/PFEQ_art
s-plastiques-deuxieme-cycle-secondaire_EN.pdf). Copyright 2021 by Gouvernement du Québec. 

Each phase of the process has its own dominant movement (a movement that is 

present for the most part of the phase and in a more notable way). However, as 

Gosselin explains it, the dynamic nature of the creative process plays in a way that each 

movement is still acting, to a certain extent, into each one of the phases of the process 
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(Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 649)1. The creative dynamic is lived by everyone who goes 

through a creative process (though some parts might be missing or cut off), even the 

students in my art room. I also witness every distinctive part of the creative dynamic in 

the making and writing of this thesis. That is why the education ministry of Quebec (the 

province of Ontario has also something similar in their curriculum) decided to include a 

summary of Gosselin’s work in the art curriculum. To understand the work of Gosselin 

and how I applied it, and sometimes modified it to fit the needs of my multilingual and 

multiethnic classroom, each phase and the interplay of movements that characterizes it 

will be now explained along with my own educational add-ons.  

 
Figure 20 Audrey’s dynamic 
Note. Drawing of my creative dynamic explained with yarn. From Audrey’s dynamic, by A. Morin 
Beaulieu, June 2021, Author’s Personal Collection. 

                                                
1 Original en français: « Nous associons plus spécifiquement chacune des phases à un 
mouvement qui la caractérise davantage. Ainsi, l’inspiration joue un rôle prépondérant au cours 
de la phase d’ouverture, l’élaboration, au cours de la phase d’action productive et la distanciation, 
au cours de la phase de séparation. Néanmoins, la nature dynamique des mouvements fait en 
sorte que chacun d’eux joue, à divers degrés, au cours de chacune des phases » (Gosselin et al. 
1998, p.649). 
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Gosselin’s Creative Dynamic; The Opening Phase 

Gosselin and his colleagues in Une représentation de la dynamique de création 

pour le renouvellement des pratiques en éducation (1998) describe the opening phase in 

which the artist or the maker receives the idea as a passive stage because of the 

presence of a feeling upon which one has little or no control on how or when the ideas 

are coming (p. 649-650). It is perceived as a constant conversation between the 

conscious and the subconscious that requires a certain openness from the maker (one 

may receive many creative ideas in their life but never act on them). The maker watches 

the ideas as they pass by and decides, at the end of the phase, which ones are worthy 

of keeping and to work on towards a final product (650). This phase ends when the 

active work starts, although the line between the two phases may be blurry for some 

makers or projects. Some people leaving the opening phase may still feel some of its 

characteristics in the beginning of the productive action phase and vice versa. This 

phase is then animated by the three movements: inspiration, when the ideas emerge; of 

development, which is described as “the formulation and articulation of ideas'' 

(Gouvernement du Québec, 2004, p. 69); and of distancing i.e. the withdrawal of certain 

ideas. The mental state of the maker during this phase is important as it influences 

greatly what is going to follow. One may have creative passing ideas all their life but 

without a certain openness and a will to give them form, the second phase of the 

creative dynamic would never be reached. As explained in the following :  

En résumé, la phase d’ouverture est caractérisée par la venue fortuite 
d’idées ou d’images que nous appelons émergences. Pour vivre cette 
phase de façon significative, la personne doit se montrer sensible, c’est-à-
dire capable d’être interpellée par les évènements, et réceptive, c’est-à-
dire ouverte à des expériences d’émergences sur lesquelles elle n’a pas 
un plein contrôle [For the creative mind to lead to the creative process one 
must be comfortable with the certain vulnerability of not being totally in 
control, as well as sensible and aware of the appearance of these 
emergences, these creative ideas, as they surface at their pace and tell 
their stories. It is a question of having faith in ourselves as creative people, 
and in the process itself]. (Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 650) 

As an art educator, I believe that the opening phase has multiple components 

that need to be considered and explored with students. An educator has a curriculum to 

follow, certain guiding lines and criteria steering in which direction the teachings need to 

be led. The opening phase is therefore the moment into which, as teacher, I choose the 

guiding lines of the future art project. Depending on what the project will be focusing on, 
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I may choose the material, the subject, the medium, which artists to study and discuss 

beforehand, which art movements to observe to learn certain techniques and so forth. I 

may also choose only one or a few of these components and give more freedom to the 

students. As a personal rule, I like to pick three main guiding lines. The rest may be 

modified by students to what their creative needs desire. For a majority of the art 

educators I studied or work with, the opening phase involves the provocation of ideas by 

the educator onto the students, which is an aspect that artists going through their 

process by themselves do not have. Because the act of creating and crafting is for 

education purposes, with a general idea of where the ending of the journey would be 

(although our students make us travel to unexpected and unknown territories with every 

project they do), the teacher generally brings the starting proposition. Something to 

spark and provoke ideas.  

The teacher has the role of an active agent, stimulating with new images, facts, 

and discussions or bringing forward aspects of the students’ surrounding world with as a 

goal, the making of an art piece inspired by those sparked ideas. The art teacher has 

therefore an especially specific role in this phase; to induce inspiration, without however 

forcing specific ideas. Such a catalyst may be achieved with an infinity of tools and 

activities. Given the space I have in my school and my personal preferences, my 

opening phase often includes, but is not limited to, images from various artists from 

various origins and eras, images from my own work, videos, songs, poems, objects 

collected in nature or simply around the schoolground, argumentative and descriptive 

conversations around a work of art, the making of brain maps and multiple sketches to 

lay out more than one idea, and so on. There is barely any limit to what may be seen as 

useful and inspirational in an art room.   

In My Art Room 

As I focused my readings on the building of a personal pedagogy acknowledging 

the multilingual and multiethnic reality of my classroom, I slowly started to question how I 

might modify Gosselin’s creative dynamic (which I was already using to frame my 

projects) to fit my own new needs as an educator as well as my students’.  

Having with the years a better understanding of the multiplicity of ethnicities in 

my classroom, I started to introduce in my presentation to launch the projects, an aspect 

or an artist from the same region or country that some of my students or their family are 
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originated from, although while making sure of not appropriating a culture that is not 

mine. Various cultures’ artworks are used to spark ideas, conversations, or to witness 

some examples of certain techniques or themes that could be worked on later in our own 

way. 

This way, my students over the years have been introduced to the arts from 

many cultures. For example, the art of the Haida totem poles has been studied by 

students, including their characteristics; uses; and symbolism, before painting a 

monochrome of their own version of an animal that would represent them using a non-

Indigenous technique, which allowed us also to discuss symbolism and meaning behind 

the use of colours in art (see figure 21). Students have been introduced as well to the 

colourful paintings of the rural daily life of Haitian artists before trying to create a daily life 

scene from their life with oil pastels and colouring pencils (see figure 22).  

With the years, I also tried as much as I could to also select artists who were 

Francophones, hoping to create for my students a sense of belonging to a larger 

Francophone community and also to help them realize how big and spread out around 

the globe that community actually is. We study artists and different communities’ 

artworks not to copy from them but to observe, discuss, spark ideas, and finally launch 

us into an artistic journey of our own. 
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Figure 21 Armadillo 
Note. Orange acrylic monochrome of an armadillo. From Armadillo, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2017, 
Author’s Personal Collection. 

 

Figure 22 Time to go home 
Note. Pastel of children in front of a school bus. From Time to go home, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 
2016, Author’s Personal Collection.  

However, the idea of such discussions or lessons before launching an artmaking 

project is not to isolate and point fingers at the student(s) originating from the regions 

studied (because I often don’t know if they identify with that part of their heritage). I 

simply research beforehand and say what I know, introducing also the fact that I do not 
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hold all the knowledge on the subject being myself not part of that specific community, 

and then leave the floor to anybody who wants to contribute with facts, questions, 

anecdotes, observations, etc.  

My idea is to introduce my students to the diversity of the Francophone and non-

Francophone communities they are actually part of, as well as to introduce them to some 

of their friends’. Because, and in spite of their differences with each other, my students 

are actually part of a whole new community that is the school community. Their 

differences are often what students have most in common and I believe it is possible to 

build a sense of community on that fact because, as Gregory Cajete states: 

(…) community is each of us no matter who, when, or where we are. It is 
through the medium of community that our first human ancestor created 
the phenomena of culture. And, it is through community that each 
successive generation of people has expressed the multiple faces of 
culture. (Cajete, 2016, p. 366) 

 Cajete also states that Community is a web of symbiotic and symbolic relationships to 

which culture is built upon (367).  

The second part of my opening phase as educator is to introduce a small identity 

inquiry to the project. I leave space in my projects for my students to talk about 

themselves, to question their own tastes and affirm them, to talk about their origins, their 

aspirations, their families, etc. My projects always carry a personal question, which may 

be investigated with a level of depth particular to each student. I do so because, as 

explained in the second chapter, Erik Erikson’s definition of identity is related to us and 

our perception of who we are over time and to our surrounding world and its 

reconnaissance towards our own definition and affirmation of ourselves (Erikson, 1994, 

p. 17-18).  

My art projects are designed to give flexibility to students to question, explore, 

and affirm their sense of self-perception. The projects allow the maker to speak about 

themselves and also give space to share that vision with others in hope that it will be 

received openly. It is then my role as the educator to make sure that my art room is such 

a space where the self may be expressed freely and where the acceptance of other 

individuals, with their similarities and differences is promoted, valued, and encouraged. 
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Gosselin’s Creative Dynamic: The Productive Action Phase 

As its name suggests, this phase of the creative dynamic is an active and 

conscious state of making. In the productive action phase, body and mind are at first 

both solicited to the fullest (Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 651). The main goal at the end of 

the phase for the maker is to have an art piece (in its expanded definition, it can be 

many things) completed that reflects well the idea that was only internal in the previous 

phase. To give form to this idea, one may develop, transfer, and modify parts of the 

initial intent or the intent entirely if it does not meet the requirements that the maker 

settled in the first place in order to illustrate or make “tangible” the idea (Gosselin et al., 

1998, p. 651). The context in which the art piece is being made (such as finances, time 

frame, space, and so on) can also make the final product shift from the initial idea. It is 

also mentioned in Une représentation de la dynamique de création pour le 

renouvellement des pratiques en éducation artistique (1998) that the maker can often in 

this phase feel frustration, doubt, helplessness or inadequacy (p. 652).  

Finally, according to Gosselin, this phase finally ends when the makers decide 

that the work is done (651). From my experience working in the education system, this 

phase is the one, (even for non-specialists) that is prioritized in time and effort in 

traditional art projects. During an art period, a product will be worked on and be made. 

The time, tools, and techniques used all depend on the students, the teachers, the time 

allowed, the space, the budget, and so on.  

The aspect of this phase that was a revelation to me when I approached 

Gosselin’s work for the first time as an undergraduate student was when he introduces 

the complex and multiple feelings that may be experienced by the students during this 

productive action phase. As an artist, I know these feelings too well: the discouragement 

in front of a task that seems too big for me once started, the frustration of a new medium 

or tool that doesn’t react as anticipated, or the inaccuracy of giving shape to an abstract 

and inner idea. What I forgot and what Gosselin mentioned as one of his first goals in 

theorizing the dynamic is that the creative dynamic offers a mirror of their artist-selves to 

the art teachers, or explain the creative process to the non-specialist teachers, hoping 

that they may remember the challenges and emotions that go along a creative act, 

support adequately their students in their art challenges and help them develop new 

aptitudes (Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 661).  
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From the three movements of the procedure during this phase, the movement of 

elaboration is the one that may be easily witnessed. The movement of inspiration and 

distancing although may be observed in the maker’s constant mini-stops and step backs 

throughout the work to grasp new ideas to add onto the project and the letting go of 

those same ideas or previous ones, when they do not match the ways to attain the 

expected end result anymore (Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 657-659). 

In My Art Room 

From my own experience, my work as an art educator with my own specific 

pedagogical orientations during the productive action phase is similar to the work of my 

colleagues in the field. I repeat the directive and what is expected as a general art piece 

at every beginning of every class. I like to do big projects with my students (even my 

kindergarten students rarely have a project of less than two classes) that are broken 

down into small steps. The small steps, as mentioned previously, allow children to 

pause, to discuss, to observe their work as well as the work of others. Allowing my 

students to take these pauses gives room for the movements of inspiration and 

distancing to enter in action and to modify the course of the work, if it is needed. I 

sometimes take some time at the beginning of a class, when a project has been worked 

on for quite a while, to introduce another artist from the region or style studied at the 

beginning of the project with similar or contrasting work, or more artwork from the same 

artist previously seen. This introduction to new elements may allow students to get other 

perspectives or perhaps a fresh eye, new ideas, or possibilities for their projects. Such 

little pauses also allow students to be introduced to more artists from various ethnicities 

and communities that populate their school, to more concrete renderings and 

possibilities of what a work of art may be, to more ways of being artists (as we talk about 

the makers as well as of the work) and to see the world.  

As for the many emotions, such as stress, anger, sadness or performance 

anxiety overloads that students could, just like me, feel during this particular phase of the 

dynamic, I like to offer as many ways as possible to deal with them. Students may come 

see me to seek guidance as I am constantly walking around, but they may also stand, go 

work alone at the two individual stations I have, go take a break in the reading corner, 

discuss with their table’s peers, or work with the classroom Ipad to find inspiring images 
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if they are struggling, for example, to figure out where to start when they need to render 

something specific.  

Although I confess I am sometimes not sure on how to do this stage the most 

supportive way, I am constantly trying to guide, or even follow, my students where they 

want to go with their projects as long as they are walking along the minimum guidelines. 

I still find it hard to pull students out of their comfort zone and send them back to work 

(because they tend to work hastily or to do things and subjects that they are already 

good at) without intervening too much in their processes. In my own processes and 

challenges as an art educator, I am also constantly working on finding the balance in the 

way I support my students so their work does not end up looking more like “mine” than 

“theirs” when they present it to the rest of the group.  

Gosselin’s Creative Dynamic: the Separation Phase 

Gosselin’s last phase in the creative dynamic has a name that also sets its tone 

well: the separation phase. It is during this phase that the maker takes a step back from 

their work that is considered achieved, gazes at the piece in a more objective manner, 

and finally slowly detaches themself from it (Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 652 & 654). It is the 

final “evaluation”. One reflects on whether the final product truly represents the maker’s 

inner initial or modified idea. It is also at this step that one may decide to show the 

artwork to a big or a small public because it is finally ready and able to speak by itself 

(Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 654).  

Although the art piece is now the carrier of the artist’s message, Gosselin 

specifies that it does not mean that the piece is considered perfect. The artwork is 

however a trace of a certain experience lived at a specific moment in the maker’s life. 

One may feel a sense of looseness or personal achievement if the work is considered 

successful, or a sense of dissatisfaction if it is not (Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 654). Either 

way, the separation phase most often leads to the start of another creative dynamic 

process. If the artwork is a success, then the maker often feels motivated to create new 

works, and if the creative piece feels dissatisfying, the maker may start thinking of other 

ways to better express the inner idea. 
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 Finally, the separation is a good opportunity for the artist to «prendre conscience 

des changements personnels que sa production a entraînés» [to reflect on or study the 

personal changes that such a process led them to do] (Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 653), 

which is, to me, one of the most important tasks for a self-reflective artist to do during 

this phase. It also allows one not to finish the process with a sense of emptiness, 

whether the artwork is considered successful or not. 

In My Art Room 

I spend a considerable amount of time in my classroom on the separation phase. 

The students go through this phase individually as well as in a group. As an art educator 

and in my own practice as an artist, the separation phase is the one I value the most as 

it has an impact on the following works, on our motivations to continue any creative 

endeavor, as well as the ways we perceive our own capabilities and ourselves as 

makers.  

I work meticulously on this phase with my students, from kindergarten to grade 

six. I like when we take the time as a group once an artistic project is done to, not only 

consider our own work, but to also broaden our horizons by going to see the works of 

others. At the end of each project we take almost an entire class to play “The Museum 

Game” and to do our self-reflections. During “The Museum Game”, students put their 

artworks face up on their tables and take from three to six minutes to walk around the 

room and see what the other children have done, hands behind their back. It is also a 

great occasion to talk about how to respect the work of others in our actions and 

speeches and to learn how to behave around artworks in general. As the students circle 

around the tables in the class, they have to find one work (it can’t be their own project) 

that they prefer and ask themselves why they like it. We typically discuss the multiple 

reasons that could possibly justify our choices before starting the game. Such exercise is 

also a good time to review some artistic vocabulary learnt throughout the years. Some 

students will congratulate a co-worker at the end of the game when everybody returns to 

their tables. They are either picked randomly or chosen because they volunteered to 

share their voice. Sometimes I like to draw from a bowl the names of a few of children to 

show their own work to the group and to explain what they have done and how, what 

they are the proudest of about their work, and something they would have done 
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differently if they could. I never force it on any student on any specific day although they 

each usually do it once a year.  

For the five and six graders, we sometimes also discuss their feelings, 

frustrations, fears, and moments of pride that they experienced during the work or the 

task of showing their work and seeing the work of others. I sometimes also conclude 

with a story about showing my own artwork at one occasion or another and how I felt 

and still feel about it. On some rare occasions, for some particular groups that have a 

particularly hard time playing “The Museum Game”, I start by showing students one of 

my paintings on my website and we play the game together with my art piece. The game 

ends with a small written reflection in which students look at their own work more in 

terms of the guidelines I asked them to try to follow, on how their work illustrates well the 

identity inquiry or self-affirming task that they had to echo in their work, and they 

comment their own openness, motivation, effort, actions, and responses during this 

whole process.  

As their teacher, reading about their work gives me access to a deeper 

understanding of their initial creative vision and to the student’s interpretation of the final 

rendering, as I am not always able to decode everything by looking at the final piece.  

 “The Museum Game” is the activity I cherish the most with my groups. It is now 

a ritual. Students expect to do it and most of them are excited as they walk into the 

classroom on these days because they know that it is on schedule. It took at least a 

year, especially with the five and six graders, for the students to get used to this process 

as it is not, as far as I know, popular in a lot of art classes and requires a certain degree 

of vulnerability.  

From what I experienced in the field, many educators often jump from one art 

project to the next one and the only children who force themselves to reflect on their 

work, even if it is not required, are the ones who already have an interest in the arts. I 

hope my students are slowly learning to value the action of taking their time in all the 

three phases of art making as doing so allows them to develop better ideas without 

rushing, to work on details that matter to them, to take breaks and go backwards with 

what they are not pleased with, and finally to take the time to acknowledge the work that 

has been done, whether it is theirs or the work of somebody else in their class 



94 

community. As for myself, the act of taking time allows me to develop meaningful 

relationships with my students in which vulnerability is allowed and gives me a sense of 

fulfillment as an educator, as I am not only transmitting technical skills but also, I hope, 

developing ways of looking, thinking and being through the arts. 

When students hand me back the finished artwork, I have not only a piece of art 

to attend to, but also a paper trail of the multiple steps they took that led to the final 

project, from the first brainstorm of ideas to the sketches, and finally into their reflections 

on the project as a whole.  

As will be explored later by witnessing some of my grade five and six students’ 

paper trails (called portfolios) and by considering not only the final product but by taking 

time of honoring every step that led to my students’ works of art, I develop not only a 

sense of where they stand creatively, but I also gain a better understanding of their 

graphic evolution, which is informed by the graphic stages theorized by Viktor Lowenfeld 

(1903-1960) (further explained in the seventh chapter). Attending to my students’ whole 

portfolios also places me in a privileged position in which I am able to witness pieces of 

who they are as learners, as creative minds, as children, and as humans.  

I consider my students’ portfolios as deeper self-portraitures of them than each of 

their artwork taken separately, which is why the data collection of my study extended 

past the art projects to include every artifact made before, after and during the pauses of 

each project. As pointed out by researchers Suzanne Elizabeth Bester and Mugsy Quinn 

in their research summary published in the Journal of Psychology in Africa, portfolios are 

carriers of deep meaning as they “share the basic tenets of ecological and social 

constructivist views of child development, which emphasize performance-based 

assessments that provide a complex, comprehensive and meaningful portrait of the 

child” (Bester & Quinn, 2010, p. 395-396). There is something to be said about the 

accumulation of work, and what extra meaning it brings about ourselves as makers.  

A/r/tography and the Creative Dynamic; Good Complements 
to One Another 

As I was learning more about a/r/tography, and discovering in what ways my 

work is already an integration of this research practice, I was also struck by the 
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similarities with Gosselin’s creative dynamic. These two theories were highly compatible 

to work with for the duration of the research, the writing of this thesis, and beyond. 

First, a/r/tography and the creative dynamic have two major characteristics in 

common that make them interesting to work with from the beginning. They both, for the 

most part, lead the a/r/tographer in their endeavors and not the other way around.  

Gosselin and his colleagues in Une représentation de la dynamique de création pour le 

renouvellement des pratiques en éducation artistique (1998) speak about the artwork’s 

own will in guiding the direction it is taking (p. 652)2, especially in the end of the 

productive action phase, i.e. when the work is well started and slowly takes form. The 

previous move made by the maker and the way the art piece reacts to the move guides 

more what will be the maker’s next move than the maker’s will itself. A stubborn artist 

who decides to stick to the initial plan, even if the material or support do not seem to be 

giving good form to the idea, might turn out to be extremely deceived by the end result. 

As described by Rita L. Irwin and Stephanie Springgay in Being with A/r/tography 

(2008), there is a tension in a/r/tography due to its multiple components (art, education, 

and research) and in the way these components react to the presence of each other and 

“[t]his tension, we argue, is important to the evolution of the methodology and to the 

substantive features of the inquiry itself. A/r/tographical research is not subject to 

standardized criteria, rather it remains dynamic, fluid, and in constant motion” (Irwin & 

Springgay, 2008, p. xix). As mentioned, this tension is important because it is what 

provokes the dynamic aspect of this methodology, its fluidity. But this fluidity, this shifting 

that may be provoked by the tension, happens outside of the a/r/tographer’s control and 

requires openness to the possibilities of adapting or changing aspects of the artistic 

inquiry along the way.  

In both cases, acceptance and receptivity to the possibilities and faith in the 

process are required from both the a/r/tographer, for the art-based research, and the 

maker, for the creative dynamic.  

For educators from multiple fields, a/r/tography and the creative dynamic offer 

new possibilities to discover what is already happening in their own classrooms with new 

                                                
2 « Vers la fin de cette phase, l’œuvre externe semble commander de plus en plus les gestes qui 
la conduiront jusqu’à son achèvement. » (652) 
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lenses. Furthermore, a/r/tography and the creative dynamic were developed to be tools 

for such tasks, which explains why they complement well each other when joined 

together in a research project. Rita L. Irwin explains, quoting Wendy Stephenson 

speaking about her mix-media presentations, in the first chapters of A/r/tography; 

Rendering Self Through Arts-Based Living Inquiry (2004), that “researching involves 

digging through masses of material and trying to make sense out of it, to see patterns in 

the layers of facts and artifacts, and to project where the personal or the singular might 

indicate trends in a culture, including the culture of the classroom, of education…” (18). 

In a similar way, Gosselin and his colleagues in Une représentation de la dynamique de 

création pour le renouvellement des pratiques en éducation artistique (1998) speak of 

their motivations for researching the creative process specifically for educators because 

they wish to « mettre les maîtres d’art en contact avec cette représentation et avec 

d’autres représentations générales du processus créateur pour les guider dans les 

actions et les décisions qu’ils ont à prendre lorsqu’ils planifient leur enseignement et 

interagissent avec leurs élèves en classe» [put art educators in contact with this 

representation, and other representations, of the creative process to guide them in the 

actions and decisions they have to make when they plan their lessons and when they 

interact with their students in the classroom] (p. 661).  

Therefore, both a/r/tography and the creative dynamic process may be of service 

in schools; one to create lessons and pedagogies that are able to meet the students’ 

needs (the creative dynamic), and the second, to witness the impacts of such lessons 

and/or many of other components present within the walls of a classroom and testify to 

them (a/r/tography). 

Finally, both the creative dynamic and a/r/tography are considered “endless” in 

the sense that the end of any project or artistic endeavor only leads to the beginning of 

another one in a never-ending circle of creative inquiries. For Gosselin, each art project 

that is finished marks the ending of the creative dynamic process and generally leads to 

the start of a new one. As mentioned previously, the end of an artwork, whether one 

sees it as successful or not, generally leads to the making of another new one, or a 

modified version of the unsuccessful one (Gosselin et al., 1998, p. 653-654). Seen also 

as a process of inquiry leading to a product, a/r/tography, as Patti Pente explains in her 

chapter “Reflection on Artist/ Researcher/Teacher Identities; A Game of Cards” from 

A/r/tography; Rendering Self Through Arts-Based Living Inquiry (2004) “[t]he completion 
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of this art piece is the beginning of the next level of inquiry. Thus, this work of art is a 

pause in process” (p. 101). Following this point of view, no work of art or research inquiry 

is truly independent. They were always sparked by previous works or ideas and will be 

followed by other works or ideas. Artworks are material evidence of the evolution of our 

train of thoughts and inner conversations, and of the influences of the outside world on 

those thoughts and conversations.  

By looking comparatively at both a/r/tography and the creative dynamic process, 

I see now my research has been lived “a/r/tographically” as a creative process following 

Gosselin’s creative dynamic’s path. They share numerous characteristics and the 

research design could encompass most of the movements and phases of Gosselin’s 

creative dynamic, enlarging at the same time, my own definition of a creative process, to 

now including my own scholarship as a graduate student and artist. 

Portraiture and Self-Portraiture as Windows to One’s 
Individual and Collective Sense of Identity 

Over the multiple years of working with my students on various propositions 

about themselves through their artworks, I have witnessed how wide and different all 

their visual responses can be. I slowly started to see each student’s project as a form of 

self-portrait as each artwork becomes a window (big or small) on my students’ lifestyles, 

families, tastes, fears, dreams, and so on, simply by what was represented or performed 

on the paper or by what was neglected. I slowly realized that the forms, colours, 

composition, time allowed, and subjects used on each art piece might also speak of the 

maker. A stick figure done hastily in one of my student’s sketchbook, for example, when 

compared to the rest of that student’s work may tell me if they were unwilling or 

unmotivated to do the specific work, or their reluctance to take a creative risk, or the fact 

that this day was not a good day for them. Thus, I see my student’s individual works as 

various and different self-portraits and by looking at a portfolio of work made by one 

student or a specific group of them, I am able to see and understand different aspects of 

that student or that group. 

However, witnessing a child’s artwork may be tricky and no answers should be 

believed to be a hundred percent true, as they are subjective. But humans are 

subjective, which is why art offers wonderful windows to witness each other’s 
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subjectivities about our lives and what surrounds us. The work of portraiture and/or self-

portraiture can be revealing when used by both the maker and the viewer to attend to 

certain specific aspects of one’s life or one’s context 

Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot and Jessica Hoffman Davis, respectively professor and 

lecturer at Harvard University, enlighten in The Art and Science of Portraiture (1997) of 

the multiple advantages of using portraiture as a way of depicting individuals and 

contexts in scholar writings. According to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman Davis, the 

advantages of the use of portraiture are numerous and, I find, respond well to the focus 

of my research and the pedagogical strategy developed for my students and my school. 

Portraiture, because of the flexibility of its definition, provides significant freedom 

to the researcher to adapt the type of portraits that will be done in the context into which 

the research takes place. The portraits “are designed to capture the richness, 

complexity, and dimensionality of human experience in social or cultural context, 

conveying the perspectives of the people who are negotiating those experiences” 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 3). Lawrence-Lightfoot started to use 

portraiture as a methodology specifically to illustrate better the complexities and 

subtleties of schools as contexts for research in her work The Good High School (1983) 

because portraits “create a narrative that is at once complex, provocative, and inviting, 

that attempts to be holistic, revealing the dynamic interaction of values, personality, 

structure, and history” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 11).  

As a school is not simply a monolithic concrete block filled with one homogenous 

group of people, but rather a complex system into which each individual, group, and 

even object, has a role that contributes to the whole in a unique way, it is important, if 

one researcher wants to represent this ecosystem accurately, to find a flexible means 

that allows such a task. Portraits are flexible. Anything that may be defined as “a 

description or a representation of something” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019) may be 

qualified as a portrait, which allows the researcher to render visible the complex and 

abstract of both human nature and a particular education reality through a type of 

portraits that fit these specific contextual needs. Portraiture gives the researcher the 

opportunity to bring into light the whole environment surrounding a person by 

considering the context into which that being is evolving, which offers in return a wider 

view of that person: 
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The context is rich in clues for interpreting the experience of the actors in 
the setting. We have no idea how to decipher or decode an action, a 
gesture, a conversation, or an exclamation unless we see it embedded in 
context. (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 41) 

The context not only offers clues for the researcher’s interpretation of the 
actors’ behavior (the outsider’s view), it also helps understand the actors’ 
perspective—how they perceive and experience social reality (the insider’s 
view). (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 43) 

 Portraiture allows different methods to capture the uniqueness and the unfamiliar, as 

well as to make complex realities understood by more viewers. Lightfoot states “[w]ith its 

focus on narrative, with its use of metaphor and symbol, portraiture intends to address 

wider, more eclectic audiences” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 10). 

Portraiture turned out to be an ideal form of data and part of my methodology for my 

research because it is an optimist methodology, as Lawrence-Lightfoot explains in an 

interview for LEARNing Landscape Magazine (2016): “One of the ways in which it is 

distinct from other research methodologies is in its focus on “goodness”; documenting 

what is strong, resilient, and worthy in a given situation, resisting the more typical social 

science with weakness and pathology” (p. 19).  

By using portraiture as a researcher, I give myself the possibility to gaze at my 

pedagogical strategy first, by noticing its strong points and what it may bring in terms of 

possibilities, without, of course, ignoring its flaws. The flaws may be then viewed not as 

fatalities, but as weaknesses that may be corrected or accepted, as challenges that may 

be tackled. Portraiture as methodology allows such analysis, as it is not a methodology 

that focuses on huge and general numbers, but more on the individual(s) standing in the 

cracks between those numbers. It brings to the foreground, the people from the data, 

attempting to understand the universal by paying attention to the individuals (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p.14). 

There are, however, as with any research methodology, elements and variables 

that need to be taken in consideration when witnessing portraitures and self-portraitures. 

Some of these elements, as well as being introduced here, will be also explained further 

in the fifth chapter. Like any researcher (and human), I carry my own set of biases, as I 

created my research and gave it the direction I needed in order to seek answers to my 

multiple questions in terms of education, art, identity, culture, and community building. 
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Lawrence-Lightfoot enlightens her readers on this particular consideration when using 

portraiture as a component of a research: 

With portraiture, the person of the researcher—even when vigorously 
controlled—is more evident and more visible than in any other research 
form. She is seen not only in defining the focus and field of the inquiry, but 
also in navigating the relationships with the subjects, in witnessing and 
interpreting the action, in tracing the emergent themes, and in creating the 
narrative. (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 13)  

It is important here to stress the distinction between my work and the work of 

Lawrence-Lightfoot, as she was the portraitist in her research portraying in written form 

various people in the education world for her book The Good High School (1983), while I 

am leading my students in activities crafted so they tell themselves visually as well as I 

am witnessing the processes and visual results. The portraitures in my research are 

made by the accumulation of work done by my students. By inviting my students to 

create artworks and compiling some of them in this thesis, I am creating portraits of 

them. This is primarily where my biases enter into play because as a researcher, I will 

place emphasis on some parts of my students’ work or on some students more than 

others. I carry my own biases in choosing what seems to be of relevance for this study.  

When it comes to attending to my students’ whole portfolio of artworks, I also 

keep in mind how Lawrence-Lightfoot speaks of the elements or characteristics of one’s 

life that may be revealed to them when someone else makes a portrait of them 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 4). Something not conceived or buried 

becomes suddenly visible to the viewer. As my students are the makers of their own 

artworks, I am curious to witness what is going to be brought up in their projects, or 

mentioned in their post-work reflections. Were certain elements present surprising to 

them? Was that surprise good or bad? What will be a surprise to me as their long-time 

educator? 

The Sticky Note Self-Portrait In-Between Project 

Wanting to have not only my student’s individual’s portfolios to notice, touching 

both the questions of cultures and identities in the way they are presented to them, but 

also wanting to witness visually how time is passing as I was collecting visual art data 

over the span of one school year, I decided to add a sporadic activity of self-portrait 



101 

drawing on sticky notes between the main art projects in my classroom. The directives I 

gave the students were quite simple. Each student was given a yellow sticky note. The 

questions “Who am I/ How do I feel today?” were written on the board and students 

could answer it in any visual way they wanted (no writing was permitted). Children were 

allowed twenty-five minutes, fifteen of those were mandatory (I did not collect the sticky 

notes within the first fifteen minutes), and could use lead pencils, colouring pencils, 

markers, and fine liners. 

The goal of the sticky note self-portraiture was quite simple: I wanted to see if 

there was a variation of responses, a complexification or simplification of my students’ 

visual answers perhaps, in their subjects as well as their techniques. I wanted to see 

how students felt when given the task of representing themselves (in the larger sense; 

they did not have to draw their physical representation) with the same parameters and 

multiple times over the span of ten months. I wanted to witness the variety of answers 

(or perhaps even maybe the absence of them) pre-teenagers of grade five and six could 

give. Would this exercise inform me about them? How do they perceive themselves? 

Does the exercise inform me also about the group they belong to? In what ways? I 

wanted simply to acknowledge the possibilities of answers brought to me by my 

students, when asked quite freely to talk about themselves in visual images.  

As a researcher, the sticky notes exercises might also bring new discoveries and 

interesting insights as they are self-portraits in addition to the students’ portfolios, also 

now viewed as self-portraits. Developing and leading the sticky notes exercises, as they 

carry whole new sets of parameters (small canvas, restricted time frame, and repetition 

over time), opened the door to compare and contrast the sticky notes with each other as 

well as with the rest of the children’s portfolios. 

Finally, what is important to consider as a researcher who will witness my 

students’ sticky notes exercises through the lenses of my own work is the context into 

which this research unfolds. The students who agreed to participate in my artistic sample 

collection are pre-teenagers aging between ten and twelve years old. They work at 

tables of four, themselves in a classroom holding generally up to twenty-eight students 

at a time. A number of elements may carry their artistic responses to my propositions in 

various directions. My students’ art projects and sticky notes exercises are responses to 

a proposition I made in an educational context, from a research curiosity, which is not 
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free of influences. For my students, my art class also follows another class from another 

discipline. Some groups come to see me straight after recess or lunch time, bringing 

their day with them as they sit in my art room. Some groups I see in the morning, some 

in the afternoon. Some students are sitting next to their friends in class while others 

don’t.  

As a researcher, and as their teacher, it is therefore important for me to keep all 

these factors in mind and to stress the fact that I am not analyzing their sticky note self-

portraits, or any other of their artworks, from a psychological standpoint (to which I am 

absolutely not qualified to do), but rather I am simply attending to their responses, while 

never losing focus on the context from which these artifacts were presented to me. To 

give this research the direction that was initially intended, I must never lose focus of its 

goals; to be a witness of a work, the sticky notes in-between self-portraits that they 

offered as well as the content of their entire portfolios, to pay close attention to their 

offerings, and to honour these, and the child who created them. 
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Chapter 5.  
 

Ethical Considerations: Empathy for What is Known 
and Unknown in Ourselves and Others 

“Collectively and individually, we are aware of the multitude of potential 
risks and ethical obligation that arise when we open the doors to our own 
and others’ lives, and through this opening, seek and embrace 
transformation through education.” (Hasebe-Ludt, Chambers & Leggo, 
2009, p.1)  

 

“The only road to strength is vulnerability.” (Nachmanovitch, 1990, p.64)  

 

I learned through this research that there are numerous ethical aspects one must 

consider when working with and witnessing the personal artwork of other human beings. 

Due to the greater extent of vulnerability they carry, the amount of the ethical aspects 

might also increase if these human beings are children. As their educator, as well as 

principal researcher in this project, it was important for me to maintain the healthy 

student-teacher relationship my students and I have gained over the last six years and 

not ruin it by making my students feel observed and analyzed during the course of this 

study.  

Therefore, a balance between observing closely the contexts and the details into 

which the study unfolded, while giving the children freedom in creativity and exploration, 

without feeling they were being ‘observed’ or stared at, needed to be established quickly 

in the first few steps of this study. That balance needed then to be maintained 

throughout the various art projects along the school year, whether these projects were 

going into the direction I hoped for or not. It was important for the outcome of this study 

that I’d be of support to my students during their artistic and personal inquiries, but to not 

steer their answers in any directions that were not their own, which may sometimes 

seem easier than it is.  

This chapter presents the multiple ethical questions brought to my attention 

throughout this process, and the related ethical decisions I made to address them. 
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These questions and responses were important aspects of my work as an educator as 

well as graduate researcher during this last school year working on identity focused and 

culturally targeted art projects and the in-between sticky notes exercises and were kept 

in mind as they gave directions to my work as an a/r/tographer.  

Selecting the Participants and Assessing Risks and 
Advantages 

The first aspect to address at the beginning of my research was to decide who to 

include in the study and to justify that choice. Every student in my art room participates 

in identity inquiry and culturally targeted art projects, as all the projects I craft are built 

following that pedagogical strategy. However, I did not want to include every age group 

in the sampling group of this study for the simple reason that the various childhood 

identity development stages and graphic developments are not always overlapping. 

Thus, there is an extensive number of variables possible in the way a single child may 

respond to an art project’s proposition. 

Having children from various ages (and therefore various identity development 

stages and graphic stages) would make the analysis of the data extremely difficult in 

order to notice interesting phenomena in the multitude of variations of every answer 

possible between a six years old child and a twelve years old pre-teenager that were 

given the same question or proposition. I feared that by studying children with a too wide 

age difference between the younger and the older children in the sampling pool would 

induce too many variables which could then unfortunately lead me to miss important and 

interesting responses. An age gap no longer than two years between the younger and 

the older students was decided, so I might observe closely and get a deeper 

understanding of the multiple identity concepts that may arise for children going through 

that specific period.  

Studying the implications of the concept of identity for students of a specific age 

gap and attending to their artistic visual responses keeping in mind their graphic stages, 

as introduced by Professor Viktor Lowenfeld (1903-1960) of Pennsylvania State 

University, would allow me to then reflect on how I might help them to address the 

subject of identity in a healthy way in my art room. To choose the age group, simple 
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questions needed to be answered: who would benefit the most to participate in the 

sample group of a study linking art and identity? Who could bring the most insight?  

After conducting research on the subject of identity development of children aged 

between five and twelve years old (which again were the ages I was teaching during the 

school year of 2018-2019), children in grade five and six were chosen.  

This specific group of age could benefit greatly through identity inquiry-based art 

projects (Cohen-Scali & Guichard, 2008, p. 5). Pre-adolescents are at an age of 

enhanced identity questioning and asserting (Erikson, 1994, p. 97-98), transitioning 

slowly from being children to becoming teenagers, as discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter Two. On a personal level, I also remember the struggles to gather and 

understand my own thoughts and feelings as a pre-adolescent and therefore felt more 

compelled to help my students who navigate similar situations.  

Being the oldest students among those I teach, five and six graders also have 

better odds to offer artworks that might be understood by the viewers or explained 

meaningfully by the makers, due to the fact that they are the oldest students in the 

school and, for most, the students exhibiting the highest graphic capabilities. At least 

forty four percent of the pre-adolescents in grade five and six of the school that year had 

at least one parent born outside of Canada and the families of the pre-teens had actually 

lived in at least thirty-one countries outside of Canada, as was revealed in the 

homemade survey I conducted for the school during the previous school year and into 

which information on the cultural and linguistic origins of 265 students and 475 parents 

and tutors were collected (previously mentioned in Chapter Three).  

This high variety of cultural origins allows me to engage and explore the artwork 

of multiple artists and communities from those cultures and ethnicities with my groups of 

students. Such diversity also offers opportunities to develop deeper and meaningful art 

projects with my students, as the arts projects include aspects of cultures related to them 

or to their classmates, which is one of the main aspects of my pedagogical strategy, as 

mentioned in Chapter Four.  

In a highly multicultural school such as mine, being different becomes the norm 

and I felt that, at least in my school and in my art room, we educators sometimes forget 

to shine light on the individuals or the communities individually. We admire the cultural 
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mosaic as a whole but sometimes fail to acknowledge each piece that makes our 

community so beautiful, organic, complete, and interesting. Who are these students that 

sometimes are absent individually but present as a whole? How can I see them and 

encourage them to acknowledge and get to know one another in a new way? As author 

and public speaker Beth Lindsay Templeton, in Understanding Poverty in the 

Classroom: Changing Perception for Student Success (2011), by acknowledging the 

differences in specific groups of students (even if, in the study I lead, the relevant 

differences between my students are primarily cultural) I have a chance to:  

Embrace the uniqueness of each child and find ways to help each one 
flourish. Celebrating the differences while also finding commonalities 
creates safe zones for learning and reduces fear. Everyone wants to feel 
accepted. We want to be treated fairly and acknowledged. (p. 70) 

The potential risks for students participating in this study were minimal. There 

were no extra physical risks that could be associated with the participation in the 

sampling pool that there were for students that simply participate in my regular art 

classes (which are the rare and minor incidents associated with the multiple art tool 

manipulations in a classroom holding between twenty and thirty children).  

The possible psychological risks related to the study were also minimal, as my 

pedagogical strategy does not lead into deep investigations in the children’s traumas 

and secrets but more a series of small self-led inquiries that could be worked on in 

different levels of depth according to the students’ readiness and openness to work on 

the subject of their own lives. Nevertheless, the school counselor was available for the 

students with which such artistic inquiries might have awakened some frustrations or 

questionings. Breaks were available at any time a student needed (which is always the 

case in my classroom) and I was also available at any time for conversations, whether 

they were related to the work or not.  

Students who were participating in the study (after giving their signed assent and 

their parents’ or guardians’ consents) had also the liberty to withdraw any piece of art 

from the sampling pool if they were not comfortable anymore with the idea of having it 

included in the study. Any student could also withdraw from the study altogether at any 

time, but as everybody was working on the same projects, they would have to continue 

every upcoming project with the rest of the group. The projects (and makers) would 

simply not be included in the study anymore.  
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Finally, storing and disseminating the data collection brought up important 

aspects related to the respect of the student’s anonymity. Every one of the thirty-one 

students participating in the study was given a pseudonym. To be coherent with the 

other aspects of my thesis (and for the pleasure of it), I decided that instead of having a 

random letter or number, students would be randomly assigned the name of a famous 

Francophone artist, which as a side consequence acquainted or reacquainted me with 

the work of many forgotten artists. The thirty-one names selected are the following: 

Marcelle Ferron  

Nikki de Saint-Phalle  

Sophie Calle  

Jacqueline Lamba  

Berthe Morrissot  

Anna Boch  

Miyuki Tanobe  

Camille Claudel  

Annette Messager  

Rosa Bonheur  

Elisabeth Vigé-Le Brun  

Virginie Barré  

Mary Martin  

Marlene Dumas  

Fabienne Verdier  

Rita Letendre  
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Françoise Gilot  

Ella (Ella et Pitr)  

Suzanne Barbeau  

Paryse Martin  

Eugène Delacroix  

Auguste Renoir  

Paul Cézanne  

Gustave Courbet  

George Braque  

Marc Chagall  

René Magritte  

Ernest Pignon Ernest 

Jordi Bonet  

Paul-Émile Borduas  

Jean-Paul Riopelle  

The Responsibility of the Researcher in Understanding 
One’s Own Biases in Research Context 

Being my students’ art teacher for many years, as well as the principal 

researcher in this study, implied that there were many fine lines to walk on but not cross 

while leading my art projects. These lines, and every bit of work I have been doing in my 

art room during the school year of 2018-2019, needed to be reassessed and the work 

done reanalyzed every now and then to make certain that my work remained as 
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unbiased (or rather, with keeping in mind my own biases) as possible, and within my 

qualifications as an art educator as well as research graduate. 

The first consideration that was important to assess, to later set ground rules on 

what could be collected and observed in my students’ artworks, was my double role as a 

witness in this study, and as an art educator leading the projects worked on. As seen in 

the previous chapters, whether we are children in art class or successful professional 

artists, we carry many of our stories, feelings, and passions in our art. Our intertwined 

stories meet other peoples’ stories, feelings, and passions when we choose to work, 

show or talk about our artworks in the presence of others. I, therefore, needed to 

recognize my role in this study, which is not to slip and analyze or interpret what I see in 

my students’ artworks as their traumas, dark secrets, and deep emotions as it is not part 

of my qualifications as an art educator or as an arts education graduate student.  

It was important to often remind myself that my role in this context as a 

researcher is the role of a witness and that my role as an educator is to guide and 

support the work, not to steer it. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffmann Davis, in their book 

The Art and Science of Portraiture (1997) deliver great insight in what is important to pay 

attention to when dealing with portraitures, whether they are portraitures made by the 

researcher (which is the case for these two authors), or I believe, self-portraits by the 

artists themselves as witnessed by an outside party.  

Lawrence-Lightfoot, in the first section “Illumination: Navigating Intimacy” of the 

fifth chapter in The Art and Science of Portraiture, describes those thin lines that I may 

be tempted to cross as a witness of a person’s work:  

But she—and I—know the difference between her therapy and this inquiry. 
The focus of our work is on telling her story, on chronicling her 
developmental journey, not on identifying and analyzing her traumas or on 
searching for a remedy for her angst and weariness. These are hard lines 
to draw, of course, because life stories are packed with emotional content 
and narrative fuse ideas and feelings, experiences and epiphanies, insight 
and affect. (p. 152-153) 

In my art room, I give opportunities for creativity and storytelling to my students 

and my double role as the educator and researcher in this context is strictly to consider 

and point out the highlights, the evolution and/or contrasts in the answers my students 

are willing to give. What do my students have to teach and show about themselves? Is 
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there a better way to invite students to inquire when I present the material and subjects 

they will work with? Which direction did the students take regarding the material and 

conceptual constraints of each project?  

When sitting with their work, I hope to witness new things about my students, or 

things I already knew but that are communicated in new ways. I also hope to learn about 

my teaching methods by taking the time to reflect on them as well as how children 

respond to the work propositions I offer by the answers I received during the course of 

that school year.  

The artworks are re/actions to my propositions and to the ways I presented and 

led them. It is therefore important that I keep the main questions of this thesis and 

research in mind when observing the art works and to ask myself if what I am witnessing 

truly brings insight to the work. If the answers to this question is negative, then my 

interpretations are most likely inclined to be voyeuristic, or unrelated to the research 

area, than insight-oriented. As Lawrence-Lightfoot mentions in an article for LEARNing 

Landscapes (2016), the line between inquiry and voyeurism is critical in portraiture and 

should never be crossed: 

This is about seeking to explore and understand. We go deeply into this 
individual’s story, hoping to capture more universal themes. The work is 
deep and penetrating, but it must never be voyeuristic. Those of us who 
are experienced portraitists know very well that line when our inquiry begins 
to become voyeuristic, and we try our best never to cross that line. (22)  

My study background and training as an art educator, however, allows me to attend to 

my students’ work with a knowledgeable eye concerning their graphic development 

(visual characteristics defining the graphic stages into which children in my study 

typically fall will be detailed in Chapter Seven) which brings a certain type of knowledge 

on what may be interpreted as typical responses for children of various ages. Having 

particular comprehension on the various graphic stages possibly allows me to notice 

what truly stands out in the children’s artworks and could bring new insight in this current 

study on identity development through art.  

Another concern, or at least an important factor to consider, in conducting this 

research and simultaneously, being the adult who explains and guides children during 

their artistic endeavors, is the potential influence I may have on them and their visual 
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responses. In the chapter “Reflections on Artist/Researcher/Teacher Identities: A Game 

of Cards”, the fourth chapter of A/r/tography: Rendering Self through Arts-Based Living 

Inquiry (2004), the author Patti Pente, Professor in the Faculty of Education at the 

University of Alberta, emphasizes an understanding that the role of educators is to help 

but not influence their students’ answers/responses or projects delivered: 

One of the challenges of teaching art is to help the student tap into her/his 
own well of creative thought. Teachers spend much energy coming up with 
innovative ways to do this without overly influencing students. The 
confidence that comes from playing around with materials in art to solve 
artistic problems can be transferred to curriculum planning. (p. 98) 

Even if the added responsibility of also being a researcher in an art room, and therefore 

sometimes feeling pressure to try to obtain certain type of specific or clearer answers or 

responses from one’s students is not mentioned by the author, the thin delicate balance 

of guiding, but not influencing or steering the students’ responses, is nonetheless 

brought up and underlined as an important part of an educator’s job.  

Educators, whether they are also researchers or not, must remember their 

possible influence on the children present in their classroom because it is easy, as the 

responsible and knowledgeable adult in the room, to induce the kind of answers or 

responses we wish to obtain from our students. A researcher not keeping in mind the 

influence they have, with or without realizing it, may try to deepen their students’ art 

responses in the hope to get data more suitable or understandable in the context of a 

study.  

The same type of attitude may be observed in non-researcher educators pushing 

curriculum theory or technical skills on their students while trying to induce knowledge 

that students might not be truly ready to acquire. For example, I have noticed in my first 

year of teaching that, even if I encourage my kindergarten or grade one students to draw 

human faces in a more realistic way than the graphic stage they currently find 

themselves in, usually the preschematic stage described by Lowenfeld (Bonin, n.d., pp. 

18-23), which is characterized by simplistic human graphic representations, asking them 

to put in their drawings more features such as noses, eyebrows, and eyelashes, my 

students soon enough went back to their more “simplistic” ways of drawing human faces 

as soon as I left them back to their work. There may be multiple reasons for that graphic 

‘regression’. Students might not have been there yet in their graphic stages’ 
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development, they might not be ready to include identifying features in their drawings, or 

they did not want their character to be identifiable, etc. One needs time and practice 

opportunities to reach certain levels of readiness and willingness in their arts and graphic 

stages. If I suggest techniques or concepts to students long enough, they will usually 

make their way onto the final art projects I take in for assessment, even if these graphic 

answers and their related theories are not in fact representative of where my students 

currently are in terms of artistic and/or individual development, inducing untrue 

conclusions about their capabilities and understandings.  

The balance of challenging and guiding students without over-suggesting or 

inducing responses is therefore a difficult one to find for any educator. Finding such 

balance necessitates one’s approach to be re-evaluated every so often to make sure 

students are giving their own answers and/or responses, and not the ones I want them 

to deliver. 

As the final part of this section, I also thought it was important to develop a 

deeper understanding of my own biases in the context of this research, as an educator 

in general, as well as the impact of the context into which my teaching takes place, and 

how all those factors may convey the different responses to the identity prompts that I 

will receive in my art room.  

If it is true that each student’s own life experiences modify their way to perceive 

and answer what is asked of them, it is just as true that my own experiences as a 

researcher, educator, artist, student, or human need not to be forgotten because they 

certainly have tinted what I ask of my students in the context of my classroom as well as 

what strikes my attention when I sit with their responsive work. 

 The influence of one’s own experiences in one’s way to respond to the next 

events in life is nicely explained by Sue Martin in Take a Look; Observation and Portfolio 

Assessment in Early Childhood (1994): 

Whatever stage you are in your professional or adult life, you have had 
experiences that shape your perceptions. The way you take in information 
is determined by your previous experience and knowledge. You bring to 
situations previously acquired attitudes and beliefs. (p. 16)  
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Everything that I do in my life is shaped by my previous experiences. Even the 

motivations to pursue this study are induced by what happened previously in my life, as 

explained in the first chapter.  

Martin also explains that how I take in information might also shape what I notice 

when I examine my students (16) at work or their artistic projects. I am more sensitive to 

certain aspects (whether they are more technical or regarding the work in terms of the 

subject matter) than others as the author continues to point out in Take a Look:  

No two people will see the same child in an identical way. Two open and 
honest teachers can be asked to observe the same child. What they will 
see and the sense that they make of it will depend on what they decide to 
look for and their particular perspectives.” (14)  

Authors Dorothy H. Cohen and Virginia Stern in Observing and Recording the 

Behavior of Young Children (1958), and later rephrased by Martin in Take a Look (16), 

explain that my biases and experiences as a human, an educator and a researcher do 

not however prevent me from conducting meaningful research if these are 

acknowledged and if a reflection is led on how they might modify my attention and 

perception during phases of data gathering (Cohen & Stern, 1958, p. 2-3).  

It was therefore important, as a relatively new member to the research 

community, to take time to reflect and acknowledge my own biases that are relevant to 

this particular study and thesis before starting to truly dig in my students’ accumulated 

artistic data. Such reflections give me the opportunity to, later on, understand why some 

projects or parts of projects seemed of larger interest than others to my own perception. 

I may begin to do so by identifying my lived experiences and set of labels that could 

steer my attention or influence the directions where I lead my students within the 

framework of this study: 

• I am a white Canadian-born educator from Quebec in a multicultural French 
school, where I have been teaching for six years 

• I am a Francophone living in a minority region of western Canada. 

• I have experienced traumas that make me reactive to the (certain) traumas of 
others. 

• I am an atheist but was raised in a Catholic family. 
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• I grew up in a low-to-medium income family (depending on the years), which 
makes me particularly sensitive to children growing up in the same kind of 
settings. 

• I am a child of divorce with parents who were emotionally or physically absent 
in various periods of my childhood and teenagerhood.  

• I am particularly sensitive to any child who has a parent suffering from a 
mental illness. 

• I am an artist who believes that art may be an incredible launcher of social and 
personal change. 

All these experiences, that slowly became my own set of labels and the core of my 

identity, became so by the impact they had on me, my values or my typical decision 

processes by the force or the repetition of their occurrences. These experiences shape 

who I am as a woman, an artist, and an educator and they draw my attention in class 

towards certain students or behaviours, either because I deeply feel connected through 

my own experiences to these students or behaviours, or on the contrary because they 

are contrasting my system of experiences, values, and/or beliefs.  

Furthermore, I recognize my responsibilities within this project. By stating the 

following:  

In considering the arts as evidence of learning—and perhaps more 
importantly as documents of a child’s world—the teacher gains an 
accumulating and evolving picture of her students. But there are many 
reasons to assess students’ abilities. They range from obligatory classroom 
grading for report cards to the district’s desire to be competitive in terms of 
state standards. A question to consider is: Who is the assessment for? Is 
it for teachers, parents, students themselves, districts, or states? Who does 
the assessment? (p. 190) 

Meryl Goldberg, author of Arts and Learning: An Integrated Approach to Teaching and 

Learning in Multicultural and Multilingual Settings (2001), points out an important fact in 

terms of biases, particularly in education: all projects and works observed have been 

introduced to the students carrying specific purposes in mind. My research and thesis 

make no exception. I gave the project assignments to my fifth and sixth graders fully 

aware that some of their answers would be authorized to be studied. It coloured what 

was asked of them as well as what would get my attention in the witnessing phase of 

this study. That, and the fact that my projects have to follow the arts education 

curriculum of the province I am teaching in, are my influences on the following work. 
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Then, comes the influence of my students on what will be noticed as well as what 

factors and how those factors may be influential in what will be put in the artworks. The 

context, described in detail in the third chapter, into which this study was pursued needs 

to be considered because it includes paying attention to the artistic responses of my 

students in their natural settings, i.e. my art room, leaving this ecological approach as 

authentic as possible.  

Sue Martin describes an ecological approach as “one that considers behaviour 

important in the light of the environment in which it occurs” (Martin, 1994, p. 280). Even 

in the context of the purest ecological approach, my classroom is not in itself bias-free as 

many factors may trigger the different responses from my students such as: their 

motivations towards the work, the enabling and restraining constraints of each projects, 

the subject, the medium, the tools, and canvas used, their table partners, small and big 

experiences any students might have encountered before walking into the art room, the 

fact that some of them may never have forgotten that their work might be used in a 

scholarly research, etc. As pointed out by Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot in The Art and 

Science of Portraiture (1997), it is important for me as researcher to keep these factors 

in mind when working with my students so I may address them more easily throughout 

the work:  

It is also true, of course, that the actors’ natural environments will inevitably 
present constraints, restrictions, and barriers—but they will be familiar ones 
and the researcher will be able to observe the way actors negotiate these 
points of resistance. (43) 

Finally, Georges Lakoff; cognitive linguist, philosopher and former professor at 

the University of California (Berkeley); and Mark Johnson, professor in the department of 

philosophy at the University of Oregon; authors of Metaphors We Live By (1980) bring 

the interesting perception that if my students’ biases are existent, they are not 

necessarily negative lenses through which to look at one’s works of art, on the contrary. 

Students’ works of art may be considered visual representations of their subjectivities 

and the inner metaphors of their lives. The authors state that “The most important claim 

we have made so far is that metaphor is not just a matter of language, that is, of mere 

words. We shall argue that, on the contrary, human thought processes are largely 

metaphorical” (p. 6). An artist who produced a piece of work has their own history and 

experience which transpires through the work.  
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As a viewer, having lived through a similar set of experiences influencing the 

work or not, I bring my own lenses when looking at an art piece. My lenses may give me 

access to all or parts of the artist’s original intent or feeling or, on the contrary, I may not 

see the artist’s point of view at all in the piece but create one that is entirely mine based 

on my own life story. In that space between the artist and the viewer can be created 

entirely unexpected and new meanings to an art piece. By reading Lakoff and Johnson’s 

work, I also understand that there are as many interpretations to a piece of art as there 

are viewers taking the time to consider it. 

One fact is undeniable at this point in my work: whichever my conclusions might 

be at the end of this graduate journey, this thesis and its attached research has given 

me a great opportunity to truly take the time to sit with my students’ work and pay deep 

attention to what it has to teach me about them, myself, our school community, and life 

in general. 

Cultural Discovery or Cultural Theft: Avoiding Crossing the 
Fine Line of Cultural Misappropriation in Education 

 One subject, considered the elephant in the room whenever the subject of 

working and taking inspirations to build new work of art from other cultures is brought up 

(in or outside the education world), is the often feared but important subject of cultural 

misappropriation.  

Cultural misappropriation may be present in education and the major problem I 

perceive as an art educator in a multicultural setting is that it may unfortunately lead to 

the perpetuation of clichés and stereotypes towards minority cultures, causing more 

harm than good. The people who are part of the misappropriated cultures then tend to 

feel misunderstood, misrepresented and sometimes mocked (Young, 2010, p. 24) even 

if, in an educational context, teachers had all the right intentions in bringing to light a 

student’s culture, but were unfortunately not informed enough on the subject or were 

clumsy while delivering it.  

Since my pedagogies as an art educator are focused on identity development in 

minority and multicultural children through the exploration of some of the artists or 

groups for their communities, it would be incredibly unfortunate to launch my students in 
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an identity quest based on false information or misinterpretation of their cultures of 

origin.  

Therefore, I have been reflecting on how to bring together and forward as much 

of the different cultures and communities populating my school as I can without 

forgetting the uniqueness of each and every one of them as well as the important fact 

that I am not originating from any of them. I have been highly concerned of not insulting 

any of communities’ constituents; either by being ignorant and teaching things I do not 

know well, thus risking to do more damage than good by stereotyping an entire 

population or community; or by being arrogant and teaching my students their own 

cultures and background with my outsider’s perspective, which may lead them to think 

that I know more about their cultures and traditions then they do. As a queer woman, I 

am not unfamiliar with the feelings of frustrations or alienation when I find myself 

involved in discussions revolving around the subjects of queer identity or any other type 

of queer issues when those discussions are led by a majority of non-queer people. 

Therefore, I consider avoiding cultural misappropriation high in my list of priorities in my 

art room. 

As a final concern regarding cultural misappropriation in art education, I’d like to 

point out I'd like to point out that a key problem is with respect to discussing aspects of 

marginalized, racialized, or minority cultures, without being authorized to do so, or 

without recognizing that some stories, techniques, information or representations are not 

even to be shared by everyone within the culture of origin, according to certain protocols. 

Furthermore, as pointed out by author Perry G. Horse in the chapter “Reflections 

on American Indian Identity” from the book New Perspectives on Racial Identity 

Development: A Theoretical and Practical Anthology (2001), the use of Indigenous 

imagery may lead to negative consequences and sense of powerlessness within the 

community exploited:  

Such attitudes also manifest themselves in the use of Indian [sic] icons and 
imagery by commercial businesses, schools, colleges, professional team 
sports, and non-Indian artists. The misuse of Indian icons and imagery 
works a not-so-subtle message on the mind of non-Indians and Indians 
alike. That message says it is all right to exploit Indians in this way because 
they are essentially powerless to stop it.” (104) 
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Even if Horse’s chapter focuses on the use of Indigenous imagery, similar 

problems may arise from the use of any cultural imagery without deeper knowledge on 

the content or origins prior to its exploitation or dissemination. Therefore, the first few 

questions I asked myself when starting to delve deeper on the subject of cultural 

appropriation were the following:  

• What is cultural appropriation exactly? 

• Am I, in any way, as an outsider who teaches often ‘unaware’ insiders, 
appropriating the cultures I am working on with my students? 

• Is cultural appropriation always unacceptable? 

• Are there different degrees of cultural appropriation? 

• Is there a way to limit or avoid cultural appropriation altogether in my field of 
work?  

Susan Scafidi, author of the book Who Owns Culture?: Appropriation and 

Authenticity in American Law (2005) defines cultural appropriation as when “members of 

the public copy and transform cultural products to suit their own tastes, express their 

own creative individuality, or simply make a profit” (9). The range of cultural items that 

may be appropriated can be vast, from the use of another culture’s dance, clothing 

styles and specific clothing pieces, music, folklore, cuisine, roles in movies or television 

shows, traditional medicine and stories, religious symbols, etc.  

The next element to take into consideration when defining appropriation is that 

the person who borrows imagery, items, or artifacts from a specific culture is not a 

member of that culture and often does so without the authorization of one or many 

insiders of the culture borrowed. Andray Domise, contributor to the Maclean’s magazine, 

pushed further the definition by adding in his article “How to Talk About Cultural 

Appropriation” (2016) that cultural appropriation  

is lifting cultural aspects from underrepresented groups of people, and not 
only offering nothing in return, but expecting their gratitude for the 
promotion. It is trying other people’s identity on as costumes, while people 
who live within their skin, hair, culture and gender identity, struggle for 
acceptance. (para. 3)  

This is where one might begin to understand better why appropriation is upsetting for 

communities from which cultural elements have been used or borrowed. Cultural 
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appropriation reflects well the imbalance of power in the form of either arrogance, greed, 

or ignorance (or perhaps a mix of them all) in modern society. The outsider who borrows 

belongs to a dominant culture and does the borrowing without asking the borrowed and 

while having in mind, as most of the borrowers are not badly intentioned, that this 

borrowing action is in fact good promotion or honouring the borrowed culture (Intellectual 

Property Issues in Cultural Heritage Project, 2016, p. 1). As mentioned previously, this 

arrogance and ignorance might be even multiplied if the borrower is misinformed about 

the borrowed artifact, which in turn may spread stereotypes, false information, or 

symbols one is not even allowed to use because of their spiritual significance for the 

insiders of that culture.  

Finally, the author of Cultural Appropriation and the Arts (2010), James O. Young 

divides acts of cultural appropriation in four distinct categories:  

1. Object appropriation: when a tangible work of art is transferred from 
one culture to another (6). 

2. Content appropriation: when an intangible work of art is transferred 
such as a composition, a poem, or a story (6). 

3. Style appropriation: defined as when artists “produce works with 
stylistic elements in common with the works of another culture” (6). 

4. Motif appropriation: defined as “when artists are influenced by the art 
of a culture other than their own without creating works in the same 
style” (6). 

However, even if many of the scandals about misappropriation in the last decade 

have revolved around the merchandising of various products and symbols for profit 

(Domise’s article lists a few examples), it does not mean that the phenomenon is 

unknown to the education world or that it has not the potential to do significant damage 

as well. 

 Young, in Cultural Appropriation and the Arts, continues in his explanations on 

cultural appropriation by stating that appropriation, especially in modern and multicultural 

societies, is everywhere. Appropriation is not de facto negative (in which cases using 

terms like misappropriation, bad appropriation, or even theft could possibly be more 

suitable) (p. 36), and may sometimes be unobjectifiable in the context of the arts (xi), 

which may also be the case in an education context, provided that it is done following 

certain rules to avoid crossing the line of misappropriation. 
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 It has been argued that in a society that is more and more multicultural it seems 

inevitable that all the cultures that build up nations sometimes overlap each other and 

borrow from one another and that the cases that have made the news recently are not 

appropriation made by bad intentioned people with the goal to bring down or 

misrepresent another culture. Such was the case described in the article written by 

Marie-Michèle Sioui (2016), in which two non-Indigenous educators made the headlines 

in Montreal because they crafted feather headdresses to welcome their students for their 

first day of school. On the contrary, in my experience, most forms of cultural 

appropriation I encounter are made in fact to honour a culture, present its beauty or the 

beauty of a few of its symbols. The problem is that such presentations are sometimes 

done in total ignorance of the contexts in which symbols are being used, of their 

significance for the people who traditionally use them, or with the aim of earning money 

without compensating those whose culture provided the underlying basis for the art. 

Teaching other culture’s perspectives on art and history is primordial in our 

modern society especially in our political and demographic context. Canadian 

multiculturalism is increasing in complexity, and this situation does not seem to be about 

to change considering the explosion of migrants and refugees from all around the globe, 

and the fact that the Canadian demographic growth is only due to the number of 

immigrants Canada welcomes every year (Statistics Canada, 2016, pp. 4 & 6). In an art 

education context, children, by sharing and discovering each other’s cultural background 

and without misappropriating it, may experience empathy and understand their place as 

members of specific communities (Jeffers, 2009, p. 18-19). 

The premises of this research and thesis have as their foundation the belief that 

our perception of ourselves, our stories, and experiences may be carried and shared by 

our artwork and that an art room may become a meaningful space to share those parts 

of ourselves in a respectful and caring (and supervised) space. There are ways to 

appropriate that are not harmful for the culture originating, especially in an educational 

context, as Young further explains: 

Artists engaged in non-innovative content appropriation are not creating a 
new category of artwork, but adding to a category that already exists. They 
attempt to succeed by the standards already established within the culture 
from which they are appropriating. (…) Alternatively, an artist might engage 
in innovative content appropriation. Artists who engage in this sort of 
appropriation appropriate a style or a motif from a culture but use it in a 
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way that would not be found in the culture in which it is originated. (2010, 
p. 36) 

It is important to point out here that I am presenting my conclusions of extended 

research and reflections on the subject of appropriation within the context of an art class, 

where cultural contents from multiple communities are presented by an outsider to 

(sometimes) children that are insiders of those same communities. Such tasks require 

humbleness (as I don’t know everything and I invite insiders to contribute), openness, 

disclosure (on the fact that I possess a limited knowledge and do not belong to the 

community studied), and thorough research to avoid insulting or stereotyping the 

communities studied. My projects are not made to bring in financial profits, they do not 

copy the style or specific works of the art observed, but rather take one single aspect or 

theme of that specific art and take another direction with it.  

The pictures below present an example (also mentioned briefly in the fourth 

chapter) of such a project I created for my third-grade students presenting Haitian art 

and artists. I chose to discover Haitian art with my students for multiple reasons. The first 

and most obvious reason is that some of my school’s families originate from this 

Caribbean country and could benefit from having aspects of their culture presented to 

other children. Secondly, one of Haiti’s official languages being French allowed me to 

introduce students to other populations of the Francophone world and to learn about 

their history. Finally, Haitian paintings (especially the painting of artist Wilson Bigaud) 

presented two characteristics that could be worked on with my third graders. The first 

characteristic is the presence of patterns in the paintings (especially on the clothes of the 

characters depicted), which is part of my province’s art curriculum of notions to teach; 

and the second characteristic is that the paintings present everyday life scenes of 

Haitian men and women, which could be observed and described in terms of similarities 

and differences with our westernized lifestyles or the lifestyles of families coming from 

other regions of the world. Everyday life scenes may then become the subject of our 

project so students have the opportunity to talk about themselves, about their everyday 

activities and present them through their art to each other.  
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Figure 23 Village Scene 
Note. Haitian villagers in a village center (painting). From Village Scene, by W. Bigaud, 2004, 
https://www.medalia.net/haiti/bigwil6874.html  

 
 

Figure 24 Time to go home 
Note. Pastel of children in front of a school bus. From Time to go home, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 
2016, Author’s Personal Collection.  
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Figure 25 Exercice de motifs 
Note. Example of simple patterns on an exercise sheet (oil pastels). From Exercice de motifs, by 
A. Morin Beaulieu, 2016, Author’s Personal Collection. 
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Figure 26 Remue-Méninges « Moi et mon quotidien» 
Note. List of daily activities (brainstorm sheet). From Remue-Méninges « Moi et mon quotidien », 
by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2016, Author’s Personal Collection.  

As an educator, there are multiple aspects to consider when crafting the different 

phases of an art project inspired by another community’s arts and traditions. Given that 

cultural appropriation is first characterized by an imbalance of power between outsiders 

and insiders through art and cultural products that are used or borrowed without the 

insiders’ consent, the main goal of leading art projects as an outsider teacher to insider 

students, is to try to correct and reduce that imbalance of power first and foremost.  

There are no simple answers nor single action that can be done to reduce an 

imbalance of power, and each situation may be slightly or enormously different to 

another. Therefore, before creating a lesson and using another culture’s symbols or 

artifacts, every educator needs to take the time to observe the context into which the 

lesson takes place and the possible imbalances of power within it. Then the lesson’s 



125 

aspects themselves (such as stories or techniques) should be researched to confirm that 

they are not exclusive “properties” of the culture studied. For example, some Indigenous 

stories that may only be told by the elders of the band.  

Unfortunately, resources and articles available for teachers on how to avoid 

possible faux pas when teaching about a culture that is not their own may be quite 

difficult to find. In 2015, Simon Fraser University released the document Think Before 

You Appropriate; Things to know and questions to ask in order to avoid misappropriating 

Indigenous cultural heritage (Intellectual Property Issues in Cultural Heritage Project, 

2015). The small on-line publication is a guide for creators and designers on how to 

avoid cultural misappropriation while using Indigenous symbols and traditions in their 

creative works. However, many of its recommendations are relevant regarding any 

cultural tradition, artifacts, symbols, and/or iconography an educator might want to 

introduce in their classroom.  

As I have spent considerable time thinking about cultural misappropriation in my 

art classroom, I would like to share the key points that the authors have identified 

regarding cultural misappropriation, as well as my own thoughts and suggestions.  

One of the first points that the document brings forward is, as mentioned above, 

is that cultural misappropriation often plays out when an imbalance of power is present 

(p. 3). An example of such a situation would be when a corporation uses an Indigenous 

symbol for its new logo and one or many Native bands are trying to either get recognition 

of that symbol as their own or to get it removed. The Native bands do not in fact have a 

lot of power in the matter because the laws and policies (made by non-Indigenous) do 

not allow them to do so (4-5). This situation of powerlessness over actions concerning 

the artifacts and symbols from one’s own community is easily transferable to a 

classroom. An example would be if a teacher speaks wrongly about a culture to which 

they do not belong and a student feels misrepresented or is offended and yet does not 

speak up for fear of confronting the teacher’s authority in the room. How to navigate 

such situations? Perhaps, the solution to such a problem might be to first, as an 

educator, introduce the fact that one is presenting a culture that is not their own and that 

making mistakes about the way it is presented would be unfortunate but also possible, 

and therefore actively encourage students to share their knowledge if they feel 

comfortable along the presentation.  
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The second action to avoid power imbalances in one’s classroom would be to 

ensure that a welcoming and respectful environment has been created where students 

may speak freely whenever something bothers them during a lesson or project. As 

figures of authority and (some but not all) knowledge in the room, educators must not get 

offended if their students do choose to speak up, but rather embrace their contributions.  

In my art room, implementing a climate of trust in which children feel comfortable 

to share their thoughts or to intervene when I made a mistake was not achieved 

overnight and some groups took (and still take) longer than others to do so. Creating a 

climate of trust required that I repeat my invitation to students to speak at every lesson, 

to thank them when they did (even the small interventions and inquiries), to apologize 

when a mistake was made and even to do research as a group to confirm information or 

to answer questions (when we have access to computers or ipads, we sometimes look 

together for answers to questions that have been raised in a discussion). Classes, 

therefore, did not always go as scheduled and required flexibility on everybody’s part.  

The third action is to do as much research as possible before leading an activity, 

either by consulting official documentation on the subject matter or, even better, by 

talking to people from the community in question. By not being totally in possession of 

the subject matter, a teacher (just as the creators and the designers for whom this 

document was made in the first place) may do more damage than good, from 

perpetrating clichés and stereotypes to transferring false information or information that 

they are not allowed to communicate in the first place, disrespecting in the process all 

the students from that culture (8). To avoid that kind of unfortunate situation, the 

document recommends a responsible collaboration with somebody issued from that 

culture (9). By responsible, it is implied that one asks for a collaboration with the 

appropriate individual from that community by communicating the goals of such 

collaboration and gives the insider knowledge keeper the choice to accept or refuse to 

help (6-7). The authors recommend to, “identify those you work with, and describe the 

nature of your collaboration clearly” (7) as well as sharing benefits.  

Not every school has a sufficient budget to pay their cultural collaborators, but 

inviting the individual to present some aspects of the culture with you and/or your 

students, or simply mentioning the collaboration to others illustrates good intentions on 

the teacher’s part and gives some credit to individuals and communities who might have 
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been forgotten or ignored before. Evidence of partnership (12) shows recognition and 

respect for the people who created or evolved in the culture brought up to light.  

Working in a public school in a minority setting made it quite difficult for me to be 

able to arrange (and afford) guest speakers who were also Francophones and nearby. 

However, help could always be a phone call or an email away as my district has an 

educational consultant in Indigenous education who helps teachers to navigate in 

unknown territories as well as offering multiple useful resources. Museums (such as the 

UBC Museum of Anthropology), art galleries, and education assistants in my school, 

who are from various regions of Europe and Africa, were always happy to help and 

answer the children’s inquiries and mine. I also happily discovered that artists who are 

still active in the field are open to answer various questions and generous with their 

answers. Technology made it possible for my students to ask their questions via email to 

French artists Ella et Pitr about their gigantic murals and Quebecois multidisciplinary 

artist Mathieu Fecteau about his intricate and playful machines. Such procedures could 

as well be developed with artists from various cultural communities.  

The final action that seems essential in a cultural collaboration is to nurture and 

model open mindedness to the potentially different worldviews and experiences between 

the parties in question (7). Without openness, the collaboration will be a failure for both 

parties; on the cultural collaborator’s side (the insider), because this individual will not be 

comfortable transmitting the roots that are the core of their being if feeling judged; and 

on the teacher’s side (the outsider) simply because it is impossible to try to teach or 

transmit values such as openness (which is one of the main goal in presenting different 

cultures’ artworks) if one has not learned to exhibit these characteristics themselves 

beforehand. Just as it is impossible to teach multiplications if one is not able to do these 

calculations in the first place.  

I found that the more often I exposed myself to different cultures the more open I 

became. Speaking and interacting with people from different cultures made me also 

reconsider how I was listening to others, from guiding their answers with my questions 

(because I had specific information I wanted to receive from individuals for educational 

purposes) to humbly letting individuals take me where they wanted to go in our 

conversations.  
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The ethical considerations reflected on and developed through this chapter were 

specific to the needs of this study. I learned, by taking time to reflect on these 

considerations encompassing my research, the importance of respecting the 

vulnerability of the art witnessed and the creative individuals who made it. Such 

reflections remind me of the humility that I, as a researcher, must exhibit every time I get 

carried away into the crafting of hasty conclusions, as well as of the limits of my 

knowledge or competencies.  

Finally, this time taken to reflect and deepen my understanding of cultural 

misappropriation allows me to be reminded of my privileges and that what is taken for 

granted and considered universal from my perspective might not actually be as such for 

everyone. Taking the time to take a look at my biases and privileges may help me 

develop empathy for the stories and the lives of others, as well as my own, and teach 

the worth and preciousness of artifacts, symbols, or even motifs, as part of what could 

make forgotten communities whole and finally seen. 
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 Interlude 

 

 

 

Wonder  

and  

Wander 

 

 

 

 

Part III 

/Researcher/  
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____________________________________ 

 

As I am now deep into my research and writing, I am discovering that I identify 

with feelings that are normal parts of the productive action phase of the creative 

dynamic, as described by Pierre Gosselin. 

 

I sometimes feel anger, inadequacy, and sparks of distress when looking at the 

work done over the past three months.  

I look at the incredible number of hours I’ve put into the work so far and how I am 

nowhere close to where I expected to be when I started writing months ago.  

 

I have to lower my expectations. 

I can’t and do not want to be mad at myself because I have put so many hours in it 

already.  

And I need this work to stay enjoyable.  

 

I follow the work. It leads me to where I need to look next.  

As the goal of research is to dig into the unknown, I should stop being surprised 

when it leads me to unexpected places.  

 

Writing takes time. 

Research takes time. 

Drawing takes time. 

 

And thinking deserves time. 

Developing patience for ourselves, I find, is the hardest thing to do.  

 

I have patience for many things in life. 

 

 I have patience for strangers I served in multiple restaurants I worked at for 12 

years. 

I have patience for drooling and crying kindergarteners when they enter the 

scary new world of education every September.  
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I have patience for the third graders, who ask me the same question twenty times 

in a row because they don’t like my answer.  

I have patience for my sixth graders who sometimes roll their eyes so far back I’m 

afraid they are going to hurt themselves. 

I have patience for old computers that crash every five minutes and for printers 

that don’t comply. 

For colleagues that express the same negative comments day after day. 

For my cat, 

My roommate, 

My neighbors. 

 

I do not, however, have patience for myself. 

 

Learning is about patience, with ourselves and with the work. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Quelle est la place des minorités francophone au Canada au vingt-et-unième 

siècle? 

 

J’ai vécu vingt-cinq ans au Québec. 

J’y suis née. 

J’y ai grandi. 

 

On m’y a enseigné, à l’intérieur et à l’extérieur des murs de l’école, que les 

québécois sont à la fois des survivants et de constantes victimes. 

Que l’oppression de l’anglais et de l’étranger vient de partout. 

Menaçant. 

Il est important de rester sur ses gardes, d’être prêts à se défendre. 

Il est beau notre français, c’est vrai. 

 

Cependant, il y aura toujours plus petit que nous. 

Plus minoritaire. 

Plus écrasé, ailleurs. 

Oublié. 

 

Le français minoritaire canadien hors Québec est fort de ses accents et 

expressions.  

Il change sans cesse. 

Il provient de partout: la France, le Québec, la Belgique, les Îles Maurices, 

l’Algérie, la Guyane, le Togo.… 

Ici, tous ses accents sont colorés par l’anglais de façons différentes. 

 

Plusieurs francophones minoritaires sont étrangers. 

Nés ailleurs, ils se tiennent par la main, définissant les régionalismes que les 

nouveaux ne connaissent pas.  

Les francophones minoritaires sont mobiles, aventureux, flexibles de leur temps, 

de leurs cultures et de leurs accents. 
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En tant qu’enseignante, et maintenant me voyant plus comme canadienne 

francophone que québécoise, je questionne maintenant mon rôle dans cette 

communauté.  

 

Si peu d’enfants issus du système scolaire francophone minoritaire poursuivent 

leurs études postsecondaires en français.  

De ce nombre, les étudiants choisissant l’enseignement comme vocation se 

comptent sur les doigts d’une main. 

 

La capacité de rétention de mes élèves francophones comme futurs enseignants 

est donc presque nulle.  

Le système d’éducation francophone minoritaire nécessite donc à chaque année 

l’arrivée d’enseignants venus d’ailleurs pour y enseigner aux enfants.  

Enfants pour lesquels il est parfois difficile de se voir dans ces modèles qui 

viennent d’ailleurs et ainsi de se projeter eux-mêmes comme futurs acteurs de 

leur milieu éducatif. 

Je suis donc à la fois le problème et sa solution.  

 

La communauté francophone minoritaire de ma région est une communauté non-

cyclique.  

Des gens d’ailleurs viennent enseigner aux enfants nés ici, qui une fois qu’ils ont 

gradué de l’école secondaire restent très peu actifs dans le milieu francophone.  

 

Je cherche donc, sans honte ni tristesse, à me rendre obsolète. 

La journée où les francophones minoritaires du Canada s’enseigneront eux-

mêmes sera la journée où ils auront enfin atteint la force nécessaire à leur 

autonomie.  

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

As I am reaching the conclusion that my students’ entire body of work are 

mirrors of their emotional states, readiness, capacities, senses of well-being and 

self-perception, as well as windows to share their passions, dislikes and interests, 

I am now wondering what can be said about my own artwork as an artist.  

What can one see if they take a peek in the mirrors and windows that are my 

paintings and drawings?  

What can I say about my constant drive to do self-portraits?  

To doodle my everyday life with eye-less characters?  

To go do passport photos every couple of months or to represent the people in my 

life I am grieving as specific types of birds that have matching characteristics?  

I know what these processes mean to my own biased view of my life’s work, but 

what would an outside viewer see through them?  

What would viewers learn about me or themselves through my work, whether 

they are people I know or absolute strangers?  

Would they find similar meanings and recurrences?  

Would their attention be drawn by the same little hidden visual codes?  

Would they see something I don’t see?  

What is my own work hiding from me? 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

I started to write this thesis more than a year and a half ago now.  

That is a year and three months longer than what I expected it would be.  

And counting. 

This paper has now become a part of me. 

Like an extra limb. 

I have two legs, two arms, a head, and a thesis.  

This thesis contains a mash up of various forms of knowledge, scholars, quotes, and 

theories that my brain cannot untangle anymore.  

I have lost where one idea finishes and where a new one starts and when I speak 

about my work, I often wonder if any of what I am saying is making any sense.  

I also lose track of what I am saying mid-sentence. 

People are polite.  

They nod and smile.  

 

Arts 

Education. 

Research. 

 

I see my work as a ball of yarn. 

I have no idea where the starting and ending bits are.  

Different bits of yarn are rolling over and under themselves everywhere.  

But I can see its colours, I can gaze on a particular section. 

 I can think of what I can make with it.  

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Type 

Erase 

Copy 

Scroll 

Quelle heure est-il? 

Paste 

Type 

Does this make any sense? 

Highlight 

Save 

Resave just to make sure. 

Type 

Eras_  

Man. Is this the right methodology? 

Oh. I think I’ve read this already. 

Save 

Type 

Spell-check 

I think I can’t say this in English 

Woah. I wrote that? 

MMMmmmmm. I’ve said this before.  

Erase 

Spell-check 

What did I mean here? 

J’ai besoin de plus de café. 

 

Save. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

I teach, I write, I edit. 

The artist in me seems to be missing often these days. 

No time to draw, paint, or write while gazing at my days. 

Everything seems to have a need to be scheduled and efficient. 

 

Sometimes I sense my own hypocrisy when writing about my life as an 

a/r/tographer when I haven’t touched my pencils, pastels, or acrylic in months.  

 

Can someone truly claim that they are completely balanced between the artist, the 

researcher and the teacher in them? 

 

Lies. Lies. Lies. 

 

The artist needs the absence of schedule and pressure. 

The artist doesn’t care about lunch time, staff meetings and report cards. 

She does not want to hear about university deadlines.  

 

Lies. Lies. Lies. 

 

What does it truly mean to be an a/r/tographer? 

Does everything have to be equal and balanced? 

What if I haven’t done any art in months? 

 

Who can honestly do all that equally all the time? 

Teach. 

Research. 

Create.  

Something’s gotta give. 

 

Or is it that everything can shapeshift depending on the context of one day, week, 

or month? 
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Is it that exact struggle that defines the a/r/tographers? 

What if a/r/tography is not about balance, but rather about the lack of it? 

The struggle to separate the artist, the teachers, the researcher in chapters, in 

categories, in schedules, when they are in fact inseparable as they fight for 

attention? 

Is a/r/tography not a quest for balance but the never-ending inner fight itself? 

No wonder why I have so much trouble figuring out what text goes in which identity 

interlude. 

Oh darn. 

What am I doing? 

 

____________________________________ 

____________________________________
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____________________________________ 

 

I finished editing my last chapter last night. 

I remember every word of it.  

And yet I can’t explain fully what it is about anymore. 

 

It seems smart. 

Insightful perhaps, sometimes. 

 

I hope that, at some point after three years, writing has become as intuitive for me 

as painting has. 

I have no idea what I’m doing but words are certainly making their way onto the 

pages and I hope it makes sense and carries meaning for others.  

 

____________________________________ 
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Chapter 6.  
 

The Projects 

 

“All great artists draw from the same resource: the human heart, which 
tells us all that we are more alike than we are unalike.” (Angelou, 2008, p. 
80) 

 

“Is there a coherence underneath this seeming chaos? Is there a line of 
reasoning, a logic, a reasonable explanation for why these perspectives 
seem divergent?” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 209) 

 

The variety of visual responses to artistic propositions that may be given by 

children is endless according to their tastes, technical capabilities, emotional readiness 

to the propositions at work, emotional state of the day the projects are worked on, and 

so on. I do not view the children’s projects that will be disseminated in the next chapter 

as universal answers to such dispositions, nor are my artistic propositions perfect. The 

projects I built over the years are samples of different artistic inquiries and endeavors, 

elaborated with having in mind the community in which they are worked on as well as a 

concern to create bridges between my art projects and other disciplines my students 

viewed with other educators. Art projects based on a poem they studied in English class, 

geography and social science lessons when learning the origins of an artist, geometry 

and math when discussing the visual aspects of certain artworks have thus been crafted 

over the years.  

During the school year of 2018-2019, I led five different projects in visual arts 

with the fifth graders and four different projects with the six graders over the course of 

six months. Those projects will be described in the following pages. Some of them were 

worked on with both groups. The projects all meet the art curriculum’s criteria of the 

province into which they took place and work on different identity themes: memories, 

interests, dreams and future projections, personality and inner qualities, etc. Each 

student navigates those themes with their own self-reflecting capabilities and readiness. 
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My role is not to give answers but to present propositions, introduce the art of larger 

communities from which some students originate, and hope that through their artistic 

works, students may reach a better sense of self-understanding they can later carry on 

outside the walls of my art room.  

Each project will be described following the three Gosselin’s stages of the 

creative dynamic (the opening phase, the productive action phase and the separation 

phase, as detailed in the fourth chapter). The material used, the artist and communities 

explored will be also described and how the artistic content studied has been derived to 

meet educational and identity inquiries purposes without appropriating the cultures 

explored as much as possible. 

In between certain of the following listed projects were led the sticky notes self-

portrait activities, which took approximately twenty-five minutes each.  

The projects presented in the following pages introduce not the work that was 

expected to be worked on at the beginning of the 2018-2019 school year, but rather 

what was managed to be done in the field to allow a better understanding of the data 

witnessing that will be laid out in the next chapter. 

Fifth Grade 

First Project 

Photo de Vacances [Vacation Brain Picture] (also led with the sixth graders) 

This project being the first one of the school year is short, requires merely 

nothing in terms of material, and serves the role of being the ice breaker after the long 

summer break. It simply consists for students to take their best memory of the summer, 

or a collection of memories (happy or sad, nothing is restricted), and to render these 

memories visually in a drawing. 
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Figure 27 Photo de vacances—Un exemple de l’enseignant 
Note. Drawing of two hands knitting pink yarn. From Photo de vacances—Un exemple de 
l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2021, Author’s Personal Collection. 

Material 

Lead pencil, colouring markers, and colouring pencils on an A4 white sheet of paper. 

The Opening Phase 

As the project itself is simple in its instructions and execution, the inspiration 

phase carries few little steps. A simple discussion was led with the children, as they 

were all trying to recall a memorable moment of their summer vacation and tell it either 

to the class or in small groups. They were then asked to remember some details of that 

memory; people they were with, what were the elements that surrounded them when 

they were living that moment, where they were, the smells, the noises, and so on. 

As this small project is sometimes repeated in the year (after winter or spring break 

for example), I find it important to discuss with my students and to help them gather 
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memories that do not prioritize the receiving of material possessions (this discussion is 

often led after their vacation in December) but the living of an experience, whether is happy 

or sad, new or lived repeatedly throughout their lives. 

The Productive Action Phase 

1. Students chose between three different pieces of paper to illustrate 
their memories. Only the title differed and students were asked to pick 
the one the most fitting to their specific vacation memory. 

Titles:  

o  Cet été, j’ai vu… [During the summer, I saw…] 

o  Cet été, j’ai appris… [During the summer, I learnt…] 

o Cet été, j’ai fait… [During the summer, I did…] 

2. A sketch in lead pencil was first made on the piece of paper. 

3. Students could finally colour their drawing with colouring pencils. 
Some touch-ups with markers were encouraged, if needed.  

The duration of the productive action phase for this project was of one or two fifty 

minutes sessions. 

The Separation Phase 

A simple museum game sufficed for this activity as it is quite short itself and 

carries a small number of directives.   

Quick reminder: in a museum game, every drawing is left on the tables and the 

students walk around to look at them as they would do in a museum or an art gallery. At 

the end, all or some of the students have to explain which piece from their peers struck 

their attention the most and why, as well as to congratulate the maker. 

Second Project  

Ce que cachent les lettres [What Are the Letters Hiding] (also led with the sixth 

graders) 
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As a first long project of the year, every student in the school decorates the art 

folder, which is a large and thick cardboard envelope that will collect everything they 

make in the art room until June. What and how students decorate the folder depends on 

the grade they are in, in order to avoid too much repetition of the same folder activity 

throughout their elementary school journey. Students in the fifth and six grades are 

exploring notions related to typography, lettering, and fonts, to then create their own 

letters while writing their name on their folders. Each letter had to be made out of 

drawings illustrating interests of the child that the folder belongs to.  

This project, because it is the first big one of the year and is conceived to carry a 

lighter load of new notions to get acquainted with, is not linked to any particular concepts 

regarding any of the communities at work in the school’s population. However, 

references to particular cultures students belong to often find their way onto the final 

result.  

As a first big project of the year, the personalization of the art’s folder is useful to 

assess my students’ technical capabilities and willingness to jump in new propositions as 

well as to pay attention to their visual vocabulary i.e. do they have one or multiple 

themes or visual capacities to self-define visually through either realistic representations 

or symbolism.  
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Figure 28 Prénom et lettrage—Exemple de l’enseignant 
Note. A-U-D-R-E-Y, drawing of objects and animals designed into letters. From Prénom et 
lettrage—Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2015, Author’s Personal Collection.  

Material 

Lead pencil, colouring pencils, and fine liner markers on Tagboard.  

The Opening Phase 

Before even presenting anything to the students, I asked them to brainstorm on 

the possible meaning of the word  «typographie» [typography], which is then given to 

them as “the design, or selection, of letter forms to be organized into words and 

sentences to be disposed in blocks of type as printing upon a page” (Preece & Wells, 

2020, para 1). Numerous examples of creative typographies made with objects, animals, 

and humans were then presented to the students and they were invited to discuss as a 

group (what do they see? Which letter do they prefer? Which one they think is the most 

clever or creative, etc.). The final step to that phase is to explain the project to the 

students and to present my example (figure 28). 
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Figure 29 Wild life minimalist creatures in alphabet Free Vector 
Note. A to Z typography illustrating various animals. From Wild life minimalist creatures in 
alphabet Free Vector by freepik, 2019, https://www.freepik.com/free-vector/wildlife-minimalist-
creatures-alphabet_5458707.htm, Copyright 2010-2020 by freepikcompany. 

The Productive Action Phase 

This phase had multiple steps: 

1. The Brainstorm: students were asked to produce a simple concept 
map in which they presented three major interests they have to which 
will be attached multiple objects or items linked with those interests. 
The objects will be later used to create the lettering. 
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Figure 30 Remue-Méninges intérêts—Exemple de l’enseignant 
Note. Concept map of multiple interest and related elements. From Remue-Méninges intérêts—
Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2015, Author’s Personal Collection. 

Among the categories suggested to give the students some starting ideas, the 

following were written on the board in front of the class: 

o Favorite food or traditional food served at home 

o Favorite animals or the pet you have/had at home 

o Sports 

o Arts (visual, dance, drama, music, circus) 

o Books and movies 

o Musicians or artists  

o Past-time during the weekend and hobbies 

o Clothes you like to wear 

o Subjects you enjoy at school 
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2. Students would sketch (on the Tagboard folder itself with an HB 
pencil) 

3. Students would add colours  

4. Students would trace with a black fine liner  

The duration of the productive action phase for this project was usually between three 

and five fifty minutes sessions. 

The Separation Phase 

The separation phase, as for almost all the projects I create for my class, had two 

simple steps: 

1. The Museum Game  

2. A self-reflection on the work on both a technical and a conceptual 
viewpoint. The way that the students were answering the questions on 
the self-reflection exercises also helped me to assert their mastering 
of the disciplinary vocabulary acquired, either for this specific project, 
or throughout the years. The reflection presented three questions to 
the students: 

o Name three elements in your work (objects, animals, or characters) 
that represent one or many of your personal interests. 

o Which element in your work are you the proudest of and why? 

o Which element would you like to do differently if you had the chance 
and why? 
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Figure 31 Création d’une typographie: Retour sur le projet 
Note. Self-assessment and reflection on the creative work done. From Création d’une 
typographie: Retour sur le projet, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2015, Author’s Personal Collection.  

Third Project  

Qui sont les héros? [Who Are the Heroes?] (also led with the sixth graders) 

A project to decorate the library. 

The librarian of a smaller campus of my school asked for my assistance to help 

decorate the library. Her intention was to craft some kind of tree and put cushions 

underneath it for the students to sit and read in one of the room’s corners. My students 

(from all my classes this time and not only my older students), who were done first with 

the other projects they were working on, were then asked to create the leaves of the 

tree. The leaves would be made out of two hand prints assembled together; the first side 

would be painted with green handprints and then students were asked to illustrate a hero 

(fictional or not) on the second side.  



153 

Because this project was an in-between project, not every student had the 

chance to do it and the final phase of Gosselin’s dynamic was done simply by sending 

the leaves to the librarian of the other campus (and unfortunately not see the result of 

the leaves being assembled into a tree). For some children, it also took a long time to 

complete their leaf because it was worked on during spare time. Sadly, some students 

also never completed the craft. 

  
Figure 32 Qui sont les héros? Exemple de l’enseignant (front and back) 
Note. Tree leaf: recto with handprints and verso with a drawing of Spider-Man. From Qui sont les 
héros? Exemple de l’enseignant (front and back), from A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s 
Personal Collection. 

Material 
Colouring pencils, lead pencils, markers, green gouache on A4 printing paper and green 
cardboard. 

The Opening Phase 

1. The project started with a group discussion on the topic of heroes. I asked 
the students to name heroes that they knew and to explain why they 
considered them heroes.  

2. My example of the work was then displayed along with the steps to 
complete the work as autonomously as possible.  

One obvious flaw that comes to me looking back at my example of this project is 

that the example I gave to my students of a hero was a fictional one, i.e. Spider-Man. My 

example seemed to have more or less induced the idea that the heroes in this project 

needed to be fictional and/or larger than human, which was not the case. In fact, it would 

have been possibly more interesting, in the context of this research, to witness work 

featuring what students considered to be real life heroes. However, because the end 
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goal of this project was to decorate a library, as well as discuss interests and variations 

of interpretation of the term hero, the fictional heroes were still pertinent and interesting 

to notice as answers.  

Because the brainstorm for this project was a group discussion, I decided to 

place it in the opening phase, which is different from the previous project in which the 

brainstorm was more active and classified under the productive action phase. 

The Productive Action Phase 

Children controlled the level of complexity (both technical and the depth of the 

inquiry on the topic of heroes) they wanted their leaves to exhibit. The steps of this 

project were fairly simple for the students, independently of their age or technical 

competency: 

1. Students traced the outlines of their hands next to each other on a white 
sheet of paper. Some sheets had already the outlines of a leaf on them to 
place their hands in and trace. Students could choose to use them or to 
create their own unique leaf. 

2. Students sketched their hero, or perhaps symbols that may illustrate who 
he/she/they/it is, on the back of the tracing of their hands. 

3. Students were asked to colour their sketch with colouring pencils, 
markers, or a combination of both tools. 

4. Students cut the hand prints and glue them on a green piece of 
cardboard, with the bottom of the palm of both hands close to each other 
to create a leaf shape. 

5. The piece of cardboard around the hand print was cut leaving a space 
between the cardboard and the hand print so the green would still show. 

6. Using the green gouache, students made two prints of their hands on the 
back of their leaves and let them dry. 

The Separation Phase 

A museum game was led to attend to the work done by the students who had a 

chance to finish it after a couple of classes. The project was however ongoing for the 

next few months. Anyone who was inspired and done with their regular ongoing project 

could do a leaf (even if they already done one previously), which would later be sent to 

the librarian once it was completed, dried, and laminated. 
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Fourth Project  

Moi, ce bestiaire [My Inner Bestiary and I] 

A bestiary is defined as “a collection of descriptions or representations of real or 

imaginary animals” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). French Canadian visual artist Alfred Pellan 

(1906-1988) is well known, especially in the Francophone communities in eastern 

Canada, for having created multiple intriguing worlds and animals that he called his 

bestiaires [bestiaries]. Along the course of this project, grade five students were asked to 

create an imaginary animal, a bestiary, with whom they would share common 

characteristics, preferably about their personalities rather than traits about their physical 

appearances.  

Material 

Lead pencil, colouring pencils, black markers and oil pastels on yellow construction 

paper.  

The Opening Phase 

The work of the artist was first introduced to the students through a presentation 

into which were inserted definitions and examples of realistic and abstract artworks as 

well as presenting the work of two other Canadian artists, Emily Carr (1871-1945) and 

Jean-Paul Riopelle (1923-2002), whose artistic styles stood in between these two 

definitions on the spectrum of artistic representations. Students were invited to share 

their ideas and opinions on those definitions and on the artworks themselves, trying to 

put different paintings on a scale from realism to abstraction. The work of Alfred Pellan, 

standing between abstract and realism, as well as a small biography of the artist, was 

then presented, from his simple and linear drawings of bird-like animals to his sculptural 

and pictorial bestiaries.     
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Figure 33 Mini-Bestiaire no.18 
Note. Sculpture of a red, orange and green bestiary with a lilac face. From Mini-Bestiaire no.18, 
by A. Pellan, 1971 (approx.), https://collections.mnbaq.org/fr/oeuvre/600029292. Copyright 2018 
by Succession Alfred Pellan/Socan. 

The Active Production Phase 

1. Students were first asked to fill a small sheet listing five characteristics 
about themselves that they see as positive (three of them at least had 
to be about their personalities). 

2. A blank piece of paper was handed to students onto which they had to 
draw a long sinuous line in an automatic manner. 

3. Using that line, and sometimes turning the paper, students had to 
create an animal. Discussions about the possible features of animals 
(feathers, wings, beak, claws, shell, etc.) were held before starting this 
part of the exercise. The animal (or bestiary) was first traced in lead 
pencil, then coloured with colouring pencils using the sinuous line as a 
base.  

4. The bestiary was then re-sketched on the yellow construction paper 
with a background (students had to create an environment into which 
their bestiary would live) and coloured with oil pastels. Different 
techniques to do with the oil pastels (colour mixing, rubbing with 
fingers or paper towel, scraping with a popsicle stick on one or 
multiple layers of pastels) were demonstrated before this step.  
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Figure 34 Je suis.. 
Note. Questionnaire of self-description (physical and emotional characteristics). From Je suis.., by 
A. Morin Beaulieu, 2015, Author’s Personal Collection. 

Figure 35 Ligne sinueuse—Exemple de l’enseignant 
Note. An automatic, long, and sinuous line. From Ligne sinueuse—Exemple de l’enseignant, by 
A. Morin Beaulieu, 2014, Author’s Personal Collection. 

   
Figure 36 Croquis de bestiaire—Exemple de l’enseignant  
Note. Automatic, long, and sinuous line that has been modified to create an imaginary animal. 
From Croquis de bestiaire—Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2014, Author’s 
Personal Collection. 

Figure 37 Projet bestiaire—Exemple de l’enseignant 
Note. Oil pastel of an imaginary animal on red construction paper. From Projet bestiaire—
Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2014, Author’s Personal Collection. 
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The Separation Phase 

In addition to the museum game, students were asked to fill in a self-assessment 

presenting the strengths and challenges of their work, the specific oil pastel techniques 

they used to create their bestiary, and to point exactly on their work how they chose to 

represent the common feature they have with their bestiary. As a final step of this 

assessment, students had to name their bestiary.  

    
Figure 38 Création de bestiaire—Retour sur le projet (front and back) 
Note. Self-assessment questionnaire. From Création de bestiaire—Retour sur le projet, by A. 
Morin Beaulieu, 2015, Author’s Personal Collection.  

Fifth Project 

Ces étiquettes que tu portes [Those labels You Carry] 

As the final visual art inquiry of the school year, this project was the one that was 

carrying the heaviest amount of requested reflections before starting to put the pen on 

the paper, as well as the hardest in terms of potential technical abilities. Students were 

asked, in the approximative month that took the elaboration of this art project, to create a 

self-portrait carrying both their physical representation and the labels they perceived 

they carry as human beings (of specific gender, cultures, ethnicities, and so forth) as the 

outlines of the portraits themselves. The depth into which students reflect on the 

concepts of stereotypes and labels depends on their capacities to grasp the concepts 
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themselves and to express them in writing. The background of the project was the 

results of various experimentations with tempera paint (in cake form) and multiple 

painting tools or the combination of tempera paint and grains of sea salt to create 

emulsions. 

   
Figure 39 Ces étiquettes que tu portes—Exemple de l’enseignant 
Note. Self-portrait in watercolours and outlines in writing (full view). From Ces étiquettes que tu 
portes—Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2019, Author’s Personal Collection.  

Figure 40 Ces étiquettes que tu portes—Exemple de l’enseignant (close up of the 
portrait) 

Note. Self-portrait in watercolours and outlines in writing (close-up of the portrait).  From Ces 
étiquettes que tu portes—Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2019, Author’s 
Personal Collection.  
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Figure 41 Ces étiquettes que tu portes—Exemple de l’enseignant (close up of the 
writing) 

Note. Self-portrait in watercolours and outlines in writing (close-up of the writing).  From Ces 
étiquettes que tu portes—Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2019, Author’s 
Personal Collection.  

Figure 42 Ces étiquettes que tu portes—Exemple de l’enseignant (close up of the 
emulsion) 

Note. Emulsions created by combining sea salt and wet tempera paint (close-up). From Ces 
étiquettes que tu portes—Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2019, Author’s 
Personal Collection. 

Material 

Tempera paint (cake), coarse sea salt, lead pencil and fine line marker on Tagboard. 

The Inspiration Phase 

1. As the first step of the inspiration phase, students watched a five 
minutes video presenting a reading of the poem I’m Not the Indian 
you Had in Mind (Milliken & King, 2007) by Canadian and American 
Cherokee writer Thomas King (1943-  ). They also had copies of the 
poem. 

2. A definition of the term “stereotype” was then given to students. A 
group discussion followed, in which students were invited to share 
stereotypes they perceived as already a part of their daily existence. 
The first ones that came to mind were typically stereotypes about 
genders (boys don’t cry, girls wear dresses and love the colour pink, 
etc.). Ethnicities and cultural ones then came second (Inuit all live in 
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Igloos, all Mexicans have mustaches and ponchos, all Black people 
are African, etc.). 

3. The example of the project was then presented and broken down in 
many little steps so that students perceive it not as one giant task but 
many small ones that are all connected to each other.  

The Productive Action Phase 

1. As a form of brainstorm, students were asked to first reflect on their 
own labels they felt they are carrying in life and to whether or not 
these labels bring along stereotypes that they already knew about. A 
few adjustments in the explanations of stereotypes were given early in 
this exercise because students were trying to gather stereotypes that 
fit their label but not them specifically. For example, a student 
approached me and told me she couldn’t write down “Girls like pink” in 
her brainstorm because she was a girl and pink was in fact her 
favorite colour. Therefore, it was specified that it did not matter if the 
stereotype was fitting in their personality, lifestyle, or preferences or 
not, but rather if it was a common idea about behaviors that they felt 
they were supposed to exhibit according to the specific labels they 
carry in life. 
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Figure 43 Mes étiquettes et stéréotypes—Exemple de l’enseignante 
Note. Brainstorm on the multiple identities or labels one might already be feeling they carry, and 
the related characteristics or behaviors linked to those identities or labels. From Mes étiquettes et 
stéréotypes—Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s Personal Collection.  

2. As a second step, an entire fifty minutes class was spent on the 
making of the background for the self-portrait. Student were given six 
colours of tempera cakes (red, blue, yellow, black, white, and green), 
different sizes of paint brushes, sponges, toothbrushes, and a bowl 
containing sea salt to sprinkle (if desired) on the wet paint to create 
emulsions as the paint dries out. Students already knew the meaning 
of abstract art, as they already studied and experienced it in my art 
room during their previous school years. Thus, most of them 
understood the directive quite clearly when it was asked of them to try 
not to represent or create symbolic figures, but rather to simply play 
with the tools offered, as well as the colours and shapes created.  

3. Common ways to draw proportionate face features were shared with 
the groups. 

4. Students started to sketch their face (down to their shoulders) with a 
lead pencil on a separate sheet of white paper. Hand mirrors were 
distributed to every child to help look at their own features.  
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5. The self-portraits were then painted (with the same type and colours of 
paint that students used for the background, which gave them a 
chance to keep practicing various colour mixes to create multiple 
shades of browns and beiges). 

6. Once the paint dried, the outlines of the self-portraits were then redone 
with the fine line markers. Instead of doing lines, students were invited 
to write, in small characters, the stereotypes and related 
characteristics or behaviors that were already highlighted in their 
brainstorms. Words and phrases on these outlines could be repeated 
as much as needed. 

7. As the final step, students cut their self-portraits and pasted them on 
the Tagboard that had the abstract painting on.  

The Separation Phase 

A museum game was held on the last day of class for this project. Unfortunately, 

because it was the end of the school year, students did not have time to fill a reflection 

piece on their work. 

Sixth Grade 

As mentioned in the previous section, the three first projects that were led with 

my fifth-grade students were also led with my two six grade classes, and thus will not be 

described a second time.  

Fourth Project 

Masquer ses émotions [To Mask our Emotions] 

Students ask me every year to work on the crafting of masks. In this project, 

which was quite extensive, my intentions were to explore the meticulousness and 

patience that requires such tasks with my older students. I aimed to make pre-teenagers 

reflect on the possible realms of human emotions, on how these emotions may be 

expressed non-verbally through simple and mostly universal facial expressions as well 

as to discover celebrations and traditions led in another Francophone minority in North 

America i.e. the Francophone community of New Orleans in Louisiana (USA).  
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This project was a particularly long one as it carried many techniques that were 

new or fairly unknown to a considerable number of students. Many steps in the crafting 

also required to be separated with pauses to allow the material to dry properly before 

working on the next steps. 

    
Figure 44 Masquer ses émotions—Exemple de l’enseignante (front) 
Note. Blue mask with a spider on the right cheek (front). From Masquer ses émotions—Exemple 
de l’enseignante (front), by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s Personal Collection.  

Figure 45 Masquer ses émotions—Exemple de l’enseignante (side) 
Note. Blue mask with a spider on the right cheek (side). From Masquer ses émotions—Exemple 
de l’enseignante (side), by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s Personal Collection.  

Material 
Old newspapers and magazines, paper mâché glue, white gesso, acrylic paint, glossy 
varnish as well as any other crafting materials available in the classroom for the making 
of some of the student’s masks features such as the hair, hats, teeth, etc. (feathers, 
wool, Styrofoam pieces and felt were particularly popular). 

The Inspiration Phase 

1. Students were introduced to the crafting of masks for various parts and 
cultures of the world (Canadian Northwest Indigenous communities, 
Korean, Mexican, as well as Portuguese) by observing, commenting 
on various pictures of artifacts from the University of British Columbia 
Museum of Anthropology. They were also invited to discuss their own 
knowledge of the craft of masks making and encountering. The 
cultures of New Orleans and of the Krewe was then introduced. As a 
group, we discussed the mix of Caribbean Creole French culture in 
this particular area of the United States, as well as the deportations of 
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the Acadians in Louisiana. The celebration of Mardi Gras was then 
presented, with its tradition of parades, masks, and costumes.  

2. The project was introduced to the groups as the crafting of unique 
masks in paper mâché and that the technical challenge with this 
project was not that students would master the technique at the end of 
the semester but rather that, with the help of this technique, they 
would work on an emotion that would be communicated with their 
mask through non-verbal/facial features. Non-verbal expressions of 
various emotions could then be explored with the groups, as well as 
the underlying meanings communicated through the usage of certain 
colours in art history, or when communicating specific feelings. 

The Productive Action Phase 

(Each step was presented separately before starting it with the mask example I 

previously crafted) 

1. Students were given a sheet listing eight different emotions (happiness, 
sadness, anger, fear, discomfort, disgust, excitement, and boredom). 
They were asked to write down situations that triggered these kinds of 
emotions in their lives. Students could respond with the level of depth 
and emotional readiness of their choice to such a task. 

2. A sheet with the outlines of a head was given to students. They had to 
pick one of the eight emotions listed in the previous exercise and try 
to demonstrate that emotion with complete freedom of colour use and 
facial features they wished to include in their work. This part of the 
work was sketched in lead pencil then coloured with colouring pencils. 
The face could be human, animal, hybrid, or creature-like. 

3. Students had to cover a head shaped balloon with paper mâché glue 
and newspaper. Once the glue dried-up (usually at the beginning of 
the following class), sixth graders could pierce the balloon and 
reinforce their mask base with more glue and newspaper, if it felt 
necessary.  

4. Using their sketches as reference, students now had to shape the 
facial features of their masks (nose, cheeks, eyebrows, and so forth) 
using Styrofoam balls that they could cut in half or leave intact, rigid 
pieces of cardboard, and more paper mâché glue and newspaper. 

5. White gesso was applied to cover the newspaper.  

6. Once the gesso was dried up, the rough lines of certain features of the 
mask were drawn with permanent black or blue markers, to give some 
references for the upcoming paint task. 

7. Students could then start applying colours on the mask with acrylic 
paint. The colours available were cyan, magenta, primary yellow, 
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black and white so children could do their own colour mixes. Students 
were advised to start with the lower (and usually wider) layers of 
colours (such as the skin) and slowly make their way to painting the 
smaller and finer features of their masks (such as the eyes or the 
mouth).  

8. As the last step, students could craft and glue various accessories to 
the masks. Items such as rigid cardboard, wool pieces, pipe cleaners, 
pompoms, cotton balls, and any other items they could find in the art 
room that were not previously reserved for other groups’ projects were 
at their disposal. Such materials were often used to create glasses, 
horns, hair, teeth and tongues.  

   
Figure 46 Ces phrases qui me rendent… (blank copy—Front and back) 
Note. Blank document to fill with triggers to specific emotions. From Ces phrases qui me 
rendent… (blank copy—Front and back), by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s Personal 
Collection. 
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Figure 47 Croquis de masque « La Peur »—exemple de l’enseignant (step 2) 
Note. Blue face representing “Fear” created with lead and colouring pencils. From Croquis de 
masque « La Peur »—exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s Personal 
Collection.  
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Figure 48 Base of the mask in paper mâché (step 3) 
Note. Teacher’s example of the base of the mask with paper mâché next to the initial sketch. 
From Base of the mask in paper mâché (step 3), by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s Personal 
Collection.  

Figure 49 Constructing the mask’s features (step 4) 
Note. Teacher’s example of the construction of the mask’s features. From Constructing the 
mask’s features (step 4), by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s Personal Collection.  
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Figure 50 Application of paper mâché on the added features (step 4) 
Note. Teacher’s example of the mask covered with wet paper mâché. From Application of paper 
mâché on the added features (step 4), by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s Personal Collection.  

Figure 51 Application of a layer of gesso on the entire mask (step 5) 
Note. Teacher’s example of the mask with a layer of wet gesso. From Application of a layer of 
gesso on the entire mask (step 5), by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s Personal Collection.  
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Figure 52 Drawing the mask’s feature in permanent marker (step 6) 
Note. Teacher’s example of the features drawn onto the mask in permanent marker. From 
Drawing the mask’s feature in permanent marker (step 6), by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s 
Personal Collection.  

Figure 53 Painting the mask (step 7) 
Note. Teacher’s example of a painted mask with acrylic. From Painting the mask (step 7), by A. 
Morin Beaulieu, 2018, Author’s Personal Collection. 

The Separation Phase 

As well as doing the museum game, students were invited to fill their reflection 

sheet onto which they were asked to point out the easy and difficult tasks they 

encountered during the process of crafting their masks. They also had to name the 

emotion they chose to represent on their mask at the beginning of the project and 

explain how and where the viewer could see that emotion by looking at specific features 

on the artwork (pointy eyebrows, wide round open mouth, tears, etc.). Finally, students 

had to give an adjective to the project itself (easy, difficult, boring, long, amusing, 

challenging, etc.) and explain why they chose that adjective to describe it.  

Fifth Project  

J’aimerais voir… [I wish to see…] 
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This project was the final one of the school year and took about six or seven 

classes over the course of a month and a half. I was inspired by the work of French artist 

Sophie Calle (1953- ), who is a multidisciplinary artist (writing, photography, installation, 

and conceptual art) I became acquainted with during my undergraduate studies. I admire 

her artistic process, which is wholesome and deeply human. The starting point of the 

project was influenced by two projects of Calle: Voir la mer (2011) and La dernière 

image (2010) both part of the exhibition Pour la dernière et pour la première fois (2015). 

Voir la Mer is a video project in which Calle encountered inhabitants of Istanbul, a city 

surrounded by the sea, that were so poor that they never had the chance to see this 

gigantic body of water they live so close to. She took them to the sea, asked them to 

take all the time they needed to look at it, and then to turn around and stare at the 

camera. La dernière image is a photography project, again with strangers met in 

Istanbul, in which she interviewed people who had suddenly gone blind and asked them 

to describe the last thing they remember seeing. She then recreated those scenes and 

photographed the interviewed people in the scenes.  

In the art project I proposed, students were asked to draw an eye, but to draw the 

iris not as a simple mass of colours, but rather to fill it with at least five symbolic or 

realistic representations of elements they wish to see and accomplish in their lives, 

whether they are short or long-term goals.  
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Figure 54 J’aimerais voir…—Exemple de l’enseignant 
Note. Drawing of an eye with multiple elements painted in the iris. From J’aimerais voir…—
Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2019, Author’s Personal Collection. 
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Figure 55 J’aimerais voir…—Exemple de l’enseignant (close up of the iris) 
Note. Drawing of an eye with multiple elements painted in the iris (close-up). From J’aimerais 
voir…—Exemple de l’enseignant (close up of the iris), by A.  Morin Beaulieu, 2019, Author’s 
Personal Collection.  

Material 
Lead pencil, drawing compass, colouring pencils (if needed for small details), tempera 
cakes (colours: red, yellow, blue, white, black, and green), and black fine line markers on 
Tagboard. 

The Inspiration Phase 

1. Students watched a short interview with Calle, in which she explains 
her process, and small extracts of the two art pieces/videos 
themselves.  

2. As a group, students gave their impressions on the artwork. Did they 
like it? Why? Do they think the projects are interesting in themselves 
without knowing the intentions behind them? If they had one thing 
they would like to see, wherever in the world, what would that be?  

3. The project was explained to the students, the example was shown, 
and the steps of the process were detailed. 
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The Productive Action Phase 

1. A brainstorm sheet was given to students to fill with a list of ten 
places/elements they would like to see or accomplish in their lives. 
There were no real limitations to what they could decide to write 
down: travel destinations, careers, people they admire, food they 
would like to taste, animals they want to see, etc. While the pre-
teenagers were filling that list, they had to keep in mind that they 
would have to find ways to represent these achievements in drawing 
forms. 

 
Figure 56 10 choses que j’aimerais faire ou voir dans ma vie—Exemple de 

l’enseignant 
Note. Filled brainstorm of ten places/achievements one would want to see/do in their life. From 10 
choses que j’aimerais faire ou voir dans ma vie—Exemple de l’enseignant, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 
2019, Author’s Personal Collection.  

2. A white Tagboard of 45,5 cm x 60 cm and hand mirrors were handed to 
each student. The steps to draw the basic outlines of an eye (with the 
appropriate terminology of the different eye parts) were illustrated on 
the white board in front of the group so students could start sketching 
an eye with a lead pencil. 
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3. After giving a demonstration of how to do shading with a lead pencil, 
students were invited to use their mirrors (if they haven’t already) to 
observe where the shadows were located around their own eyes and 
tried to apply shadows on their sketches. 

4. Using their brainstorm sheets, the six graders sketched a minimum of 
five of the ten elements they wrote down, and wished to witness or 
accomplish, inside the iris of their eye. 

5. During this last step of the productive action phase, students could now 
add colours to the iris using the tempera cakes provided. A reminder 
of the most popular colour mixes and how to mix them was displayed 
to help them if necessary. Colouring pencils and fine line markers 
were also available for smaller details.  

The Separation Phase 

Once again, as well as doing a museum game, students were invited to fill their 

reflection sheet. Students were asked to point out the strengths and weaknesses either 

in the result or during the process of their work, to describe their five ‘dreams’, and to 

point which elements in their work they choose to sketch and paint to adequately 

represent those dreams. 

Sixth Project 

Pastiche [Pastiche] 

This project is an in-between activity for students who worked faster than the rest 

of their group. Therefore, not every student or group crafted a pastiche and, on the 

contrary, some students made several pastiches from artworks from multiple artists 

throughout the school year.  

A pastiche is defined as “a literary, artistic, musical, or architectural work that 

imitates the style of previous work” or “a musical, literary, or artistic composition made 

up of selections from different work” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). A pastiche may be made 

to be humorous or to carry specific messages. 

During the ten months of the school year, students had at their disposal black 

and white reproductions of various artworks from historically famous artists. They could 

create pastiches using among most materials available in the classroom to carry a 

specific message of their choosing. They could work on their pastiches whenever they 
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had free time, whether it was while waiting for other students to finish the work so the 

group could begin new art projects, or simply while they had to take a break mid-work for 

technical (material requiring time to dry) or emotional (need of a break) reasons.  

  
Figure 57 Pastiche de l’autoportrait de Vincent Van Gogh 
Note. Expressionist drawing of a man with a fish head. From Pastiche de l’autoportrait de Vincent 
Van Gogh—Exemple de l’enseignante, by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2016, Author’s Personal Collection. 

Figure 58 Pastiche d’American Gothic de Grant Wood 
Note. Drawing of two aliens standing in front of a house. From Pastiche d’American Gothic de 
Grant Wood—Exemple de l’enseignante, by A.  Morin Beaulieu, 2017, Author’s Personal 
Collection.  

Material 
Black and white reproductions of famous artworks photocopied on A4 paper. Students 
had the freedom of choice to use anything among the following materials: lead pencil, 
pastels, colouring pencils, markers, black fine line markers, old magazines and 
newspapers, scissors, glue, tape, stapler, construction paper, cardboard, and crayons. 

The Inspiration Phase 

Because this project is meant to be fairly autonomous for the students, this 

inspiration phase was brief and done at the beginning of the school year. I have, 

however, repeated the phases individually to certain students at different times during 

the year to refresh them on the tasks. 
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1. A definition of pastiche was written on the board and read to students. 

2. Multiple examples of pastiches done by multiple artists were shown to 
students. I then presented my pastiches worked on with the material 
available in the art room. The examples were exhibited in the room for 
a few weeks. 

3. Students could discuss ideas at any time and choose the reproduction 
that inspired them the most to work with. 

The Productive Action Phase 

Because this project is meant to be as autonomous as possible, there was 

possibly only one step to the productive action phase which consisted in working on 

ideas to develop them creatively in their best capacities with the material available. 

Some students would do more simple ideas using one or two tools available, which 

generally meant they were done quickly. Others would take extended periods of time 

and had to go back to regular projects while working on the pastiche and come back to it 

later in the semester or year. 

The Separation Phase 

Some pastiches were exhibited in the classroom to give other students more 

examples of possibilities. A step, that has been unfortunately often forgotten or not 

insisted on, because I was working on the main projects with the rest of the group during 

those times, was to ask students to explain briefly in writing what was the message they 

wanted to communicate in their work, whether or not they felt like they succeeded or 

failed to communicate it, and why. 

Finally 

None of the projects mentioned were worked in a perfect linear and chronological 

way, as nothing in a classroom filled with twenty-five to thirty pre-teenagers usually 

does. 

As it was presented in the fourth chapter on Gosselin’s creative dynamic, some 

movements of inspiration, development, and distancing looped back and forth along the 

various phases of the different projects. These movements were either introduced by 

me, by other students bringing inquiries that were useful to the groups, or by outside 

circumstances such as incidents during the process, or the realization for some students 
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of their misunderstandings of certain parameters of the projects themselves. Steps of the 

work had to be lengthened or shortened due to scheduling problems or miscalculation of 

the production time, or even storage space issues. That is why all these projects are 

based on a structured but highly flexible pedagogical strategy; to fit in the most creatively 

efficient way the organized chaos that are, or rather should be, art classrooms that focus 

on the development of imagination, intuitiveness, autonomy, cooperation, and 

collaboration through trials and errors as well, of course, as the acquisition of technical 

skills. 

In my art room, I conceive technical skills primarily as a means to put these new 

qualities mentioned above into the crafting of meaningful pieces of art. Both the creative 

processes and resulting art pieces are to be viewed and reflected upon, keeping in mind 

how they were in service of self-inquiries and their various related aspects through the 

work of students: physical and emotional characteristics, interests, likes and dislikes, 

dreams, experiences, and self-perceptions. In my classroom, technical skills become 

part of the tool sets, just like paintbrushes or scissors, and the process (through its 

different steps collected in each student’s portfolio) becomes part of the art piece. It is as 

though, when visiting a gallery, a visitor would stop considering each painting as an 

individual artwork but rather view the entire gallery with each room, each artwork, each 

piece of biography, and artifacts as pieces of one giant piece of art i.e. a self-portrait of 

the maker.  
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Chapter 7.  
 

Witnessing and Caring: Attending to Students’ 
Artworks In a New Light 

“Metaphor is one of our most important tools for trying to comprehend 
partially what cannot be comprehended totally: our feelings, aesthetic 
experiences, moral practices, and spiritual awareness. These endeavors 
of the imagination are not devoid of rationality; since they use metaphor, 
they employ an imaginative rationality.” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 193) 

 

“The maintenance and assessment of portfolios support distinct benefits 
for the students as well. Portfolios contain the implicit message that the 
process of making art is serious, worth doing, and worth being attended.” 
(Gitomer, Grosh, & Price, 1992, p. 11) 

 

Witnessing my students’ artwork nearly one year after they were crafted and with 

specific research inquiries in mind allowed me to notice visual and written elements that 

went unnoticed when I was first assessing and grading them as proof of the children’s 

curriculum understanding the previous year. As a teacher, researcher, and person who 

deeply cares about my students’ wellbeing as well as curious to study the way they 

perceive their surrounding world, it was as if I saw myself as an entirely new person 

studying the same work. The artworks were the same. Same colours, subjects, and 

makers. I am the one who changed my way of looking at them. This shift in my position 

from educator to researcher, opened new doors by giving me the chance to notice new 

elements that passed by me the first time. Such experience was incredibly humbling and 

honouring.  

This change of viewpoint was a slow transition. From standing above my 

students’ shoulders to simply sitting next to them, exploring their world through their 

eyes and getting to know them by noticing the little hints they were willing to leave 

behind on various pieces of art. I found that, as humans, whatever our gender or age, 

we may see and depict ourselves and the world in similar ways. The paths and 

development of our sense of self-perception and the ways we choose to visually express 

those paths may be similar to the ones of others. The visual and written techniques to 
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express ourselves may expand and mature with age, context, and personalities, but I 

find the essence of the content of my students’ artworks to be quite similar to the ones of 

my own process as an artist, or my regular daily inquiries as a woman, a girl, a student, 

a daughter, or a French Canadian. 

I realized quickly by looking at these children’s projects that this study is about 

little discoveries. No overall conclusion that encompasses the whole data pool could be 

reached, which does not mean that this inquiry did not bring up its load of amazing 

discoveries, on the contrary. Similarities were found between works from the same child 

or between multiple children of different groups; recurrent processes, visual elements 

and themes were brought up to light. Worries, likes, and dreams were shared. This 

chapter presents my recognition of the self-affirmations, doubts, frustrations, and 

inquiries that may be revealed by an artwork when studied beyond its curriculum 

content.  

This thesis is engaged in art-based inquiry as a base to structure and lead the art 

activities with my students as well as to witness the artworks created by them. The chart 

that I designed to note and to guide the witnessing process of my study was inspired by 

the multiple research practices and concepts introduced by cultural geographer and 

professor Gillian Rose in Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of 

Visual Materials (2007). This chart helped to compile and consider my discoveries of 

student portfolios and individual artworks.  

Research practices such as “the good eye”, content analysis, semiology, 

discourse analysis, as well as the anthropological approach were used to form general 

questions and to direct my understandings and interpretation of the children’s artworks, 

as no single research practice presented by Rose could be a perfect fit to look at the 

data while considering fully my research question. Content analysis was used create 

coding categories which means “(…) attaching a set of descriptive labels (or ‘categories’) 

to the images” (Rose, 2007, p. 64) to count and keep track of any recurrences of 

elements (60) in the work of a single child or of multiple children. The concept of the 

“good eye”, or compositional interpretation (which is what I was trained to use as an art 

undergraduate student to look at works of art) was used to make comments in the 

general observation column of the chart, which can be seen in figure 59 and 60. The 

“good eye technique” helped to make sure that as much elements as possible in each 



181 

piece of work were considered and accounted for (Rose, 2007, p. 36 & 57) as “the good 

eye” carries considerations for the content, colours, spatial organization, light, 

expressive content as well as the spatial organization of every given image.  

Rose suggests interesting questions concerning the social and technological 

modalities as well as the compositional interpretations of each work that I kept in mind 

while making general notes on the charts (41). Basically, I kept semiology in mind as I 

looked for signs within an image that refers to “a wider system of meaning” (94) as well 

as content analysis for its take on intertextuality and cross-referencing in images (142). 

Finally, I considered the anthropological approach introduced by Rose, which 

emphasizes the importance of field notes and context considerations during the data 

gathering process as well as the conclusions that may be considered when the 

researcher considers his or her own reactions and actions towards the participants and 

material studied (231-233).  

My chart, although not perfect, helped me noticing and focusing my attention 

during the witnessing part of this research. The chart was divided in eight different 

sections: noticeable patterns in the projects (1); noticeable patterns in the self-portraits 

(2); repetitive patterns or themes in the student’s projects (3); identity related 

observations in the projects, brainstorms, or self-assessments (4); what students taught 

me about themselves (5); general observations (6); and two blank sections for any 

observations or categories that could appear relevant along the work (7 and 8).  

The chart was overall an amazing tool to direct my attention on the children’s 

artworks, brainstorms and self-assessments as well as helped me notice repetitions in 

themes, subjects, colours, or composition in a single student’s work or between multiple 

children of the same grade or group. The chart filled a two sided-page, which allowed 

numerous points of information to be noticed and gathered, but was not too extensive. 

Collecting too much information would have been unhelpful at this stage, as repetition 

and relevant data would potentially have gotten lost in an ocean of notes. One of the 

main flaws of the chart is that each art project could and perhaps should have had a 

separate section of its own to collect notes instead of me writing each of them down on 

the charts and surrounding them by a square to find them more easily (which is what I 

ended up doing). The charts would have been cleaner, less cluttered, and easier to sift 

through in order to find relevant information or repetition between different students’ 
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charts. Some notes ended up being randomly written anywhere because they did not 

have a specific cell to fill. If not having separate sections for each project, one of the 

blank sections could at least have been reserved specifically for discoveries linked to the 

fifth graders’ stereotype self-portraits Ces étiquettes que tu portes [Those Labels You 

Carry], as I ended up writing numerous notes linked to this specific project randomly on 

every fifth-grade student’s chart. 

The “repetitive patterns or themes in the student’s projects” section was also left 

unfilled in most charts as I already wrote the information that could fill this cell, in the two 

previous sections. Instead of re-writing the information, and to save time, I simply chose 

to highlight in yellow on the charts anything that seemed interesting or was a repeated 

theme or behaviour for multiple students.  

    

Figure 59 Nikki’s Chart (front) 
Note. Front of the filled chart of Nikki (pseudonym) from the fifth grade. From Nikki’s Chart (front), 
by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2019. 

Figure 60 Nikki’s Chart (back) 
Note. Back of the filled chart of Nikki (pseudonym) from the fifth grade. From Nikki’s Chart (back), 
by A. Morin Beaulieu, 2019. 
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Considering, collecting data, and reflecting on what I have learned through my 

research has drawn me to advocate even more forcefully for an approach of art 

education that goes beyond the transmission of technical skills to one with a more 

wholesome aim. The diversity of discoveries made shows that, when allowed, students 

can and are able to question their surrounding world and affirm who they are as humans, 

strengths and weaknesses included, just as mature artists would. Students can use 

creative processes as magnifying glasses to look closely at their lives, themselves, and 

the current world and to show it to others. The methods used to gaze at the work simply 

gave me better tools to witness what was already on the artworks.  

My understanding and witnessing of the children’s art projects were also guided 

by the work of Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot and Jessica Hoffman Davis in The Art and 

Science of Portraiture (1997), as previously mentioned, on the importance of finding 

emerging themes and how “the identification of emergent themes does not reduce the 

complexity of the whole; it merely makes complexity more comprehensible” (p. 215). By 

reading Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman Davis and making a parallel between their 

work as portraitists and my work as viewing my students’ art portfolios as portraits of 

them in specific moments and places, I was also reminded of the importance to let the 

work guide me and not to let my anticipations of what an artwork could hide cloud my 

judgment on what was actually in front of me: 

The portraitist enters the field with a clear intellectual framework and 
guiding research questions, but fully expects (and welcomes) the 
adaptation of both her intellectual agenda and her methods to fit the context 
and the people she is studying. She hopes to generate theory, not prove 
prior theoretical proposition. Her methodological plan and conceptual 
frame—independently constructed before entering the field—are only 
starting points, but aspects of both are immediately transformed and 
modified to match the realities of the setting. (186) 

I also paid attention and duplicated in question forms what Antonek, McCormick, 

& Donato (1997) find relevant in the student teachers’ portfolios studied in the article The 

Student Teacher Portfolio as Autobiography: Developing a Professional Identity 

published in The Modern Language Journal (1977, p. 22) to take my notes. These 

questions allowed me to pay attention to my students under a whole new light as I was 

now taking the time to attend to the following in each of my students’ work: 

• The ability to use concrete representation 
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• The ability to express their thoughts and feelings through art and written self-
reflections. 

• The precision of the reflections 

• Redundancies of subjects, themes, and/or colours 

• Any abstraction capabilities 

• The attention to language use (e.g. is there an increase, or a steady use of the 
disciplinary vocabulary through time?) 

• The capacity of the student, when looking at the artwork, to reach about the 
same conclusion about it that I did (capacity of self-reflection in terms of 
meeting curriculum criteria) 

Finally, a consideration for the characteristics (which will be detailed in the 

following section) of the dawning realism graphic stage, as presented by psychologist 

and educator Viktor Lowenfeld (1903-1960), was always important for me to keep in 

mind as I attended the work of my students. Keeping in mind those characteristics 

allowed me, as much as possible, so as to not misinterpret or confuse visual elements 

that are typically associated with this group’s age with any other notes related with my 

research questions and discoveries.  

This chapter is divided into multiple sections. Each section presents my findings 

and learnings linked with the different steps of the projects, according to the different 

stages of Pierre Gosselin’s creative dynamic (see again Chapter Four for detailed 

description); the brainstorms and pre-work sketches (opening phase), the main projects 

(productive action phase), the self-assessments (separation phase), as well as any 

interesting considerations from witnessing the sticky notes self-portraits exercises. Some 

general learnings and conclusions were reached when the content of the students’ 

folders was considered as whole, as collections of artifacts creating surprisingly accurate 

portraits of the students that made them. 

A Brief Introduction to Lowenfeld’s “Dawning Realism” 
Graphic Stage 

Before sitting with my student’s artworks, I reintroduced myself to the 

characteristics commonly displayed through most artworks of children typically of age 

from nine to twelve years old (the ages are approximate) laid out as the “Dawning 
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Realism” graphic stage, introduced by Professor Viktor Lowenfeld. Refreshing my 

memory of “Dawning Realism” would as much as possible prevent misinterpreting 

elements of the students’ works and reaching the wrong conclusions on what may be 

actually normal and typical graphic representations, expressions, and reactions for 

students that belong to this age gap and to this graphic stage.  

Université Laval Professor Hélène Bonin was the first to introduce me to 

Lowenfeld’s “Dawning Realism” stage during my art education undergraduate studies. 

As its name indicates, this stage marks the beginning of a heightened concern for 

children to represent their surrounding world with realism and accuracy. Children of that 

age are also increasingly more capable of working on prolonged artworks as they now 

understand better that a greater sense of satisfaction may sometimes come if they take 

their time to craft (Bonin, n.d., p. 38). Artworks contain more details and senses of 

proportions than in the previous graphic stages. The characters depicted by children in 

the “Dawning Realism” stage are also more fluid (as opposed to the geometrical 

representations from the previous stages) (Bonin, n.d., p.38).  

As outlined in L’évolution graphique: Du premier trait gribouillé à l’oeuvre plus 

complexe (Joyal, 2003); a more frequent use of perspectives (p. 34), of discontinued 

lines and open shapes to reach better realism or a more accurate sense of self-

expression (43-44) appear in this stage. Uses of colours are now conscious, either to 

obtain a more accurate sense of realism or used symbolically to convey specific 

atmospheres (46). If the drawings do not often show perfect realism, they at least show 

intentional realism attempts (48). 

As a young teacher, I deeply value Lowenfeld’s work and how it changed the arts 

education’s field. I choose, however, to view Lowenfeld’s graphic stages’ characteristics 

as guidelines in my everyday teaching and witnessing as opposed to relying on them 

and consider them as strict and “normal” stages through which every child should and 

must go through in order for their artworks to be understood and artistically valuable.  

The Opening Phase: 

Learnings from Brainstorms and Pre-work Sketches  
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This study, the art projects led, and the chart used to witness the artworks, were 

all crafted carrying the goal to broaden my perspective on students’ abilities to represent 

themselves in multiple visual and written ways. I was pleased to rapidly discover that the 

pre-projects and post-projects phases turned out to be even more carriers of meanings 

than they typically would have been in a conventional curriculum assessment. 

 Through the use of charts, I noticed that this specific process of exploring 

children’s pieces of art over a period of time brings to light their willingness and 

capacities to modify (or not) their ideas as the projects progress. These modifications 

may be caused by the students’ change of moods over the course of multiple weeks or 

their improving response to material or technical difficulties. Finally, such a process of 

assessing (by comparing the pre-work sketch to the final project) enlightens how 

modifications done by students during the artmaking project affected the final artwork, as 

they modified their own perceptions of the tasks and resulting artwork.  

Looking at the pre-work sketches and brainstorms of most of my students, I 

recognized that they have great ideas and that their drawing capacities allow them to 

better put these ideas on paper in the form of sketches than the main project 

themselves.  

Giving form to ideas gets harder when students need to transfer them using 

different, and less used, tools such as pastels or paint. Small details and items often 

disappear in the transition from sketches to final projects, or colour uses are completely 

changed (see figures 61 through 64) as a way to respond to these technical and material 

difficulties. These small disappearances often do not negatively affect the students’ 

impression and appreciation for the work done, as they expressed their satisfaction 

about the tasks and results in their self-assessments. 

 I perceive this way of reacting when a problem is encountered—by simplifying 

the original design—as the safest, easiest, and most popular one chosen by my students 

in my art room.  
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Figure 61 Croquis de « La joie » par Françoise (pseudonyme) 
Note. Sketch of a face with wide eyes and mouth. From Croquis de « La joie » par Françoise 
(pseudonyme), by Françoise, 2019, Private collection.  

Figure 62 Masque de « La joie » par Françoise (pseudonyme) 
Note. Mask of a blue face with pink hair and prominent eyebrows. From Masque de « La joie » 
par Françoise (pseudonyme), by Françoise, 2019, Private collection. 

The rendering of the hair in Françoise’s work is a good example of when an artwork loses some 
details going from sketch to final product, as Françoise could not figure a way to do stripy hair on 
her mask without having two different textures. Her mouth also lost a bit of expressivity but she 
mentions that none of those modifications were significant enough to change the narrative of this 
mask which was to express the feeling of “Joy”. 
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Figure 63 Croquis de « Heureux » par René (pseudonyme) 
Note. Sketch of a face with a blue lip and blue hair on half of the head. From Croquis de « 
Heureux » par René (pseudonyme), by René, 2019, Private collection.  

Figure 64 Masque de « Heureux » par René (pseudonyme) 
Note. Green mask with black lips, yellow hair and blood-shot eyes. From Masque de « Heureux » 
par René (pseudonyme), by René, 2019, Private collection. 

René’s work on his mask is another good example of changes that may happen in the course of a 
transfer from a medium that a student is comfortable with to a more difficult one. The main 
difference between his work and the work of Françoise (above) is that after his first challenge, 
which was to mix paint for the brown colour of the skin which René changed to an easier colour to 
mix (green), the narrative of the mask was completely changed and René led himself being 
directed by his instincts and the material found. In the end, he remained pleased with his work, 
especially with the nose of his character, which was, to quote him, “the biggest one in the class”. 

For most students, the final project still resembles the initial intention without 

taking too many risks or using too many new tools that students are not familiar with and 

thus risking ruining (in their view) the whole work. I have noticed that students of that 

age in my art room often judge the success or failure of their work of art by comparing 

the initial idea, the final response, and their resemblance to one another.  

The portfolio of sixth grader Ella, for example, shows multiple examples of the 

typical reactions of students who are uncomfortable with risk and want their final work to 

be as identical as possible to their first draft. When we look at Ella’s brainstorm for the 

typography project (figure 65), her brainstorm is quite extensive in terms of ideas 
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compared to other students and she carefully tried to include as many ideas as possible 

into the main project, putting a check mark next to each idea once a representation of 

that idea was drawn on the canvas (other of her brainstorms throughout the year also 

show check marks). Later, in the self-assessment, Ella expresses positive retroaction of 

her own work according to the realism of her favorite element in it. When asked about 

what she wished she would or could do differently she mentions the lack of vivid colours. 

Ella is a student who works quite fast and efficiently but I am also discovering through 

the study of her portfolio her thirst and desire for perfectionism. When she had time 

between other projects, she actually redid the typography project on the back of her 

portfolio folder using her last name, integrating this time more vivid colours as well as 

most of the elements from her brainstorm that were not included in her first attempt.  

 
Figure 65 Remue-méninge d’Ella (pseudonyme)—Projet de typographie 
Note. Remue-méninges contenant écriture et quelques dessins. From Remue-méninge d’Ella 
(pseudonyme)—Projet de typographie, by Ella, 2018, Private collection.  

Ella’s brainstorm for the typography project contains more than thirty ideas. In her own time, once 
she was done with this project, she created a second typography using as much of the remaining 
ideas as possible as well as a pallet of more vivid colours, which was a characteristic of her own 
work that displeased her after the first attempt. 

On the other end of the ‘willingness-to-take-risks’ spectrum, Miyuki and Fabienne 

are good examples of students who seem to have no problem modifying their projects 
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numerous times during their artmaking process, without negatively affecting their 

perceptions of the work done. 

Miyuki, for example, redid the sketch of her bestiary multiple times always using 

the same doodle but changing the colours and patterns on it, as if trying to find one she 

truly appreciates. However, the bestiary on her final project is in itself quite different in 

colours and patterns than the ones on the multiple sketches done (see figures 66 

through 68). The bestiary is also much smaller in the main project than the other 

students’ (she re-drew the bestiary the same size that it was on the preparatory sketches 

while the other students tended to make it bigger), as if her attention was now focussing 

on playing with new possibilities of creating a vivid and interesting background. The 

differences between the sketches and the final project itself did not affect her 

appreciation of her performance when she self-assessed her accomplishment at the end 

of the project as she remains proud of the whole work.  

    
Figure 66 Croquis de bestiaire no. 1 par Miyuki (pseudonyme) 
Note. Bestiary with body coloured with warm tones. From Croquis de bestiaire no. 1 par Miyuki 
(pseudonyme), by Miyuki, 2018, Private collection. 

Figure 67 Croquis de bestiaire no. 2 par Miyuki (pseudonyme) 
Note. Bestiary with body and head mostly coloured with cold tones applied in lines. From Croquis 
de bestiaire no. 2 par Miyuki (pseudonyme), by Miyuki, 2018, Private collection. 
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Figure 68 Bestiaire de Miyuki (pseudonyme)—Projet final 
Note. Oil pastels rendering of a bestiary in front of a blue background with an orange and a purple 
blob on its right. From Bestiaire de Miyuki (pseudonyme)—Projet final, by Miyuki, 2018, Private 
collection.  

Unlike many other students who worked on their sketches until they found the exact colours and 
textures they wanted for their final projects, Miyuki continued to play and test the pastels even as 
she was drawing on the main canvas. Her work shows a great variety of different pastel 
techniques; rubbing, layering, using the tip or the sides of her pastels as well as juxtaposing 
different colours to create various effects. Her bestiary takes a smaller space on the canvas than 
the ones of most of the other students (it is the exact same size and shape than the ones on the 
brainstorm) which gave her the opportunity to play even more with the pastels and to create a 
complex background to her work. 

Fabienne is also a student who has no difficulties in adapting and modifying 

ideas from her brainstorms (which were quite developed) into her main projects without 

negatively affecting her perception of her work. Her typography brainstorm was quite 

exhaustive (resembling Ella’s as it contains around twenty different ideas) yet she picked 

a few and worked on rendering them to her best capacities. Her mask project was also 

quite modified, going from a realistic human portrait resembling in many ways to her own 

facial features to a more abstract rendering of her idea of sadness, using the expressive 

quality of the colour blue for the skin, broader facial feature (which might be accidental) 

as well has the different possibilities offered by the various material to create the hair of 

her character, which are sparser and contribute to its melancholic expression. 
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 .    
Figure 69 Croquis de « La tristesse » par Fabienne (pseudonyme)  
Note. Sketch of a sad brown hair person with tears. From Croquis de « La tristesse » par 
Fabienne (pseudonyme), by Fabienne, 2019, Private collection.  

Figure 70 Masque de « La tristesse » par Fabienne (pseudonyme) 
Note. Mask of a sad blue face with brown hair and tears. From Masque de « La tristesse » par 
Fabienne (pseudonyme), by Fabienne, 2019, Private collection. 

Fabienne changed a few key elements in her work (colour of the skin as well as the size of the 
eyebrows and mouth) shifting her mask from a more realistic approach to an expressive one. 

It is also interesting to note that these five students are all from artistically thriving 

families and yet, their responses to the creative process and what qualifies as a 

‘successful’ project are quite different.  

None of these discoveries about the multiple outcomes occurring during a 

creative process would have been brought up to light if, as their teacher, I only paid 

attention to their final project and not to my students’ initial ideas and the fascinating 

journey that their ideas went through. Looking at an entire portfolio of work allows the 

viewer to peek through small windows of the maker’s unique thought process. 

The brainstorms and pre-sketches were particularly interesting to witness with 

two specific projects: the bestiary and the self-portraits carrying the stereotypes 

reflection. The projects, both led with grade five students, required a deeper self-

reflection prior to the technical work. The concept of stereotype was sometimes hard for 

fifth graders to completely grasp, as I discovered by looking at their responses in the 
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brainstorms (most of them are incomplete). Many students wrote stereotypes for their 

genders only, most likely because it is easier for them as gender stereotypes have 

already been worked on in other disciplines following the SOGI curriculum3 implemented 

already in our school for a few years. Other students simply repeated the ideas that I put 

on my own example, which was displayed on the board in front of the class. Some 

students’ answers were nonetheless interesting to witness as they externalized their 

inner perspectives of their gender, age, or cultural backgrounds. Here are a few 

examples: 

• Nikki listed some of the stereotypes with “I” statements, which seems to be the 
ones that she finds to be applicable to herself, and some others in “We” 
statements for the stereotypes that are general and does not apply to her 
(there were no instructions given to students on the way they should phrase 
the stereotypes). This approach seems to indicate that she understands that 
sometimes some stereotypes may actually fit a person, while some others 
don’t.  

• Camille mentions that she is half Indian, as one of her parent is born in India, 
but carries the physical characteristics of a Caucasian girl. She seems to 
struggle with that perception as she explains and repeats, in both the 
brainstorm and the main project, that people sometimes ask her if she is 
adopted.  

• Mary is among the few students who decided to write about the stereotypes 
about children, which could illustrate the concerns she might have as a pre-
teenager, to not completely identify as a child anymore. She mentions as a 
children’s stereotype “the lack of knowledge”, which could indicate her 
perception that society (or herself) underestimate the capacity of children to 
comprehend and know. Such insight on her feelings towards how she may 
feel perceived as a child might help me, as her educator, to defuse future 
possible problematic situations or initiate discussions on the subject. I would 
most likely not think of bringing such subjects up on my own in my classroom. 

• Marlene writes, as a student of African origins, many stereotypes surrounding 
the black community, which unfortunately seems to present possible 
derogative views concerning African-Canadians that she is already aware of 
such as “sont des voleurs” (are thieves) and “ont de l’or” (have gold). She is 
also another student who wrote about children’s stereotypes in negative 
terms such as “on est stupide” (we are stupid) or “est fou” (we are crazy). 
Just as Mary, these answers are insights that may be useful to a proactive 
and aware educator on subjects and discussions that need to be led in their 
classroom. These answers may also be helpful in situations when an 

                                                
3 The acronym SOGI stands for Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity which is a series of 
procedures, policies, and contents to be implemented both in British Columbia and Alberta 
schools to ensure that they are inclusive environments for all students and staff members from 
the LGBTAQ2S+ community. 
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educator reacts towards certain students’ actions that manifest because they 
have issues with the African or the child parts of their identities. 

Finally, for the bestiary projects, I found it particularly interesting to read the 

characteristics students would use to describe themselves in their brainstorms (to later 

try to represent at least one of these characteristics on their bestiaries). The 

characteristics they used could be placed in one of the four following categories: 

1. Strengths or perceived positive qualities  

2. Weaknesses or perceived negative qualities 

3. Interests 

4. Physical traits or physical appearances 

I found it interesting to look at which students expressed more positive 

characteristics about themselves and which ones did not. Some other students had 

difficulties to even find one characteristic to describe themselves (it took them longer and 

needed a lot of support), even if we listed many as a group on the board before 

beginning the activity. Those students ended up listing more interests, hobbies, and 

physical characteristics. It may be an indicator of which students are more used to talk 

about their lives (and therefore are more comfortable with the idea of self-expression), 

reflect about themselves, and/or be vulnerable.  

I also noticed that the boys participating in this study needed more support from 

me to fill in the sheet than the girls. Boys were more inclined to describe themselves by 

what they could see (e.g. eyes, hair, height) and what they could do (e.g. play soccer) 

and more needed help from me or their peers when time came to find more abstract 

characteristics. I wonder if these experiences could be good examples of how little we 

still try as a society, even if things are slowly changing, to teach boys to reach into their 

emotions, to think in more abstract ways, and to be more self-aware. 

Carefully attending my students’ brainstorms and pre-work sketches made me 

realize their importance when it comes to understanding my students’ inner thought 

processes and self-perceptions, especially when an entire portfolio of work is studied as 

a child’s identity snapshot. Works and tasks included in the first (and last) phase of 

Gosselin’s creative dynamic are true windows that give viewers access to, not only the 
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meaning behind certain elements included in the main project as they are difficult to 

decipher without the child’s own coding key, but also to their sense of identity.  

Before conducting this study, I viewed the brainstorms, pre-work sketches, and 

self-assessments surrounding my students’ main projects as designed to be written and 

reflected on by students more than meant to be read by educators. I used to see the pre 

and post art-projects work as starting points to certain levels of self-awareness for 

students into which I did not need to take part past the exercises' introductions.  

But what happens, like in the case of this study, when the pre-work is suddenly 

acknowledged, read, and carefully attended to? The pre and post art projects steps then 

become incredibly insightful. Brainstorms, pre-work sketches, and self-assessments give 

access to a child’s thought process in the making; they may highlight or justify the 

reasons behind past behaviors; or they may give access to children’s feelings as they 

are slowly emerging and may lead to future action. These works and tasks become 

valuable traces to their sense of self. The artworks then become samples, small prints 

on paper, of the living combination of past, present and future that create these 

children’s identities and personalities.  

The Productive Action Phase 

Learnings from the Main Projects  

Many students have redundant subjects, elements, or even colours that come 

across most or sometimes even all projects and doodles in their folders, regardless of 

the themes or starting points of the projects themselves, and without drifting away from 

the assigned tasks. These visual elements are parts of the students’ visual vocabulary, 

or as Professor Dennis Atkinson, author of Art in Education: Identity and Practice (2002), 

refers, as their own semiotic processes and structures, or their “signs and significations 

systems” (Atkinson, 2002, p. 17).  

These signs may reveal to those viewers who pay attention some of the makers’ 

interests, passions, fears, and so forth. The importance and particular significance of 

certain elements may be revealed in an artwork by the fact that they are repeated 

constantly, as well as by the way they are depicted by studying the image “compositional 
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modality” (Rose, 2007, p. 36) using the “good eye method” which includes paying 

attention to size, colours used, and the locations of specific elements in the students’ 

work as a whole (Rose, 2007, p. 57). By combining the “good eye” method, which pays 

attention to the elements composing an image (Rose, 2007, p. 36) and the content 

analysis method which pays attention to the frequency of these elements (Rose, 2007, 

p. 62) as presented by Professor Gillian Rose in Visual Methodologies: An Introduction 

to the Interpretation of Visual Materials (2007) I came to know my students better, 

through witnessing their main projects, on a personal level.  

Berthe’s portfolio is a good example of how, by paying attention to the content, 

recurrences, and locations of elements in the artworks of a child, one might get a better 

understanding of their interests, which may also help to develop a stronger teacher-

student relationship in the future.  

Berthe is a discrete student. She rarely speaks in front of the group and does not 

disclose a lot of information about herself. She is however quite interested in the arts 

(she is a careful listener and detail-oriented in her work). Taking the time to sit with her 

work allowed me to get to know her better. For instance, I discovered that she was an 

avid reader. Books (especially Harry Potter’s books) are included, in one way or another, 

in eight different pieces of work and in various forms of representations. The presence of 

books always parallels the main work while respecting its themes.  

Random doodles are often parts of any brainstorm, but when a child takes the 

time to reflect on how to integrate these random elements as part of their main project it 

speaks of the importance of these elements for the maker.  

In her bestiary project, Berthe included four books in the corners of the page 

around the initial doodle to create the bestiary. In the main work, she placed her creature 

in a library, as it is, in her words, its living habitat (see figures 71 through 75). As my 

curriculum assessment for this work was revolving around the creature itself and the use 

of at least two techniques of oil pastels, the presence of books, and its recurrences in 

most of her work, went completely unnoticed. As it is now acknowledged, a small 

window on this discrete student is now open. 
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Figure 71 Croquis de bestiaire par Berthe (pseudonym) 
Note. Sketch of a purple and green bestiary with books on the four corners. From Croquis de 
bestiaire par Berthe (pseudonym), by Berthe, 2018, Private collection.  

Figure 72 Croquis de bestiaire par Berthe (pseudonym)—vue rapprochée d’un 
livre 

Note. Close-up of a section of the bestiary sketch which displays a green and pink book. From 
Croquis de bestiaire par Berthe (pseudonym)—vue rapprochée d’un livre, by Berthe, 2018, 
Private collection. 

    
Figure 73 Bestiaire de Berthe (pseudonyme)—Projet final 
Note. Pink and purple oil pastel of a bestiary surrounded by books. From Bestiaire de Berthe 
(pseudonyme)—Projet final, by Berthe, 2018, Private collection.  

Figure 74 Bestiaire de Berthe (pseudonyme)—Projet final—vue rapprochée d’un 
livre 

Note. Close up of a Harry Potter book surrounded by water. From Bestiaire de Berthe 
(pseudonyme)—Projet final—vue rapprochée d’un livre, by Berthe, 2018, Private collection.  
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Figure 75 Bestiaire de Berthe (pseudonyme)—Projet final—vue rapprochée du titre 
Note. Close up on the project’s title written in lead pencil. From Bestiaire de Berthe 
(pseudonyme)—Projet final—vue rapprochée du titre by Berthe, 2018, Private collection. 

When paying attention to the elements peripheral to Berthe’s work, I realized quickly the 
importance of books in the narrative of every project made. The presence of four books in the 
four corners of the bestiary doodle (figure 73 and a close-up of one of the books on figure 74) 
was where I first noticed a recurrence. As she modified her initial ideas starting to works on the 
main project (figure 73), the book narrative was modified as well but never disappeared, as we 
see the presence of a Harry Potter book below the fish creature (figure 74 is a close-up) as well 
as mentioned in the sentence that Berthe decided to write at the top of the canvas to describe the 
fish habitat (figure 75): «Théa la poisson-corne vis dans une bibliothèque sous la mer» (Thea the 
unicorn-fish lives in a library—or book case—under the sea). 

Other cultural references and general hobbies were commonly used as 

peripherals to the main work for a lot of students such as references to particular video 

games; tv shows or specific game consoles; machines and robots; specific domestic 

animals (in the way that they are often depicted the same way by the same child 

indicates that it might actually be their pets); as well as emoticons that are now part of a 

common way to present visually specific emotions (see figures 76 through 80). 

 

Figure 76 Bestiaire de Camille (pseudonyme)—Projet final—vue rapprochée du 
bestiaire 

Note. A bestiary with a heart-shaped head, green hair, and heart-shaped spines. From Bestiaire 
de Camille (pseudonyme)—Projet final—vue rapprochée du bestiaire, by Camille, 2018, Private 
collection.  
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Figure 77 Bestiaire de Camille (pseudonyme)—Projet final—vue rapprochée des 

nuages 
Note. Nine clouds and one sun all exhibiting various emotions in the blue sky. From Bestiaire de 
Camille (pseudonyme)—Projet final—vue rapprochée des nuages, by Camille, 2018, Private 
collection.  

The presence of certain symbols or elements obviously catch my attention when 

I take the time to sit with my students’ work but it is their recurrence throughout multiple 

artworks over months that make them an important part of the children’s’ inner visual 

narratives. The fact that students always found ways to integrate those elements or 

symbols that are peripheral and often non-related to the curriculum work speaks of their 

importance.  

Here, we see a few examples of elements that were not only present in the 

artworks included in this document but also in many other pieces. Camille (figures 76 
and 77) is a discreet student but looking at her work and the symbols present 

everywhere in her artwork, I see the importance of integrating emotions and feelings 

(and their multiplicity) in every piece of art made. 
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Figure 78 La machine E de Marc (pseudonyme)—Projet de typographie 
Note. The letter E crafted with many robot or machine-like elements. From La machine E de Marc 
(pseudonyme)—Projet de typographie, by Marc, 2018, Private collection.  

Figure 79 Les robots de Marc (pseudonyme)—Un doodle 
Note. Multiple animal or human-hybrid robots with their names. From Les robots de Marc 
(pseudonyme)—Un doodle, by Marc, 2018-2019, Private collection. 

Marc’s (figures 78 and 79) artworks (and in-between projects individual works) are filled with 
machines and robots of many kinds. By looking at him work in my art room I realized that he was 
quite fast and effective to respond to the directives I gave him for his projects and then could 
spend twice or even three times the amount of time for his machines and robots either as 
peripheral to his main work or on random pieces of paper available for doodling. 

  
Figure 80 Projet « J’aimerais voir… » par Ella (pseudonyme)—Vue rapprochée du 

bas de l’iris 
Note. Tower of Pisa surrounded by a row of Italian restaurants. From Projet « J’aimerais voir… » 
par Ella (pseudonyme)—Vue rapprochée du bas de l’iris, by Ella, 2019, Private collection.  



201 

Attending to Ella’s work (figure 80) throughout the school year made me realize how much she 
integrates references to food, whether it is to cook it or eat it, in most of her work, which allowed 
us to have nice discussions during art classes, as cooking is a passion we have both in common. 

Taking the time to sit with my students’ projects from that specific school year 

has changed the way I now consider and discuss their work in the making in my art 

class. I now take time to pay attention to what is peripheral to the projects’ themes as 

here is where students willingly speak about themselves. Even if my projects are 

oriented on self-inquiry, awareness and expression, the main core of the final product 

still remains required or “forced”. By looking at the elements sitting on the canvases 

around those “forced answers”, I can discover the answers students willingly give to 

propositions I did not present, which is also a new way to open genuine dialogues with 

them. 

The Separation Phase  

Learnings from the Self-Assessments  

Reading my students’ self-assessment actually justified and solidified my 

conviction of the necessity of self-assessments in any creative process in order to give 

educators a closer look at the work studied as they may be incredibly insightful. 

Students’ self-assessments are necessary to allow educators to fully access their 

students’ comprehension and understanding of curricular and non-curricular material as 

well as the concepts viewed in the art room.  

The work of Auguste, a fifth grader that year, is a particularly good example of 

how a self-assessment could change an educator’s perception of their students’ 

understanding of the concepts and tasks that were at hand. Auguste could explain in 

writing what he had illustrated in more explicit ways than what I actually could see in his 

projects.  

His self-assessments allowed me to realize that he understood the techniques 

and concepts taught and that he, in fact, reproduced them in his work. His understanding 

of the multiple concepts and techniques taught during that school year is something I 

would have partly missed out had I only looked at the projects themselves for the simple 

fact that some of the new material used made it hard for Auguste to represent something 
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successfully or because he is not a student with an especially expended range of fine 

motor skills.  

As explained by Dennis Atkinson in Art in Education: Identity and Practice 

(2002), to understand what lies behind the lines, colours, and shapes made by a child on 

a piece of paper, one must:  

[recognize] the need to adopt a compatible hermeneutic stance and 
thereby attempting to consider different representational possibilities and 
their respective semiotic strategies, that is to say, by extending the 
discourses in which [to] reflect upon the semiotics of representation, I can 
operate in language to hint at how the phenomenology of a child’s drawing 
practice and its local process of semiosis is given visible structure and 
meaning. (75) 

Atkinson defines hermeneutics as the research field studying interpretation. If it 

was initially about interpreting ancient texts such as the Bible, hermeneutics is now a 

wider definition which includes “an investigation of the conditions of interpretation 

through which meaning is formed” (28).  

Adopting a compatible hermeneutic stance to understand a child’s piece of art 

requires a dialogue (which may take place in many forms: discussions, presentations, 

written self-assessment, etc.) with the student who made the work. During this dialogue, 

the child needs to describe what is on the canvas and where it is situated, especially 

with younger students belonging to lower graphic stages, as it may be harder to 

decipher, but not exclusively.  

Students can then enlighten the educator on what the educator might have 

missed. I perceive the written form of teacher-student dialogue as the equivalent of 

reading an artwork description in a museum or an art gallery. As I cannot conduct this 

dialogue orally with every single one of my four hundred students, the possibility to ask 

for and read their perception in their self-assessment becomes incredibly valuable.  

Another strength in taking the time to lead self-assessment activities with 

students is that reading students’ self-reflections about their own work of art allows 

teachers to witness the level of depth into which students are able or willing to place 

themselves when assessing their own technical and creative capabilities. Here are a few 

interesting discoveries that emerged from sitting with my students’ self-reflective pieces:  
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• Some students of age eleven and twelve can express which parts of their work 
they like or dislike but are still incapable (or chose not) to describe the origins 
of these likes and dislikes when asked to justify them. 

• I realized that an incomplete self-assessment will more often include the 
dislikes but not the likes than the other way around. As if it is easier for 
students to find elements they don’t like about their work than the elements 
they are proud of.  

• In the same range of ideas, some students with less developed answers often 
have the tendency to be more precise and technical when describing their 
dislikes than the likes in their works. For example: a student will express that 
they do not like a specific element in their work because it is too big or 
because the colour is “too brown” while their likes will be expressed in larger 
terms describing the entire work and not a specific element in it.   

• An example again that it may be easier for students to express dislikes about 
their own capabilities is that some students also mentioned that they love 
everything in their work but then were precise on describing an element they 
dislike and why.  

• Pride will be generally justified by how the entire work shows creativity or by 
the fact that it is the first-time students work on such themes and that they are 
quite satisfied with the result. 

• I found that boys often had more difficulties to answer or to justify their 
answers than girls of their own age in self-assessments (in 16.7% of their 
answers the boys could not tell what they liked or dislike in their work 
compared to 8.6% of the girls and 33.3% of the boys’ answers were not 
justified compared to 14.3% of the girls’). Even if I strongly believe that 
division by gender should be a thing of the past and I avoid any gender 
division or emphasis in my art room, the important gap between the boys’ and 
the girls’ answers could hardly go by unnoticed. Again, I wonder if many 
families are still raising their children to this day with standards and divisions 
between genders could in part explain such gaps. If boys in North America 
are often still raised to be more detached from their emotions, to talk less 
about their feelings, justifying their tastes about their own work of art could 
therefore reveal itself more difficult than for their female peers.  

All that I noticed above led me to then categorize most students’ reflections in a 

certain order based on their willingness and depth of perception about their work. Each 

step of this order seems to be increasing in levels of vulnerability linked to either 

revealing a specific emotion, feeling, or a preference from the step above: 

1. The child is unable to say what they like or dislike 

2. The child is able to say what they like but not justify it and/or able to 
say what they dislike and justify it 
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3. The child is able to say what they like or dislike and justify it with 
answers that are increasingly more elaborate and personal with time. 

Finally, there were a few times during the course of this witnessing part of the 

research where a little insight about an individual student’s emotional state was revealed 

in their artwork, thus illustrating the importance of the arts in school as windows through 

which emotions may be accessed.  

The arts allow students to express various emotional states in visual and written 

form, which may also sometimes bring insights to the educational team, who might be 

working with some specific students, and give them potential new avenues to explore 

with the children under their care.  

George’s bestiary self-assessment is a relevant example of such situations. 

When asked about the characteristic that he and his bestiary have in common in his self-

assessment, George’s answer was that they are both lonely. Without considering this 

written insight a ground-breaking miracle answer to solve this specific students’ 

emotional issues, I wonder however how George’s self-assessment could have allowed 

the team of educators who worked with this boy to reflect on new approaches, 

interventions, and new activities to craft with and for him that would have allowed him to 

open up on this particular struggle. 

Learnings from the Sticky Notes Self-Portraits 

The witnessing of the sticky notes activity of this study was particularly interesting 

to conduct as I had no idea what students would responsively offer to this sort of 

repetitive activity that was also not part of any curriculum assessment or specific project. 

As a firm believer in the capacity of self-portraitures to stand as visual acts of 

storytelling, I found that even a hastily drawn colourless stick figure on a yellow sticky 

note can represent a snapshot of its maker’s moods, motivations, and interests at the 

moment when the exercises were conducted. Therefore, simple stick-figure visual 

artifacts are still worthy of interest just as much as the sticky notes filled with colours and 

carefully considered elements. To fulfill the purpose of giving an adequate capture of 

each student’s sense of self and/or affirmation of moods, motivations and interests I, as 
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their educator and the responsible person overseeing this activity, was required to 

intervene as little as possible, so as to not bias the work. 

Again, to come to any kind of ground-breaking conclusion on identity 

development and evolving perceptions expressed in a visual manner through this 

exercise at this stage would be hasty, as the study lasted ten months in the life of these 

children.  

However, many interesting elements were brought to my attention when 

witnessing this exercise over the course of one school year, that leads me to imagine 

that even more interesting discoveries and incredibly valuable insights would come from 

this kind of repetitive exercise done with the same pre-teenagers and teenagers over the 

course of many years.  

This research and thesis are about little eye-opening discoveries, the ordinary 

amazingness and uniqueness of each student and the distinctive traces left on their art 

that gave me access to some of that amazingness and uniqueness. 

This section presents my general discoveries of some specific students’ 

responses, on how they choose to illustrate themselves, and on ways to classify these 

responses, rather than to draw definitive conclusions on their self-perception based on 

my interpretations of these drawings. This section is therefore more about paying 

attention than interpreting. 

As I was reading Gillian Rose’s chapter from Visual Methodologies: An 

Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials (2007) on content analysis and the 

creation of codes (64-65), I slowly started to pay attention to the content of the sticky 

notes. I first looked at the sticky notes individually, then by pairing all sticky notes from 

an individual student, to finally pairing them according to their content regardless of the 

maker, the group, or the grade the maker belonged to. This specific process enlightened 

different categories of responses.  

Each sticky note carries visual elements or specific compositional settings that 

are similar to others, delivered however in its own maker’s individual style and/or 

combined with its own inner system of symbols and visual metaphors. When asked to do 
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a self-portrait following the question “Who are you today?”, students’ responses can be 

classified in four general categories (which are often but not always exclusive).  

These categories characterize the main narrative presented by the child, and 

show the presence of elements from one or multiple of four sub-categories (which may 

overlap on one single sticky note). My categories’ system is different from Gillian’s 

description of categories which the author suggests needs to be exclusive (p. 65). Mine, 

however, sometimes has content that overlaps as seen on figure 81.  

  
Figure 81 Sticky note #1 by Nikki (pseudonym) 
Note. Brown-haired character in front of a Canadian flag and an animal with a colourful 
background. From Sticky note #1 by Nikki (pseudonym), by Nikki, 2018, Private collection.  

Nikki’s first attempt at this exercise is a good example of multiple overlapping sub-categories on 
one sticky note as it presents both a full background and an element referencing to culture or 
ethnicity (the Canadian flag) surrounding a representational self-portrait, which is the biggest 
element of the piece.  

After conducting different rounds of considerations of the sticky note drawings in 

multiple different orders, the following categories of visual answers were drawn and 

defined to overlap as little as possible as well as to leave as little interpretation as 

possible of their content for what can actually only be seen:  

1. Visual list of interests: The sticky note contains drawings of objects, 
or symbolic representations of the child’s interests, likes, and 
everyday hobbies (see figure 82). One hobby or more may be 
illustrated. On the thirty-five sticky-notes included in this category, 
sixteen of them also contain a representational portrait of the maker 
(45.7%). By using these two strategies in one art piece, students may 
describe themselves according to both their physical appearance and 
their interests.  

  A large number (35.4% of all sticky-notes) of the work collected during 
this exercise fit in the visual list of interests’ category (whether or not it 
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includes a self-portrait). One element of context that may have 
influenced students towards that kind of response is that the first 
sticky note exercise of the year was conducted in the month of 
September, during which the first project on typography also took 
place (which was to create a visual list of interests and then reshape 
them as letters). The short period of time into which both activities 
were introduced may explain the high number of students responding 
in a “list” manner to the sticky notes inquiry as the list “meets” the 
requirements of the exercise and the elements drawn have probably 
been drawn (and therefore practiced) in recent times which makes 
them easier to be redrawn.  

  
Figure 82 Sticky note #1 by Eugène (pseudonym) 
Note. Computer screen with a soccer ball on it surrounded by speakers, a controller as well as an 
arc and a bow. From Sticky note #1 by Eugène (pseudonym), by Eugène, 2018, Private 
collection.  

The first work of Eugene is a good example in which a visual list of interest is illustrated. We see 
three of his favorite hobbies (archery, soccer, and video games). Unlike most of the other 
students, Eugene also used a clever way of placing two elements in his to make it visually 
interesting, as well as possibly illustrate a fourth interest of his: soccer-themed video games. 

2. Representational or schematic self-portraits: This category was an 
obvious visual response from students and to me the least surprising 
of them all, probably due to the fact that I personally would choose 
this way to offer a visual answer to such exercise if it was asked of me 
to do so. Students’ general visual response was to draw themselves 
with different degrees of precision and details, whether they were 
drawings of the students’ faces only, a bust-type self-portrait, or a full 
body representation (see figures 83 to 86 for examples). 
“Representational or schematic self-portraits” is the category under 
which 65.7% of the sticky-notes fall into. Representational self-
portraits would include humanoid representations and exclude stick 
figures and emojis. Representational drawings present a higher level 
of detailing and a tendency to be factual. Stick figure drawings would 
be categorized as schematic self-portraits and were mostly used to 
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present a mood, an emotion, or an activity. Schematic drawings are 
references to something beyond the page.  

   
Figure 83 Sticky note #1 by Jacqueline (pseudonym) 
Note. Character with glasses and a red dress in front of a blue and yellow background. From 
Sticky note #1 by Jacqueline (pseudonym), by Jacqueline, 2018, Private collection.  

Figure 84 Sticky note #2 by Jacqueline (pseudonym) 
Note. Character with blond hair and a red dress. From Sticky note #2 by Jacqueline 
(pseudonym), by Jacqueline, 2018, Private collection. 

     
Figure 85 Sticky note #1 by Auguste (pseudonym) 
Note. Character with glasses and a pink sweater on a skateboard. From Sticky note #1 by 
Auguste (pseudonym), by Auguste, 2018, Private collection.  

Figure 86 Sticky note #2 by Auguste (pseudonym) 
Note. Yellow character with its tongue sticking out and wearing an orange sweater. From Sticky 
note #1 by Auguste (pseudonym), by Auguste, 2018, Private collection. 

Jacqueline and Auguste both offer various good examples of representational and schematic self-
portraitures. Jacqueline’s first exercise (figure 83) is closer physically to her real appearance than 
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in figure 84, which possibly changes the narrative whether the blonde character she illustrated is 
the representation of an inner perception, a desire, a friend, or a pop culture reference. 

Auguste’s sticky notes also transitioned from representational to a schematic self-portraiture, as 
we see in figure 85 and 86. His self-portraits went from picturing him doing an activity he enjoys 
to communicating a mood or a particular emotion. 

3. Abstract representations: Abstract representations were sometimes 
used by children on one of their sticky notes, but not all of them. It 
appears also that they have been used by children who are typically 
at ease with thinking outside the box to the art propositions I give 
them. I would have initially thought that students who usually lack 
ideas would find their way towards abstract representation, when it 
was actually the opposite. Students who seemed less comfortable 
with the assignment would typically go with representational self-
portraits.  

4. Narratives: 13% of all sticky notes’ responses fit in this category. I 
included in this category only visual responses that wouldn’t fit any of 
the previously mentioned ones. The narratives of these sticky-notes 
were often puzzling to me as each paper contained elements I 
recognized but the interactions between these elements on the same 
pieces of art remained obscure (see figure 87).  

 
Figure 87 Sticky note #3 by Marc (pseudonym) 
Note. Two creatures in front of a fence, a sunshine with sunglasses and a UFO. From Sticky note 
#3 by Marc (pseudonym), by Marc, 2019, Private collection.  

Marc’s sticky note is a good example of a work I put in the narrative category as I recognize most 
of the elements in presence (UFO, sun with sunglasses, a fence, two creatures—one more 
human one more dog-like) but I don’t understand the narrative they create together. 

In her book Multiculturalism, Identity, and Differences: Experiences of Culture 

Contact (2016), Dr. Elke Murdock, postdoctoral researcher for the Université du 



210 

Luxembourg, presents the result of a study on “the measurement of the spontaneous 

self-concept” (168) with adolescents from two different schools; a homogenous catholic 

school near Munich, Germany; and a heterogenous international school in Luxembourg. 

I found this study and its results to be particularly interesting as they carry 

numerous similarities with my own research. With both groups of students, Murdock 

asked them to describe themselves, as they would do to a stranger, simply in a list of ten 

written bullet points. Five points in affirmative self-concepts (“Who am I?”) and five points 

in negated self-concepts (“Who am I not?”) (168).  

Not only does my research and study carry similar introductions to the students 

(although I asked my students to answer visually) but the results of both works also turn 

out to be linked. The second and third categories of answers in Murdock’s study were 

“leisure activities and interests (14 %) followed by physical descriptions (11 %; e.g. 

height, weight, hair/eye colour, etc.)” (172), which are the first and second most popular 

ways to visually self-describe in my study (the first one in Murdock’s study being moral 

attributes e.g. friendly, nice, helpful, characteristics which would be difficult to illustrate in 

a drawing in the case of my study). 

Sticky notes from each category then also often included elements of one or 

multiple of the following sub-categories: 

1. Elements referring to the culture, nationality or ethnicity of the 
maker: This category of possible elements present was, to my 
surprise, far less popular than I thought it would be (only 2% of all 
sticky-notes included a cultural reference). As an adult, ethnicity and 
culture are among the first descriptive elements I would put on my 
sticky notes and I find it interesting to see that visual references to 
cultures, nationalities or ethnicities were not popular with my students. 
My first hypothesis was that these low results could be due to the fact 
that students from my school are evolving in a highly multicultural 
setting and therefore their cultural difference is not perceived as 
something that makes them unique or defines them. However, 
Murdock’s study results, which also presents a low percentage of 
nationality mentioned in the given answers by the students (0.87% of 
the responses) (173), seems to say otherwise as she points out that 
the mention of nationality is more present in the responses given by 
minority students. Our studies don’t contradict themselves, although 
their results bring more questions than answers. Would the visual 
mention of nationality be even lower if I would do my study with a 
more homogenous Canadian school and compare the results as it 
was in Murdock’s in a homogenous school compared to the 
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heterogenous school? Murdock’s study was done in Europe therefore 
the perception of nationality, one assumes, could be different than in 
Canada. Would my students answer differently in a more 
homogenous school?  

 Finally, looking at possible reference of culture, nationality or ethnicity 
in my student’s artworks brings a whole new set of questions for the 
young researcher that I am and makes me take a closer look at my 
biases. I couldn’t help but notice the colours that some of my students 
were using to represent themselves and their skin tones. My first 
reflex, as a Caucasian researcher and educator in a multicultural 
school, was to start to include children who were using darker tones of 
brown and beige in this sub-category. However, something felt wrong 
about this. If I start to count which child colours their skin in a darker 
tone, why then, am I not counting the ones that are colouring their 
skins in lighter tones of beiges? Aren’t lighter colours also a sign of 
ethnicity, culture, or nationality? They certainly are. But including all 
skin colours means that everybody would now be included. Just as if 
the presence of ears or eyes would be included, including all skin 
colours invalidates the category; it becomes useless if everybody fits 
in it unless I choose to isolate or separate lighter colours from all the 
others. This epiphany concerning my own bias as a white researcher 
helped me determine what I would allow my eyes to notice as cultural, 
nationality, or ethnicity visual markers which were now accessories or 
objects: flags, musical instruments, food, clothes, and so forth. 

2. Use of symbols, emojis or emoticons: Symbols, emojis and 
emoticons were mostly used to illustrate specific moods and are good 
indicators of how the maker was feeling during the day that the activity 
took place. Symbols were rarely used alone and were mostly paired 
with representational or schematic self-portraits and added an 
emotional depth to the self-description (see the work of Ernest figure 
88) while emoji and emoticons may be seen alone on a page or 
paired with other emojis, emoticons or elements to illustrate a 
complexity of emotions felt by the student. Miyuki, a student in the fifth 
grade, walked up to me during one of the sticky-note exercises and 
started to describe to me the complexity of emotions she was feeling 
that day and how she was annoyed because no specific emojis could 
illustrate this mix of feelings she was having. After taking the time to 
reflect by herself on this particular issue, she decided to draw multiple 
emojis on the same sticky-note (see figure 89), a solution that she 
replicated later during the following sessions of that exercise. 
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Figure 88 Sticky note #2 by Ernest (pseudonym) 
Note. Character with a red sweater sleeping at a table. From Sticky note #2 by Ernest 
(pseudonym), by Ernest, 2018, Private collection. 

Ernest used the “zzzzz” to add an emotional depth to his work. The viewer may now understand 
that the character depicted is either tired or bored at his desk. Without the “zzzzzz”, the narrative 
would be more ambiguous. The character depicted could have been reading or working at his 
desk  

Figure 89 Sticky note #3 by Miyuki (pseudonym) 
Note. One big sleeping and smiling emoji surrounded by two smaller emojis and a heart with a 
flower in it. From Sticky note #3 by Miyuki (pseudonym), by Miyuki, 2019, Private collection. 

Miyuki used many emojis over the course of these exercises. She combined them so they 
represent, in a more accurate way, the complexity of the multiple emotions she feels. 

3. Use of pop-culture elements: Pop-culture elements were often used 
by students as parts of their drawing and sometimes required a bit of 
research to be identified, as my popular culture references are the 
ones of a woman in her thirties and not of a pre-teenager. Drawings of 
pop-culture elements were most often of digital apps logos, food 
brands, tv characters, musical groups, and clothing brands.  
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Figure 90 Sticky note #2 by Gustave (pseudonym) 
Note. Triangle-shaped characters with one round eye and a tall hat surrounded by question 
marks and stick figure characters. From Sticky note #2 by Gustave (pseudonym), by Gustave, 
2018, Private collection. 

Figure 91 Sticky note #3 by Gustave (pseudonym) 
Note. Triangle-shaped characters with a tall hat and a clock instead of eyes. From Sticky note #3 
by Gustave (pseudonym), by Gustave, 2019, Private collection. 

I was quite surprised by Gustave’s characters. Each of them, similar in many ways, is carrying an 
important amount of details, and is repeated in this exercise even months apart. Further research 
allowed me to discover that this particular character is from a popular children’s tv show. 

4. Background presence: Half the students (51.6%) chose to use the time that 
was allowed to them at least during one of the exercises (25.3% of all sticky-
notes) to create refined and detailed backgrounds to support the narrative 
drawn in the foreground of the sticky notes. 

A few other interesting points were brought to my attention while I juggled the 

visual data in front of me. I was surprised to see that a few students, either because the 

narratives they illustrated are parts of their everyday art representations or because they 

remembered the drawings they did during the previous sticky note exercises, created 

similar drawings over the course of the ten months of that school year (just as Gustave 

in figures 90 and 91). And even if most sticky notes for the same student were not as 

similar as the examples presented by Gustave, numerous elements, colours used, 

narratives, or compositions between the different sticky notes from the same student 

carry similarities between each other (figures 92, 93 and 94). A few students, however, 

took the exercise with so much freedom that each sticky note is completely independent 

from the others. Just as if the drawings were made by entirely different people. The 

sticky notes of Annette are good examples of such diversified work (figure 95 through 

97). 
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Figure 92 Sticky note #1 by Ernest (pseudonym) 
Note. A bed with multiple objects on it next to a lamp. From Sticky note #1 by Ernest 
(pseudonym), by Ernest, 2018, Private collection. 

Figure 93 Sticky note #2 by Ernest (pseudonym) 
Note. Character with a red sweater sleeping at a table. From Sticky note #2 by Ernest 
(pseudonym), by Ernest, 2018, Private collection. 

Figure 94 Sticky note #3 by Ernest (pseudonym) 
Note. A bed with red blankets with a speech bubble saying “zzz” above. Sticky note #3 by Ernest 
(pseudonym), by Ernest, 2019, Private collection. 

Ernest’s exercises carry similarities both in the story they tell and their content. The theme of 
sleep is employed in all of them (the “zzz” made it more obvious in figure 93 and 94). They also 
display similar colours (all warm) and the first sticky note (92) and the third (94) have similar 
composition presenting a three-dimensional bed as their central element. 
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Figure 95 Sticky note #1 by Annette (pseudonym) 
Note. A brown-haired character with a unicorn horn and ears. From Sticky note #1 by Annette 
(pseudonym), by Annette, 2018, Private collection. 

Figure 96 Sticky note #2 by Annette (pseudonym) 
Note. Multiple elements displayed at as mathematical addition formula. From Sticky note #2 by 
Annette (pseudonym), by Annette, 2019, Private collection. 

Figure 97 Sticky note #3 by Annette (pseudonym) 
Note. An abstract mix of colours covering the entire surface of the sticky note. From Sticky note 
#3 by Annette (pseudonym), by Annette, 2019, Private collection. 

Annette, as opposed to Ernest, chose entirely different narratives, compositions, and elements to 
create her three pieces throughout the school year. Each of them belonging to a different 
category. 

The stories told by some students also shifted over time in interesting ways 

which may be noticed through the use of the same elements over time. Paul’s sticky 

notes are good examples.  

Unlike Ernest’s sticky notes (previously seen figures 92 through 94), where the 

same elements are constantly reused and tell a similar story each time, Paul reused his 
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elements to create different narratives on his sticky-notes (figures 98 and 99). The 

character and the bicycle go from sharing the same narrative with more details in their 

renderings on the first sticky-note (figure 98) to becoming a list of interests on the 

second sticky-note, in which the elements—although more numerous— are less detailed 

but organized spatially to potentially share a couple of different stories.  

        

Figure 98 Sticky note #2 by Paul (pseudonym) 
Note. Two characters (one with its arm attached to its hat, the other one floating above) and a 
bicycle. From Sticky note #2 by Paul (pseudonym), by Paul, 2018, Private collection.  

Figure 99 Sticky note #3 by Paul (pseudonym) 
Note. One character playing with a ball, a bowl, a smiley face and a bicycle. From Sticky note #3 
by Paul (pseudonym), by Paul, 2019, Private collection. 

Finally, out of curiosity, I also asked two non-educator adult friends in the 

beginning of their thirties to blindly do the sticky note exercise with the same parameters 

and materials that were given to my students. I wanted to see if there would be major 

differences in responses and if the adults’ visual responses could also be classified 

within the same categories and sub-categories I had established witnessing my 

students’ responses.  

Both adults produced drawings that could be easily included in my data chart. 

There are no indicators of ethnicity, culture or nationality, even if one friend only 

immigrated to Canada three years ago. This absence of cultural or ethnic traces on the 

sticky-notes is again surprising to me since I feel I would have prioritized cultural signs in 

the making of my sticky-note in such exercise. 
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This finding leads me to think, and of course a bigger pool of participants would 

be needed to draw firm conclusions, that when asked to visually describe themselves, 

both adults and children answer in similar ways as presented above; hobbies, physical 

characteristics, pop-culture elements they identify to, and so forth. Only their drawing 

capacities, more refined, was noticeably a major difference between the two age groups. 

These sticky-note activities brought to light the multiple and various responses 

that people (adults or children) chose to illustrate themselves through art and fed my 

education practice in meaningful ways as I have now an idea of the most common 

answers individual prompts may elicit, and I can now craft art projects to lead individual 

visualizations and self-reflections in deeper ways in my art room.  

For example, sitting with my students’ responses on sticky-notes, I realized that 

very few of them considered offering responses in an abstract matter (only four out of 

the ninety-nine collected sticky-notes were abstract compositions). Therefore, I think it 

would be interesting to work more on the use of abstraction in self-representations with 

pre-teenagers in my classroom. Perhaps some students may find in abstraction new 

visual ways to self-express that were not considered before and that they may find more 

suited to their expressive needs. 

Learnings from Witnessing Portfolios as a Whole 

As I engaged in this study and from researching identity development, I was 

quickly drawn to realize that, just as our sense of identity and graphic stages (can) 

evolve throughout our lives, the responses given by my students can only be witnessed 

as part of constantly evolving thoughts, expressions, experiences, and skills processes 

and not as definite answers. The visual responses may be seen as snapshots of 

moments and feelings as students felt them when they went through these creative 

exercises in my company.  

Again, it would be interesting to carry a similar study over many years with the 

same students. A longitudinal study would possibly allow researchers to investigate how 

participants’ visual vocabulary evolves and self-image is articulated over the years when 

they are asked to illustrate themselves and to see whether such visual art exercises 

benefit their general self-perceptions, such as through interviews for example.   
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In terms of witnessing a long-term evolution in artistic self-expression and 

perception, I have my own artworks, my process as an artist as well as new information I 

discovered as I engaged in this research and writing to base my reflections on. 

Looking at my own drawings, paintings, prints, writing, and photographs over the 

years, my work contains the same type of responses as found on the students’ sticky-

notes, but expressed increasingly with refined technical skills and deeper narratives, due 

to my age, my visual arts training, and to the fact that self-reflections have been part of 

my art process since my early twenties, as I began to struggle to understand who I was 

and what was my place in the world.  

Looking at my students, their work, and discussing with them, they seem to 

express the same range of feelings as adults. They might either not understand their 

feelings yet (especially when these emotions are complex, multiple or intertwined), or 

they are unable or unwilling to share and express them just like many adults do. 

However, from considering my students’ portfolios as a whole brought to light or 

reinforced some educational theories that are sometimes forgotten when a student’s 

work is looked at solely for the purpose of curriculum understanding assessment.  

Firstly, as an art educator, I consider that part of my work is, of course, to help 

students to develop or refine their motor and artistic skills, but it is also to attend to and 

acknowledge their understanding of their surrounding world (which is different from 

mine), as well as their place in it. I also wish to help students in refining and redefining 

these understandings through the discoveries and explorations of multiple tools and 

ideas.  

For that purpose, I typically consider a group’s dynamic, its context, its various 

individuals’ works, and assess its general graphic stage to better address its needs and 

how I may be a useful guide. It is important to understand however, that the graphic 

stage of a child should not be determined by looking at a single work of art. Before 

assessing a child’s graphic capacities and unique understanding, one needs to be able 

to consider several pieces of work.  

Many variables may be factors in a child’s answers to a task; mood and 

motivation of the day, the material and support used, the context into which the project 

was created (quiet group or a messy chaotic classroom, etc.).  
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Paul, a grade five student, was a good example of how looking at only one 

artwork may sometimes mislead an educator to draw the wrong conclusion concerning 

their students’ capacities. Paul’s motivations varied enormously from one day to another. 

He is a child whose artistic abilities would be placed within the norm for his age’s group. 

Though an educator who would only assess Paul’s work done on an unmotivated day 

would be led to the wrong conclusion, and as a consequence of that could give Paul 

projects that would not challenge his skills or his creativity, leading him most likely to be 

more unmotivated and also, as a consequence, probably more disruptive in class (see 

figures 100 to 102). Paul also needs breaks and his tasks need to be broken down 

otherwise he tends to get bored, finishing a task as soon as possible, often resulting in 

him not paying attention to details when colouring or painting after taking his time to 

beautifully sketch a work. To understand this student better, an educator needs to look 

at his portfolio and not just a single piece of work from it. 

      

Figure 100 Projet de typographie de Paul (pseudonyme)—Vue rapprochée d’un 
chat 

Note. A black cat. From Projet de typographie de Paul (pseudonyme)—Vue rapprochée d’un 
chat, by Paul, 2018, Private collection.  

Figure 101 Projet de typographie de Paul (pseudonyme)—Vue rapprochée d’une 
roue 

Note. A wheel. From Projet de typographie de Paul (pseudonyme)—Vue rapprochée d’une roue, 
by Paul, 2018, Private collection. 
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Figure 102 Projet « Ces étiquettes que tu portes » de Paul (pseudonyme) 
Note. Paul’s portrait of himself. From Projet « Ces étiquettes que tu portes » de Paul 
(pseudonyme), by Paul, 2019, Private collection. 

Here are two examples of Paul’s work done quite rapidly during the typography project (figure 
100 and 101) and his stereotype self-portrait project (102), which was done later during the 
school year when I knew Paul better. Looking at Paul’s self-portrait, and also from the field notes 
taken during that project, I see that breaking down the project into small tasks was good for him 
as the work is more detailed. Perhaps, taking even more breaks between the end of the sketching 
part and the beginning of the painting part would have been beneficial for him. At that stage, Paul 
did not want to take his time to apply the colours between the lines or to change his paintbrush to 
work the smaller details (the lips are a good example) after working for so long on the sketching 
of the face. 

Secondly, students’ art projects (including their brainstorms, self-assessments, 

pre-work sketches, and arbitrary doodles) are good visual fingerprints of who they are 

and what they feel at that precise moment in time, which sometimes confirms my own 

knowledge of them for being their educator for half a decade. Attending to my students’ 

work closely for clues during that school year was incredibly insightful. It helped me 

understand their moods and interests, which helped me in turn to craft projects that 

would be emotionally beneficial, challenging, or spark more interests. My inquiry and 

curiosity also led on several occasions to formal and informal conversations which 

helped me create bonds with students that are more discrete in my classroom as well as 

to witness issues that could be brought to the education team concerning certain 

students’ wellbeing and emotional stability. Here are a few interesting anecdotes and 

observations from my field notes during this whole adventure: 

• The work of Virginie comes first to mind as an interesting example of how a 
student’s work may reflect their personality. Virginie is a quiet and discrete 
student in any of the groups she was placed in over the years I taught her. I 
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was surprised that I could see these traits of character translated into her 
visual work when I sat with her stereotype self-portrait project in which she 
worked with pale and diluted layers of colours. Students around her were 
spilling dark layers of colours on their canvases at a fast pace. Virginie, 
however, took her time placing a diluted layer of paint over the others, quietly 
noticing the effect unfolding before her eyes (see figure 103). The layers are 
revealed when one takes the time to sit closely with the work. Just as her art 
needs closer attention, she reveals herself more when I have one on one 
conversations with her. 

 

Figure 103 Fond de tempera dilué par Virginie (pseudonyme) 
Note. Thin layers of tempera on a white surface. From Fond de tempera diluée par Virginie 
(pseudonyme), by Virginie, 2019, Private collection.  

• The students who self-described as bavard (talkative) in the bestiary 
brainstorm exercise are often the ones that most of their projects are left 
unfinished in their folders, as they didn’t have the time to complete them. It is 
the same case for the few students who self-described with words such as 
excité (roughly translates as “hyper”). Again, Paul (presented previously) is a 
good example in this case, as he has trouble to be still for more than ten 
minutes at a time. These pre-teenagers already have a heightened sense of 
self-perception in terms of their profiles as students. Now that they have 
proved an understanding of their concentration capabilities, it is my role as 
their educator, not only to guide and develop strategies and tools enhancing 
my students’ working skills with those characteristics in mind, but also to 
make sure that these traits of their personality they identified as theirs are not 
perceived negatively, as they can be powerful characteristics in many 
different contexts. I know now that I may nicely bring this difficulty of 
concentration to them and that it will not be a surprise, as I know that they are 
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quite aware of it, as opposed to working with a child who is unaware of their 
limited attention span.  

• Some students present amazing capacities to creatively self-entertain and 
distract themselves once the guided projects are finished. The folders of 
students like Ella and Rosa are good examples as they are filled with self-
directed mini projects. These students used the tools available to them in 
class and created games, cartoons, and multiple drawings during their alone 
time (see figures 104 and 105). They happen to also be students who do the 
guided projects rapidly, efficiently, and most of the time with a nearly perfect 
understanding of the tasks at hand. From what I know and have noticed from 
their family situations over the years, they also happen to come from families 
within which they have space, time, and are encouraged to be creative on a 
daily basis.  

      
Figure 104 Petit personnage fait de points par Ella (pseudonyme)—Projet non-

achevé 
Note. Unfinished character made with dots. From Petit personnage fait de points par Ella 
(pseudonyme)—Projet non-achevé, by Ella, 2018-2019, Private collection.  

I took pictures and digitalized my students’ artworks and portfolio content not only at the end of 
the school year, but also at multiple random occasions during the school year, which allowed me 
to witness some work mid-process. Ella here started a dot by dot little character, once her main 
project was done, but never finished it. 

Figure 105 Personnages de style BD faisant de multiples tâches par Rosa 
(pseudonyme) 

Note. 25+ cartoonish characters doing numerous different tasks. From Personnages de style BD 
faisant de multiples tâches par Rosa (pseudonyme), by Rosa, 2018-2019, Private collection.  

Rosa’s portfolio is filled with pages of cartoon characters such as the one in figure 105, which 
were a delight for me to discover. 
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Thirdly, as mentioned briefly earlier in the section presenting my findings during 

the separation phase, another discovery that I made while looking at my students’ entire 

folders, leaving curriculum assessments aside, was that sometimes the folders’ content 

gives me insights of specific students’ emotional states as well as little windows to act 

upon it reaching out to the school’s specialists or the families.  

The work of Georges, who mentioned feeling lonely in one of his brainstorms, 

allowed me to realize that some of my students are truly opening up in their portfolios. 

However, these little windows to some students’ emotional states and feelings might be 

easily bypassed if one pays only attention to their curriculum understanding when 

looking at their art. Students’ little hints on their well-being may in fact be valuable clues 

which could potentially speed up the process for an educational team in narrowing down 

the cause behind changes in their interactions with others or dealing with school, for 

example.  

Two other students raised little flags through their artworks and written 

assessments, as they were either overly violent or were sharing a heavy load of self-

hatred and deprecation. Such cases were discussed with the educational team in order 

to pay more attention to their general interactions with others or the students themselves 

as well as monitoring their general well-being; these visual clues were in fact hints that 

could be pieced together with other work and/or actions outside of my art room.  

Fourthly, as a constant learner and deeply curious person, I took pleasure 

looking at my students’ doodles, scattered in their folder, as they taught me new things 

in general. For example; I had the pleasure to research the culture of Kawai in Japan as 

it was mentioned repeatedly in one student’s folder, which was completely new to my 

cultural knowledge.  

Children also taught me a great deal about themselves on a more personal level 

when writing their brainstorms and self-assessments, for example, sharing their likes 

and interests, which then brought new light onto their work.  

Again, the example of Berthe, the fifth grader who is passionate about books, 

stories, and literature is relevant. Berthe wrote in her typography brainstorm that many of 

her life interests revolve around literature and books and almost every project but one 

carries a visual reference to that passion. 
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This discovery felt like realizing that a student’s work contained a secret code, 

each work telling a little bit more of themselves to any viewer paying enough attention to 

discover it. This research was in itself a blessing, a stop that allowed me to take time, to 

look past the actual product of the works and to discover the students behind them.  

Finally, this study allowed me also to recognize the limitations that working with 

elementary school students bring along. Some students gave me an incredible amount 

of data to study. For some others, everything is incomplete or missing, which also says 

something in itself. What is to be said in the absence of data or participation? In a 

regular school setting, where that artwork was purposely assigned to be assessed and 

reported in terms of a grade or a curriculum related comment, an absence of answers 

given by students would mostly have resulted in a ‘failure to meet requirements’. Such 

assessment also speaks of how inaccurate a grading system can be when looking at a 

child’s artwork.  

When looked at simply for what they are, these absences of visual and written 

answers are clues of the limitations, the distractions, the motivations, the speed, and 

abilities to meet requirements by these pre-teens. The absence of visual answers may 

speak of a child’s dedication, or lack of, or interests in specific disciplines, which in 

return, feeds me as an educator to craft projects that are better adapted to their needs, 

and interests, as well as their emotional and physical capabilities.  

By looking at the entire content of a portfolio, what is in it and what isn’t, I am 

offered not only a new perspective on my students but also on my own work and its 

upcoming challenges.  

I perceive the consideration for what is absent in a work as similar to looking at a 

landscape from a new window. By looking only at final products and/or at portfolios for 

the sole purpose of evaluation, educators are truly missing their students’ narratives that 

are actually hidden behind the work and in the collection of work. Moreover, these 

narratives speak as much about the educator’s pedagogies and crafted projects than 

about the students themselves. 
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“In the deep past, people knew names had power. Some still do. 
Calling things by their true names cuts through the lies that excuse, 
buffer, muddle, disguise, avoid, or encourage inaction, indifference, 
obliviousness. It’s not all there is to changing the world, but it’s a 
key step.”  

(Solnit, 2018, p. 1) 

 

 

“To name something truly is to lay bare what may be brutal or 
corrupt- or important or possible- and key to the work of changing 
the world is changing the story, the names, and inventing or 
popularizing new names and terms and phrases.”  

(Solnit, 2018, p. 2) 
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____________________________________ 

 

Canmore- Ha Ling Trail- Tent Ridge Trail  

Jasper- The Whistlers Trail- Maligne Canyon Trail - Edith Lake 

Lake Louise- Lake Moraine- Helen Lake Trail- Plain of Six Glaciers Trail- Mount 

Saint Piran 

 Banff- Mount Tunnel- C-Level Cirque Trail 

 

____________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 



228 

 

 

 



229 

____________________________________ 

 

Right before I started my master’s program in 2017, I took a road trip in Alberta 

with two friends. We hiked, we laughed, met fellow hikers, and witnessed the never-

ending beauty surrounding us with infinite awe and amazement.  

For more than two weeks, we pressed pause and contemplated our lives up until 

that moment.  

A dead father, an assault, the mental and physical exhaustion of going through law 

school. 

We could stare at our struggles, scream at them and let the rivers carry them away 

for a while. 

 

Three years later, approaching the end of writing my thesis, I find myself doing 

another road trip through the mountains.  

Different, but equally as lovely.  

 

As usual, I seem to find poetry to this moment. Starting and finishing this master’s 

journey driving and hiking through the mountains.  

Like completing a circle. 

Going back to where I started just to realize that I’m not the same.  

 

In between those trips; three years of deep self-inquiries.  

Standing still with a running mind.  

 

But where do I stand exactly? 

As a woman? 

As a survivor? 

A researcher? 

An artist? 

As an educator, a friend, and a daughter? 

 

In what way did each piece of my story fit with the others? 

How did they lead me to where I currently stand?  
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Physically. 

Mentally. 

Spiritually.  

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Nelson- Mirror Lake- Pulpit Rock Trail 

Fernie- Fairy Creek Trail (upper fall) 

Waterton Lakes National Park- Mount Galwey- Bertha Lake- Crooked Creek 

Golden- Canyon Creek Loop 

Pavilion- Marble Canyon 

Pemberton- Tenquille Lake Trail 

 

____________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 



232 

____________________________________ 

 

It’s insidious the way it happens really.  

For some, it started in childhood. 

 

You even laughed at some of these moments after they passed. 

Or became awkwardly silent. 

Not recognizing or seeing what was slowly building up. 

That soon-to-be familiar feeling of unsafety. 

 

Little by little. 

Boundaries are pushed. 

The next event pushed the boundary just a little more than the last one. 

What’s the harm?  

 

The last time, you stayed silent. 

And eventually it ended and you told yourself you were ok. 

 

Boundaries become blurry. 

Even for yourself. 

You get used to going into that little corner of yourself and wait until those 

moments pass. 

 

Unbelievably common stories by the dozen. 

 

When the rape happened, it was as if it was building up for years. 

When people ignore your boundaries over and over again, it becomes even harder 

for you to know where they are anymore. 

 

And when, for the last time, I said I did not want to, and my boundaries were 

argued with and then ignored, it was as if a final wall came down. 

 

There was nothing left but pieces. 
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Scattered. 

Missing. 

Unreachable. 

 

Unaccounted for. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

There is something about the woods.  

As a child and a teenager, I used to go out on outdoor adventures all the time.  

Hiking, canoeing, camping, even during the freezing Quebec winters. 

I loved it.  

And it made me. 

Gave me strength, confidence, and independence.  

 

I stopped going outdoors during my undergraduate years and my first couple of 

years as an educator.  

A lack of time, opportunities, and friends to go with I suppose. 

I picked it back up a couple of years ago, once the craziness slowed down. 

 

There is something about the woods. 

When I’m scrambling or camping, as things simplify, so do I. 

When I’m building and lighting a fire, or hiking a peak, some complicated layers of 

my life seem to peel off, and I become just Audrey again.  

 

Not the teacher of four hundred students, not the assault survivor, not the 

graduate student, nor the daughter of a complicated family.  

Just Audrey. 

 

The Audrey who loves building campfires, conquering new mountains, swims in 

hidden lakes, and names any wild animals she encounters. 

 

Simple.  

Basic.  

Essential. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

My mother made me to be everything she was not allowed to be.  

She enabled me to do the things she was not allowed to do. 

 

As I see my partner grieve the recent loss of his mother a little every day, I can’t 

help but project myself into my own future grief. 

I am not sure if I know how to live without my mother.  

Even from far away, she is a constant presence in my life, as I think I am for her.  

 

I feel her in every breath I take. 

She gave me my energy, my story, my strengths and fears. 

How does one carry on without their mother in their life? 

 

Losing your mom is like walking in the woods at night without a headlamp. 

You learn to make sense of the sounds and shadows all by yourself.  

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

I believe my fragility is sometimes brought forward in my life by my own lack of 

understanding and acknowledging the multiplicities of my own identity.  

I am feeling happy and complete and all of a sudden, something small or big 

happens and all the boxes, each holding a small part of my being, seem to be 

discarded on the floor. Some days, the idea to look through them and to figure out 

in what way all those boxes can actually be stacked well together seems 

impossible… 

 

I am a daughter 

My mother and I often lost track of who was supposed to be the adult and who was 

supposed to be the child in that dynamic of ours.  

She grew up with deep feelings of unsafety.  

Then she had me. She could dress me pretty and hold me when she was sad. 

I can make her feel better 

To this day my mother crying still brings the image of a hurt child to me.  

 

In some ways, I moved away so we could both learn to grow without each other 

around.  

From my mother I inherited this urge to ease people’s pain. 

 

I always had a problem with alcohol. 

I grew up surrounded by deeply wounded men who drank to numb their pain and 

hurt back. 

Alcohol started to be a natural way for me to ease my pain early on. 

I am now sober. And I finally see how drinking used to bring me down. 

 

I am a daughter. 

My dad was not really around when I was a teenager. 

Sometimes, I fear that people will abandon me, so I run away first. 

Sometimes I stay too long, insecure and apologetic.  

I also used to ease that fear with booze. 
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I am a survivor. 

Sometimes, because I fear that people will abandon me I actually keep people 

around that should not be in my life.  

I forget that I can be strong and would be ok on my own. 

Those feelings led me in abusive relationships and I sat sometimes in them for a 

while. 

 

I am a teacher. 

And now, I must say, a truly happy person. 

I see fragments of my childhood in my students. 

I find it scary as well as incredibly motivating to be my best as their educator. 

 

How do I feel now, surrounded by all those boxes, has yet to be determined.  

Sometimes, I open one and look at its content slowly.  

Other times, the boxes get scattered and I find myself surrounded by them.  

A bit paralyzed. 

But in no time do they disappear.  

 

What should I do? 

Pick them up and put them away? 

Live my life walking around the mess? 

Should the boxes be forgotten? Sorted out? 

Acknowledged once in a while? 

 

I live in my field of open boxes. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

You entered my life on what was an incredibly freezing day for you and a chilly day 

worthy of at least wearing tights with my dress for me.  

 

You had a dark scarf and a dark toque which made your eyes and hair spark. 

Your accent was thick. 

Canada was still new for you. 

I didn’t understand everything you said.  

But I kept smiling at you and hoped that my own accent made you also miss a few 

sentences so we’d have something in common.  

 

The subject came quickly. 

“When did you realize it?”, you asked. 

It suddenly came to me that straight people probably don’t have these types of 

conversation on a first date. 

Work, music, and weather maybe. 

And yet for us, it is absolutely normal to discuss this within minutes of meeting 

another one of us. 

 

“What about you? How old were you when you realized that you weren’t like other 

people? When did you realize you also like girls?” 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

As a woman I should. 

 

I should be tall. 

I should write this thesis in one summer. 

I should be less skinny and my skin should be perfect. 

I should be fierce, yet sensitive. 

 

I should smile all the time but never laugh too loud.  

I should want to have kids. 

I should never apologize and yet, always be sorry for something. 

I should be a warm but strict teacher. 

 

I should paint more often and learn new techniques. 

I should understand scholarly papers better and faster.  

I should read two books per month. 

I should be smart, humble, yet proud. 

 

I should have bouncy hair and perfect nails.  

 

I should write this thesis in one summer. 

 

I should be…  

Perfect. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Love is hard. 

Love is beautiful. 

Love makes everything glow and often comes with the high price of showing your 

vulnerabilities. 

 

Someone sees you tear up. 

Someone sees you snort-laugh. 

Cry in front of a terrible movie and hear your most shameful stories. 

And then there is the hardest one: someone sees you fear that they are going to go 

away while they are still standing next to you and holding your hand. 

 

____________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 



243 

_______________________________ 

 

“How do you grieve for somebody who’s still alive?” 

 

I couldn’t resist and after flipping through a couple of pages I just bought the zine. 

I wrote that exact same sentence in my sketch book eight years ago on a 

particularly hard Xmas Eve. 

 

In my family, a lot of people don’t speak anymore. 

Saying goodbye and grieving the living is a long existing tradition. 

Secrets are buried so deep that most of us forgot or don’t even know the reasons 

behind each other’s silences. 

 

Our family’s walls are old, high, and solid.  

And as I grew older a few facts about broken families became clear to me. 

 

It is not because somebody is family that they always behave correctly. 

Family can hurt you more than strangers because they know exactly where to hit. 

Sometimes, we need to disconnect with people to reconnect with ourselves. 

And sometimes, people are simply so far gone that they can drag you down with 

them.  

That holding onto things and people that aren’t there anymore is what can deepen 

scars. 

And that letting go of things can be a fucking blessing. 

 

I still haven’t read the zine. 

It’s less than ten pages long. 

It is on my living room table.  

Between two books and my knitting kit. 

Like a family picture. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

One thing sadder than missing and longing for someone who isn’t anymore, is to 

realize you don’t miss them at all. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

I don’t like the word trigger. 

I just say I poked the bear. 

I don’t like the word trigger. 

Just as I don’t like the word rape.  

 

I probably didn’t mind them much before. Or gave them second thoughts. 

 

Living those words is a whole new way to experience them. 

As they are now part of a new vocabulary to describe yourself, they resonate 

differently. 

Words are important. 

And deciding to finally own them publicly, and not their slightly washed down 

synonyms designed to leave the mind of others at peace, away from your 

struggles, can be incredibly empowering.  

 

Words are important. 

Some sensations seem too big to be contained in only a two syllables word. 

 

I don’t like the word trigger 

I probably didn’t understand it well before.  

Before I began to understand it at a level so high it paralyzed me. 

Body and mind to a minimal functioning level.  

 

I don’t like the word trigger. 

But this week, I came to it. 

I poked the bear.  

My bear. 

 

I simply did something I would have done blindly three years ago. 

Before everything changed. 

Because, after many years, I would have liked to think that I was back to normal.  
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To the old Audrey. 

 

Old Audrey would go out, meet strangers, sometimes flirt and be flirted with. 

Without many consequences more than a Jägermeister hungover. 

This week I poked my bear. 

He is handsome, funny, and charming.  

He has nothing to do with my story. 

But within a few hours I was kicked back into the past.  

A hard kick that bent time and space. 

 

I got kicked back into that hotel room, half awake. 

I was locked again in my own bathroom just so I can have two minutes by myself. 

Just like years ago, where my body and mind would disconnect so I can simply go 

through my day. 

I poked my bear and now I wait quietly in a corner for it to go back to sleep. 

 

I really, really, don’t like the word trigger. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Some moments defined every other one that followed, whether I tried to beat the 

feelings or to embrace them.  

A wave going back and forth, from victim to survivor, and back to victim within a 

second’s moment.  

 

I wish now for a sense of home within myself.  

For certainty for what it is that I don’t know.  

Because sometimes, the simple fact of knowing that I ride that wave is not enough. 

I wish for a will on it.  

 

It is that will, that inquiry, that created the idea of this thesis. 

I’m probably as grateful as I am resentful for the source of its inspiration 

 

A bitter silver lining. 

As the senses of guilt, strength, and fear are emerging abruptly. 

For attempting to give to this moment a meaning beyond that now familiar feeling 

that a tornado just passed in my backyard.  

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Three years down the road, I feel like I know myself better than I ever did before.  

 

This new confidence in my self-knowledge is however tainted. 

It comes with its own new attached feelings of guilt and shame. 

As if nothing positive can ever be attached to any part of that journey. 

To the eyes of others, nothing can ever be gray in a rape story. 

 

Nor is there any space in the public place to discuss those weird areas of silver 

linings for survivors without discrediting the act and diminishing the traumas that 

came from it. 

 

Double the guilt. 

Feel bad for the act you’ve been put through and later feel bad for finding a light 

shining through the darkness. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

A tornado just in my backyard. 

It is still my backyard. 

I recognize it.  

But the flowers have been torn out. 

The patio set is discarded all over the place and some chairs are broken. 

And I think the storm took away some of the cushions. 

 

I don’t know if I’ll ever retrieve them. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

Even lost, I was always (t)here. 

 

____________________________________ 
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________________________ 

 

List of things I love (for the gloomy days) 

 

I love to walk in the park and pretend that all the dogs are mine. 

I love my first sip of coffee every single morning, especially if I’m camping. 

I love my cat’s fur, warm in the sun.  

My partner’s smile, even on camera. 

I love my paint-covered classroom. 

I love taking the bus instead of driving to work so I can watch the birds and the 

squirrels on my way to the bus stop.  

I love driving to work so I can sing badly and loud. 

 

I love conquering new mountains. 

Waking up next to a lake. 

Breaking a brand-new peanut butter swirl with my knife. 

My roommate’s morning dinosaur sounds. 

 

I love my partner’s unicorn onesie. 

People who walk and read. 

People who smile under their masks. 

I love taking a nap on my old couch. 

Taking a nap on the bus 

Taking a nap on my balcony. 

Taking a nap everywhere. 

 

The small wonders. 

The big adventures. 

The amazing ordinary. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

I got cat called walking down the street the other day. 

From a man my age in a black pick-up truck 

 

His voice sent me back. 

From numerous not-so-distant memories to a sharp realization. 

 

Every time I got called in the street. 

That time I was cornered in a bus stop at night. 

The hands of strangers touching me when I was still waitressing.  

Blunt and graphic suggestions made to me when I was a teenager by older people.  

 

All those times, it was never about desire.  

Certainly not about love. 

It was about power.  

About possession.  

Dehumanization.  

Their will to see if they can get away with it. 

I became convenient. 

An accessory to their own power desires. 

I became less. 

 

When that man in the pick-up truck slowed down in the middle of an intersection 

to talk to me I, like many times before, looked down. 

Shocked and silent. 

 

And once again, for a split second. I felt like I was less. 

Like I was owned. 

Like he won. 

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

My grand-papa was often not a nice man.  

In a way, my family’s story of scars and bruises started with him (but who knows 

where his own story started). 

 

My mom and I were talking about him the other day. 

She says he has been very nice since he died. 

She says she speaks to him often.  

He listens to what she has to say and even inquires on how she is doing.  

And he smiles too.  

As my mother was telling me this we both smiled softly.  

Nostalgia of moments that never happened.  

 

I finally scattered the last part of his ashes last summer.  

Almost three years after he died. 

In a calm lake, up a mountain.  

The dust floated for a while. 

The bone pieces sank.  

The lake was shallow and calm so I could see them.  

 

After a while, I walked away and left him there.  

I started to talk to him too after that. 

And he smiles at me every time.  

 

____________________________________ 
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____________________________________ 

 

“The only road to strength is vulnerability” (Nachmanovitch, 1990, 
p.64) 

 

“Paradoxically, the more you are yourself, the more universal your 
message” (Nachmanovitch, 1990, p.179) 

 

I hid myself behind a strong mask for an extended part of my life.  

Pretending that everything was always fine.  

 

The strong mask is a lie.  

I’ve never felt sadder and lonelier than when I was wearing it.  

 

There was no sudden time that I had a revelation and let the mask go.  

No epiphany.  

One day, the sadness was overflowing and I decided to let one bit out. 

Then another one.  

Surrounded by trusted friends. 

 

Now I am so raw about my feelings that I think it sometimes throws some people 

off. 

But I don’t know any other way to do life anymore.  

Every laugh or tear is a hundred percent genuine. 

Sometimes, even with tears running down my cheeks, I get this weird feeling, this 

strong sense of self through the sadness. 

This feeling that I have never been more solid on my feet.  

 

I know how I feel now. 

I know who I am. 

I know where to go and who to see and trust. 
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Worthy people aren’t scared by the tears or by the loud and sudden burst of 

laughter. 

The people who receive the tears and the laugh and who even throw some my way 

when needed. 

 

The spectrum of human emotions is too wide to hide behind a fake smile. 

 

Cry like a waterfall. 

Laugh like a hurricane. 

Live like a tornado 

Tall and solid. Like a mountain.  

 

____________________________________ 
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Chapter 8.  
 

A Pause 

 

“We are not found until we are lost. We feel the pull to stop and the pull to 
continue.” (Pryer, 2004, p. 202) 

 

“The process of writing can even clarify those understandings for the 
individual. When someone else reads the poem and begins to engage 
with it, poetry happens again. It is in the engagement that the poetry lies, 
not in the symbols written on the page.” (Goldberg, 2001, p. 57)  

 

This research has been a journey. An adventure starting with the desire to 

understand myself through others better, and to help others (children and adults) to 

better understand themselves through visual and written story-telling. This journey was 

also about learning to juggle with the idea of the multiplicity of identities, on how it may 

be explored through the arts, and of the clearing of a small path in a tiny corner of this 

jungle that is the academia world. As I reach the conclusion of this study, I am now 

finally circling back and focusing again my attention on myself and to where I stand once 

this work is coming to a pause.  

I consider this ending chapter a pause rather than a full stop because, as it was 

explained by the creative dynamic and how artistic processes are shaped, I believe that 

even if I am currently writing the conclusion of this research, ideas sprung out from this 

academia journey and will lead me to my next adventures. New projects are already 

awakening, whether it is for my personal, professional, scholar, or artistic life (or perhaps 

all of them altogether) as I now accept and embrace my status as an a/r/tographer. I now 

dance between disciplines and let them lead me.  

At the end of this exploration, I find myself standing exactly where I was at the 

beginning in many different ways. I am still an artist, a teacher, a researcher, and a 

woman working in a minority Francophone school in western Canada. I however look at 
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my multiple identities differently after gazing at them through the lenses of this study. I 

used to feel like a fraud as a researcher. I used to not know my place as a woman, not 

straight nor gay, dancing between masculinity and femininity in my gender expression on 

a daily basis. I used to also see the struggle between my teacher and my artist identity 

as something to overcome. I felt like one of the two must win over my personality or 

schedule to feel and become complete.  

But I am not an artist. I am not a teacher. I am an artist AND a teacher. It is the 

gap in between those two statuses (and others), that exact struggle that makes me the 

person that I am. Those pulls and pushes for my attention and my shifting dedication 

shape me.  

I can think about my research, my art-making, and my teaching as separate 
and I can think of them as intersecting and connected. Or in a more fluid 
way, I think of them as a kind of mixing or flowing together, as a kind of 
unintentional self-portrait. (Pearse, 2004, p.187) 

Just as I perceive my student’s portfolio as their self-portraits, fragments of their 

multifaceted selves and their stories, I see this thesis as my own self-portrait. Identity is 

not only a topic that I wanted to study and develop through this work. 

I wanted this thesis in its shape as well as in its treatment of the subject, to 

embody how, as a woman, a teacher, a researcher and an artist, I deal with my own 

multiplicity of identities through the arts and how they all interact with each other to 

create this person that I am. I wished for this academia work on identity to be personal in 

the hope that people relate to its content. This work is a conversation. From me to 

others, back to me with myself in a never ending-circle. I wished with this work to 

demonstrate in my own way that academia can be personal and still be relevant.  

This thesis is my portfolio. As I started this journey, I had a long list of 

components, scholars, concepts, stories, and artworks dear to my heart that I wanted to 

weave in this work. Those elements seemed essential to any writing of mine. Each 

element being an essential part in solidifying all my selves, giving them direction and 

meaning. Without each of the following elements, each bringing its own insight to 

different parts of my identities, this work would not have been a complete self-portrait.  

These elements were present when this study was still in idea form, they led my 

work as I was teaching and collecting data, guided my creative writing, and they helped 
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me write a thesis that truly represents who I am as a whole human carrying the 

combination of all my identities. 

∕Artist∕ 

Ever since my undergraduate studies, probably because my university’s faculty 

mixed arts education students with visual arts students in many courses, I perceived arts 

educators (even if I am one) as half-artists, or as sold-out artists. I felt that, as art 

education students, we were asked less from our art professors. Techniques, ideas, 

reflections and concepts didn’t have to be as good as those of the visual arts students 

sharing our classes. This assumption was later not confirmed or denied by some of the 

arts professors I became close to with the years passing.  

Professor Hélène Bonin, author of Cinq parcours identitaires d’enseignants en art 

[Five Arts Educators’ Identity Paths] (2015), a collection of interviews with arts educators 

in Quebec City, shares an example of how I perceived my own profession and status as 

an (incomplete) artist when describing one of the interviewee impostor’s feeling as a 

starting art educator:  

Elle a craint, en début de carrière, d’être perçue par le milieu artistique 
comme une artiste de second ordre parce qu’elle était enseignante et ne 
se consacrait donc pas exclusivement à la production artistique [She was 
worried, at the beginning of her career, that people evolving in the arts 
industry would perceive her as a second-rate artist due to the fact that she 
is an art educator; she does not fully commit to her artistic production]. (68) 

I used to see myself as a sad educator, even if I love working with children and 

teenagers, because I couldn’t not be full-time devoted artist. I thought that being an artist 

meant not having any other job. The old sad and tortured romantic vision of the 

struggling artist. I discovered during my graduate studies that not being able to work full 

time on my art did not, in fact, imply that I was not devoted a hundred percent to my 

creative process. 

As a graduate student, my perspective has now shifted. I see myself as both an 

educator AND an artist. It is a struggle schedule-wise but also a choice to be both. But it 

doesn’t mean I’m less of an artist, does it? My commitment to the arts might be different 

than an artist evolving outside the education world without being less valid. Even years 

after, I still wonder if that feeling of being half an artist truly came from others, from 
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within, or from both. Furthermore, I realize now that my double status of artist and 

educator fueled my artistic processes AND my pedagogical approach over the years as 

identity inquiry through self-portraiture became a passion. A passion leading parts of my 

daily work in the arts and transpiring through my pedagogical approaches with my 

students.  

As I started writing this thesis, one fact became obvious to me, inevitable even: 

my own artwork had to be included in this work. My art (just as it is for the work of my 

students) is the trace of who I am at specific moments in time but it also shapes and 

changes who I will become. 

As artists and makers, the arts are both witnesses and actors in our lives. The 

artwork (the creative writing and the drawings) included in this thesis act as snapshots of 

who I was and how I felt through the different steps of this academic challenge. 

Moreover, the arts are influencing new thoughts, perspectives and therefore actions, 

whether these actions are in my personal art space, in my art room with my students, or 

both. Former professor at the Stanford Graduate School of Education and worldly 

renowned academic Elliot W. Eisner (1933-2014) explains this beautiful double role that 

the arts play in my life in the first chapter of The Arts and the Creation of Mind (2002):  

Experience is central to growth because experience is the medium of 
education. Education, in turn, is the process of learning to create ourselves, 
and it is what the arts, both as a process and as the fruits of that process, 
promote. Work in the arts is not only a way of creating performances and 
products; it is a way of creating our lives by expanding our consciousness, 
shaping our dispositions, satisfying our quest for meaning, establishing 
contact with other, and sharing a culture. (3) 

My whole career journey started with my passion for the arts. The arts are the 

foundations of who I am as and a/r/tographer. Any academic writing would not be 

complete and fully mine without visual and creative traces of what I craft, of who I am 

and where I stand as an artist, a teacher, a woman, and now a researcher.  

/Teacher/ 

On top of describing the exploration and the witnessing of my students’ artworks 

to my art propositions, I had a strong desire that this thesis reflects some key values I 

work on communicating in my classroom; the importance of identity inquiries, of 
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inclusivity and a rethinking of the perception of gender and races; of a constant urge to 

reframe the meaning of the arts in education; as well as the promotion of the French 

language in minority settings. 

As the main focus of the research was evolving around the concept of identity, I 

had an enormous number of questions as I witnessed my students’ responses and tried 

to analyze what I was observing while being aware of my biases as a white queer and 

Canadian-born woman. These questions I now carry everyday as an educator in my art 

room.  

Trying to not observe responses and divide the data in categories of boys/girls 

and Caucasian/non-Caucasian (which is something I handle well in my class, my 

pedagogies are gender neutral and inclusive) brought a lot of questioning and, in the 

end, some decisions had to be made regarding how I wanted to share my learnings of 

the data collected.  

As explained in Chapter 7, where my learnings are presented, I had every 

intention to not divide the data into the typical “male” versus “female” boxes of responses 

because I promote gender neutrality as much as possible in my art room. However, as 

my inquiry was advancing, the gap in certain answers between the identified boys and 

girls in my study became obvious and denying its existence would have been a little 

hypocritical. Most children are still seemingly raised in a world with “boys and girls” 

divisions and those divisions are observable in their work and in certain behaviors in 

class e.g. when they were asked to describe themselves or their feelings towards the 

work done. As much as I wish to see things change and to stop seeing gaps between 

the boys’ and girls’ responses in my classroom, it appears that I will have to wait a bit 

longer.  

This realization now fuels me as an art educator as I reflect on how I should 

continue to develop art works, discussions, and interactions with my students that could 

help reduce those gaps because gender gaps in visual answers in an art class should 

not exist as they have no reasons to be.  

From my experience, there are no secret formulas to reduce the gender gaps 

rapidly. As an educator, I need to keep giving students projects that promote self-

expression, to be patient, to support every student through the projects and not press 
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them to go to emotionally vulnerable places they are not ready to go. Changes in gender 

expression in schools also require that I actively keep paying attention to my 

pedagogical strategies and methods to see where I might (consciously or unconsciously) 

encourage those gaps to stay in place.  

The second dilemma I faced, again described in Chapter 7, as I was reviewing 

the work by children from ethnic minorities, influenced by my Caucasian and western-

centric view. What may be considered as an ethnicity trace, a cultural object or artifact 

representation on the work of a child? I was surprised to realize that not everybody has 

the same answer to that question. My main question as a researcher was simple: if 

brown skin and a djembe (for example) on an African child self-portrait are to be 

considered visual traces of cultural ethnicity, then what are the traces for a white 

Canadian-born child? If I don’t ask myself that question, then everything out of the 

ordinary in my white person’s eyes now enters into the categories of markers for cultural 

minorities, while anything else categorized as ordinary or “normal” to me goes unnoticed. 

My results and analysis then become highly biased.  

In both of these situations, reflections brought more questions than answers, but 

all my questioning and inner-monologues were definitely worth having; I wish to see 

such questions gain even more popularity in education.  

As an educator, I wish to inspire. I wish for the arts to go beyond technical 

acquisitions and for students to discover, not only through the projects they make but 

also through the artists, cultures, and artworks we discover, study, and question, that the 

arts possess important social functions. Art making and witnessing may enable 

individual and collective changes as the arts do not only document what is, but may also 

allow us to imagine what can be changed and altered. Educator, philosopher, and author 

Maxine Greene speaks brilliantly of the imagination as a vector of changes in the 

chapter “Imagination, Breakthroughs, and the Unexpected” of Releasing the Imagination 

(1995):  

To call for imaginative capacity is to work for the ability to look at things as 
if they could be otherwise. (…) To tap into imagination is to become able 
to break with what is supposedly fixed and finished, objectively and 
independently real. It is to see beyond what the imaginer has called normal 
or “common-sensible” and to carve out new orders in experience. Doing 
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so, a person may become freed to glimpse what might be, to form notions 
of what should be, and what is not yet. (19) 

The arts may be incredibly empowering. In my art room, I hope for children to be 

able to affirm who they are just as much as to decide who they are not, as it is also an 

important part of identity shaping (Harris, 1995, p. 1). My main motivation through my 

pedagogies is not to help students find a set of absolute labels to define themselves, but 

rather to introduce children to a variety of tools, strategies, and reflections so they may 

revisit these propositions and affiliated reflections when and if it is needed later in their 

lives. 

I see my art projects as starting points to deeper inquiries, as a way to show that 

there are multiple possibilities to discover and understand ourselves. As their educator, 

this study and its affiliated arts projects were ways to wander with my students’ visual 

and written answers and to witness if the propositions and inquiries launched were 

carriers of deeper meanings.  

Empowerment through the arts as also physical implication because, as 

explained by Erik Erikson describing “the sense of industry” (p. 94-95) in Identity and the 

Life Cycle (reissued in 1994), it is important for children to discover that they can build 

and make things successfully. It is my role as their educator to find a balance between 

crafting projects that are challenging and conducive to new learnings, but also open to 

changes to offer better support so students are successful in their art making according 

to their own standards and not just mine.  

Finally, I am a firm believer that every artwork tells a story. This thesis’ first 

function is to support and demonstrate the veracity of that belief through not only my 

students’ art but also my own. By looking at their art, I may understand my students 

better and discover the human behind the work, regardless of whether or not they have 

met the curriculum criteria. Every art piece is a testimony. It doesn’t have to be beautiful 

or even finished to say something truly important.  

Throughout my life, many artworks have changed my views of the world and of 

the arts, whether it is the eye-opening graphic novel Persepolis (published between 

2000 and 2003) by Iranian artist Marjane Satrapi (1969- ), the shocking and beautiful 

portraits made the painter Jenny Saville (1970- ) or the raw intimacy unfolding in Nan 
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Goldin’s (1953- ) photographs. The arts make me discover other people’s perspectives 

on life, love, race, war, people, religion, sex, nature, and so forth. A child’s art makes no 

exception. Important things may be communicated on a child’s doodle to someone who 

understands the importance of paying attention.  

Finally, as a Francophone working, studying, and living in an Anglophone 

province, promoting and sharing my passion of the French language and the French 

culture (from all parts of the Francophone world) is a critical part of my identity and 

deemed essential to be transmitted through this thesis and affiliated study. This is why, 

as my research of scholarly papers helping my work was done in both French and 

English, French writers and theorists are presented and cited in French throughout this 

work.  

As a writer, I also deemed important to leave my creative writing in the original 

language (whether it is French or English) first written for multiple reasons.  

First, I did not want meaning to get lost in translation. Secondly, translating 

creative work that relates to my daily life and emotions as a minority Francophone in an 

Anglophone province seems counterproductive, as I am trying to demonstrate and affirm 

this identity and its relevance even in an English scholarly publication for an Anglophone 

University. At last, translating my writing contradicts with my will that this thesis be 

considered as a self-portrait, as my life is led in two languages on a daily basis since I 

established myself in western Canada in 2014.  

I am French Canadian first and foremost. Being bilingual is a strength that helped 

me grandly to broaden my research in the making of this thesis; translating everything 

from its original language would be a disservice to one of the main points I am making in 

my scholarly writing which acknowledges the existence and promotion of minority 

French populations in English Canada by creating a meaningful thesis carrying both 

languages. I wanted French to be legitimately represented in my work not only as a 

content but also as a carrier.  

/Researcher/ 

As a fairly new member in the world of art and education research, I did not want 

to have too many expectations concerning my research and thesis because I did not 
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want to bias my analysis of the data I gathered. I wanted as much as I could to let the 

work and results guide me. I wished however, that wherever my conclusions led me, my 

work to be scholarly AND artistic. As a student and a researcher, presenting my findings 

as an ending point in my arts education graduate studies on identity and their interaction 

with my professional and personal lives without including my own artwork seemed 

incredibly contradictory.  

A thesis claiming at every page the importance of the arts needed to have a 

strong artistic presence to support and illustrate its point. I hope for my work to bring new 

insights in the world of education through the research but also to demonstrate that 

scholarly writing embodying meaningful artwork to support its topic as well as creating 

new propositions for discussion, have a place in academia. I also wished for my artistic 

and creative interludes to support the work as well as to be able to stand on their own 

and bring their independent meanings simultaneously to the readers and viewers.  

As a researcher, through the lenses of Pierre Gosselin’s creative dynamic and 

the discovery of my new and valuable position as an a/r/tographer, this research gave 

me the opportunity to observe my own work as an educator which was, until then, mostly 

relying on instincts when it comes to working on identity inquiries with children.  

As soon as I started drafting a plan of what I wanted my study to be like there 

was a strong will to study my own “playground” through ecological psychology i.e. to 

change as little elements as I could in my art room for the purpose of the study. This 

allowed me to truly be able to take a step back, to observe my pedagogical strategies as 

well as where they take place, and to discover how my students respond to them. Sue 

Martin, author of Take a Look (1994) describes ecological psychology or the studying of 

behaviours in their natural settings as: “a new approach in the early 1950s. It 

represented a move away from laboratory methods. The ecological approach is one that 

considers behaviour important in the light of the environment in which it occurs” (p. 280).  

Such a method had the benefit of introducing only a few new variants to my 

students so their actions and visuals answers would remain as authentic as possible to 

when they are created outside of a study environment. As much as I hope that this study 

and findings may help other educators, the first goal was for me to take a step back and 
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observe my own work, assess its strengths and weaknesses, and hopefully enable 

myself to take new directions as an educator. 

 /Woman/ 

I truly believe that there is a place for first person narrative in academia as much 

as there is in the arts. From personal storytelling to collective understanding. This is 

what I retained the most from my Indigenous pedagogies in education courses: our 

stories as humans have much to teach to others, children and adults included. I have no 

desire to separate my story as a woman to my life as an artist, a teacher and as a 

researcher, as particular events linked to this part of my identity truly sparked my desire 

to go on the academia journey. 

Even if gender identity is not an integral part of the a/r/tographer identity theories, 

I felt it was necessary to integrate it as a fourth identity in my work as, even still in 2022, 

our genders as women sadly still determine our roles and the perceptions that others will 

have of us as artist, teachers, and researchers. My gender and the way I was raised 

conforming to the gender I was traditionally assigned at birth biased my vision of the 

world, coloring my views of multiple events, even if I thrive to detach myself from it or to 

at least observe its effects on my story with new acquired insights. To stand in-between 

that gender and any other parts of my identity and see how they interact and nourish 

each other.  

As a woman artist, teacher, and researcher, I felt a deep urgency for this thesis 

to be as authentic as possible when it comes to the understanding of my work and my 

students’ responses while also being highly intimate and vulnerable when it comes to tell 

my own story as this thesis stands as my own identity inquiry through the arts, as an 

“adult” version led on myself of the work I do with my elementary school students.  

Furthermore, I worked to present a feminine and a feminist voice through the 

creative writing interludes as a way to not only be able to analyze my own thought 

process and growth as a feminist and a woman but to also see how these voices 

influence my life as an educator, an artist and mostly as a researcher because they 

change how I view my students and the data they presented to me. As Sara Lawrence 

Lightfoot presented in The Art and Science of Portraiture (1997):  
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Deep understanding and intimacy, of course, require that the researcher 
not only see the actor’s reality and respect the actor’s frameworks and 
perspectives, but also that she herself be self-reflective and self-analytic. 
That is, when the actor calls up haunting memories and vivid experiences, 
the portraitist must also be able to identify resonant experiences and similar 
feelings in herself. (148) 

Information, stories, feelings are passed from me, to my students, then back to 

me and finally from myself to whoever is reading, creating a dialogue that is tinted by 

personal perspectives and stories from everybody involved in this exchange. As from 

any artwork, monologues become dialogues into which everybody can relate to 

something different, where resonance becomes possible. From personal to universal, 

“[i]n daring to name convergence they provide essential clarity and elevate their 

portrayals from the sphere of individual scenario to the realm of more universal human 

experience” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 238). 

One of the aspects I felt the absolute necessity to include in this work was also 

my personal story as a survivor. As highly personal and inducing many opposite 

emotions such as fear, sadness, shame, courage, and pride, I wanted to contribute to 

the pursuit of introducing the subject of rape culture in academia, and how I now 

perceive it as not the act of lonely disturbed people, but rather as a system into which far 

too many of us are participating simply by letting the things we witness, do, and suffer go 

too far without reflecting on their consequences on society and ourselves.  

As highly personal as my story is, I also now understand how it is violently too 

common. Far away from me the idea of blaming any victims, such as myself, I however 

felt important to understand how the pieces of the puzzle that were my assaults fit in my 

life story, as they are now parts of myself. Unlike some assaults that are rather sudden, 

mine was a slow escalation of boundaries pushing into which many actors took place 

since childhood until those boundaries became completely lost to me. I understand also 

that each assault story is different and coped with differently by each victim trying to 

slowly make their way into becoming survivors. Meaning-making through creative 

writing, art, and making sense of my new identity in light of those events were simply my 

coping mechanisms and not universal answers to be pushed onto others. It’s important 

to also mention that I don’t consider my art-related coping mechanisms as miracle 

processes and that they were combined with numerous other healing processes 
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(therapy, anxiety medications, etc.) to bring me back to a place of peace and self-

understanding.  

There are no perfect places to put the personal writing on the abuses I went 

through in this thesis. It clashed everywhere and yet, a personal work on my identity 

could not go without it.  

There are no perfect places to put creative writing on the theme of abuse simply 

because it should not exist. As it shouldn’t have been part of my life, my story, or 

anybody else’s. Spaces into which abuses are discussed (whether it is a written space 

or not) stand out like sore thumbs. Their presences are just as essential as they are 

undesired by everyone, myself included. But there are only a few moments in your life 

that redefine your entire being. My rape was one of them. Like someone pulling the 

tablecloth during a family dinner. All the pieces of myself were still there after the event. 

Messy, scattered, shattered, and in need to be recollected. And it disturbed in various 

ways everybody who witnessed either the act pulling the cloth or its messy results. 

I felt not a desire but rather an urge to bring my story into academia because of 

its empowering potential for myself. As I couldn’t take back the events that happened to 

me, I wanted to take back at least the ownership of my story. My future was lost for a 

while, all I could see was the past. Through this program, with the presence of deeply 

caring friends, fellow students, and professors, I saw a way out of this trap by writing and 

talking it out. There was not much else I could write about me anyhow as it was all I 

could see for a while when trying to look at myself.  

I was my assault and nothing more. 

There is also something else. A desire for change by bringing my story in 

academia. A change, I humbly hope, bigger than myself. Sexual violences are no 

stranger to the world of research anymore. As the issue became mainstream in the last 

couple of years with the #MeToo movement, the numbers became widely known: 1 in 4 

women in North America will be sexually assaulted during their lifetime and over eighty 

percent of sexual crimes’ victims are women (SexAssault.ca). I fear however that such 

movements are not enough to stop what is happening behind barely closed doors all 

around the world. Movements fade and I learnt watching #MeToo unfold that voices, 

names, and stories are deeply important in this fight.  
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One voice may become many. One story becomes connected to many others. 

These voices, names, and stories deserves also their place in academia papers along 

with the numbers and percentages on sexual violence if we want any changes to occur. 

 When it comes to my own identity and the work in this thesis and research, my 

initial desire was to connect, in a scholar piece, the three main parts of myself I struggled 

with on a daily basis to join peacefully since the very beginning of my undergraduate 

studies.  

Every day, every second. 

I am a woman, an artist, and an educator.  

My story tints my view of the world. 

I am now also a researcher.  

In terms of time and self-commitment, it appeared that one identity (either 

personal, professional or artistic) was always retaining my full attention for a certain 

period of time, before being pushed aside to focus on one of the other two parts of my 

identity. For example, during the school year I would push any creative time aside which 

would create frustration, a feeling of incompleteness. By keeping one identity exclusive 

to the others, by not understanding that they may be intertwined, that they can be 

messy, I found myself often dissatisfied and always craving for “something else”.  

The reality is, when the equilibrium between my identities was found through 

a/r/tography, I truly discovered how they are parts of me at all times and in fact feed and 

inspire one another in truly meaningful ways. Instead of fighting each other for my 

attention, my multiple selves are, in fact, enhanced when working side by side. My mixed 

media art has a deeper meaning when it carries traces of my personal life through 

metaphors or my views of the world as an educator. The struggles and setbacks of my 

research were not viewed as signs of failures anymore once I started viewing the 

research as an artistic process (just like the creative dynamic) and the writing as the 

making of an art piece. My personal traumas and related inquiries to overcome them 

sent me on the path of developing the pedagogical strategy at the center of the study for 

my students at school. It also kept me motivated to pursue the work as it was, in fact, 

helping my own healing process. This thesis is therefore a written trace of the messy 
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equilibrium of all my selves. As beautifully put by Hélène Bonin in Cinq parcours 

identitaires d’enseignants en arts [Five Arts Educators’ Identity Paths] (2015): 

La création de soi, l’identité, s’inscrit dans la circulation continuelle des 
mouvements paradoxaux qui oscillent entre la migration et l’enracinement, 
la différenciation et l’identification, le rapport à soi et le rapport à l’autre, les 
moments reconstruits par la mémoire et ceux insufflés de projets. [One’s 
creation of self and identity development are imbedded in a constant 
circular but paradoxical movement into which one oscillates between 
migration and rooting, differentiation and identification, relations with 
oneself and with others, and the moments brought back from memories as 
well as the moments aching for new memories to be made]. (Bonin, 2015, 
acknowledgements) 

 

I am a woman. 

I am an artist. 

I am an educator. 

I am a researcher. 

I am. 

Whole. 
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