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Abstract

This study investigates whether the integration of Visual Studies, framed around Today’s World —
Art as Social Commentary (NCCA, 2022), can enhance DEIS students’ critical literacy, social
awareness, and personal engagement through practical art-making. Using a Participatory Action
Research (PAR) approach (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006), the research involved seventeen Fifth

Year students in a DEIS post-primary school in Crumlin.

The four-week project combined Visual Studies analysis with practical construction using silicone
and plaster, encouraging students to explore local issues such as housing decline, elderly isolation,
and community neglect. Data collection methods included teacher observations, student written

reflections, a group interview, peer critiques, and pre- and post-unit Likert questionnaires.

Findings revealed that grounding the project in students’ lived experiences fostered stronger
engagement and critical reflection. Students demonstrated increased confidence in discussing art as
social commentary, greater conceptual use of materials, and a stronger sense of ownership and
agency over their work. Peer critique sessions further developed critical dialogue skills, moving

students beyond surface-level description towards thoughtful analysis and evaluation.

The study concludes that integrating Visual Studies with practical making offers a powerful model
for critical artistic education within DEIS contexts. It highlights the potential of socially engaged,
place-based art education to empower students to reflect on their communities and imagine better
futures. The research also acknowledges limitations related to time constraints and varying literacy
levels and recommends further embedding of Visual Studies frameworks and differentiated supports

in future practice.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

The Visual Studies Framework (NCCA, 2022) now underpins Irish second-level art education,
replacing an older model that separated art history from studio work. It promotes an integrated
approach combining conceptual learning, historical context, and practical exploration. One of its
three strands, “Today’s World — Art as Social Commentary,” encourages students to examine social,
political, and environmental themes through reflective discussion and making (NCCA, 2022, pp.
4-6). This shift positions students as active interpreters of their environment rather than passive
recipients of knowledge. In DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools) contexts, this
strand is particularly resonant, allowing students to explore how housing, community identity, or

access to services relate directly to their lived experience.

The researcher, a former pupil of the participating DEIS school and resident of Crumlin, Dublin,
completed a Fine Art Print degree at the National College of Art and Design (NCAD) before
returning as a student teacher undertaking a Professional Master of Education (PME) at the same
school. This journey provides the researcher with a dual insight as both being an artist and
teacher-researcher, allowing a unique understanding of the educational and social environment
being studied. This study investigates how a specific unit of learning, anchored in Visual Studies
theory yet appropriately aligned with practical lessons, informs students’ awareness of social
concerns within a DEIS school in Crumlin. Crumlin’s built environment has deep historical roots.
Many students walk to school amid reminders of mid-20th-century public housing initiatives. Many
of their grandparents and great-grandparents lived in these estates, shaped by the architect Herbert
Simms’s architectural vision. According to Casey (2005, p. 272), Simms oversaw the design of over
17,000 public dwellings in Dublin. His work sought to replace cramped inner-city slums with safer
and healthier suburban areas. Despite this legacy, many present-day students continue to encounter
neglected or vacant spaces in their neighbourhoods, visible reminders of stalled development or

disrepair. Through the Visual Studies strand Today’s World — Art as Social Commentary (NCCA,



2022), this study examines whether structured reflection and creative tasks can help students

interpret these local challenges and develop a stronger sense of civic and cultural understanding.

A central tenet of this research rests on Freire’s (1970) argument that education should promote
critical consciousness. Freire contends that learners can move beyond passive acceptance of social
conditions and begin to analyse the forces that shape their lives. However, recent scholars (e.g.,
Irwin, 2012) caution that such ideals must be adapted to modern, diverse classrooms with distinct
constraints. DEIS contexts often grapple with fluctuating attendance, limited resources, and
socio-economic pressures (Smyth and Banks, 2019). However, they also host strong community
ties. Students have daily contact with local issues: they notice boarded-up estates, half-finished
renovations, and are aware of ongoing debates about services for older residents. By blending
reflection and practical tasks, the artist-teacher—researcher invites learners to see art as a means of

highlighting such problems and considering innovative solutions.

Participatory Action Research (PAR) informs the methodology employed (McNiff and Whitehead,
2006, p. 23). PAR promotes a cycle of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting, guided by the
students’ voices as well as the teacher’s observations. This adaptable model suits a DEIS setting
because it can respond to sudden changes and incorporate immediate feedback. Freire’s call for
education that nurtures critical thinking and civic awareness aligns with PAR by allowing students
to shape some lesson content, especially when investigating housing themes or examining historical
images. In the DEIS environment, where attendance can fluctuate and resources are often stretched,
a flexible approach to curriculum delivery is necessary. Visual Studies, aligned with the practical
component, may offer that flexibility, blending art history, critical debate, and practical explorations

that allow students to creatively express their concerns in a structured way.

The rationale behind this study hinges on the idea that socially engaged art can help students
internalise larger social and global themes. Helguera (2011, p.8) and Mulligan and McGlynn (2020,

p. 47) suggest that when students produce art rooted in local contexts, they develop stronger bonds



with their community and become more aware of inherent civic challenges. The new Visual Studies
framework encourages this connection through the content area “Today’s World — Art as Social
Commentary.” Yet, there is no existing research to date as it is so recent. This project seeks to fill
that gap by documenting a four-week unit of learning, observing student engagement, and

measuring possible changes in how students perceive social commentary through art.

Within this broader framework, the study addresses the central research question:

Does the integration of Visual Studies, framed around “Art as Social Commentary” with
integrated practical classes enhance DEIS students’ social awareness and engagement with local

issues?

The study comprises five chapters. Chapter One provides an overview of Crumlin’s social history,
the evolution of Visual Studies, and the DEIS context. Chapter Two is a Literature Review that
evaluates key scholarship related to socially engaged art, education in disadvantaged settings, and
curriculum reform. Chapter Three outlines the research methodology, detailing the PAR model and
the tools used. Chapter Four presents findings from classroom observations, student questionnaires,
and visual outcomes. Chapter Five discusses these findings, interpreting the data in relation to
broader educational debates and assessing the integrated approach’s impact. The Conclusion reflects
on the research question, summarises key outcomes, and identifies directions for future inquiry. The
ultimate goal is to investigate how effectively this combined theoretical and practical model informs
students’ social consciousness. Rather than treating Visual Studies and practical work as separate
entities, the project underscores their synergy. The short, reflective nature of each class fosters a
feedback loop that encourages students to critique their environment and produce tangible art
pieces. This approach tests the premise that an integrated Visual Studies framework can catalyse
local awareness, particularly in a setting where the physical environment carries a profound
historical and social weight, sparking dialogue, expanding empathy, and deepening critical thinking

skills in a DEIS art classroom.



Chapter 2 - Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

This literature review examines key areas relevant to the integration of Visual Studies and practical
art education in a DEIS post-primary context. It focuses on three strands: critical pedagogy and
student voice, Visual Studies frameworks, and socially engaged art education. The review also
considers the particular challenges and opportunities presented by DEIS (Delivering Equality of

Opportunity in Schools) settings in Ireland.

DEIS schools, introduced under the Department of Education’s 2005 action plan, aim to address
educational disadvantage by providing targeted support to schools serving socio-economically
marginalised communities. Research by McCoy and Smyth (2020) highlights that DEIS students
often face structural inequalities inside and outside the classroom, including lower access to cultural
capital, reduced opportunities for critical engagement, and lower academic expectations placed
upon them. These conditions make it essential that pedagogical approaches are both responsive and

empowering.

While existing studies have explored DEIS students’ experiences across core academic subjects,
limited research has examined how Visual Arts education, particularly through the newer Visual
Studies specification can support critical literacy, student agency, and social commentary in these
contexts. This study addresses that gap by investigating whether integrating Visual Studies,
grounded in critical pedagogy and socially engaged art practice, can enhance DEIS students ability

to reflect critically on their communities and express their experiences through visual forms.



2.2 Understanding Crumlin’s built environment and social history.

Crumlin, located in Dublin’s south-central area, has a Multi-layered suburban history. Its expansion
accelerated during the 1930s, when the state sought to replace overcrowded inner-city dwellings
with suburban developments (Casey, 2005, p.271). The Housing Act of 1932 spurred large-scale
projects, intending to raise the quality and quantity of public housing. This re-homing process
involved relocating families from dilapidated and overcrowded tenements, primarily from

Dublinsinner city to estates with green spaces and more modern facilities.

Figure 1.4: Construction of social housing led by Herbert Simms, Dublin. Source: RTE (n.d.)
2.3 Herbert Simms’s role

Herbert Simms served as the Dublin Corporation’s Housing Architect from 1932 until his death in
1948. Casey (2005, p. 272) notes that “Simms oversaw the design and construction of over 17,000
dwellings, including blocks of flats and suburban houses.” Influenced by British and Dutch
social-housing models, Simms introduced flat-roofed designs, linear fagades, and open courtyards
that contrasted with the cramped conditions of older Georgian tenements. Many of these estates

emerged in Crumlin, Drimnagh, and other suburbs around Dublin.



Simms’s vision reached large populations who had previously lived in unsafe conditions. Still,
financial constraints and post-independence economic challenges sometimes compromised the
overall outcome. Some buildings quickly aged or lacked sufficient community facilities. Students
today pass these buildings and see cracked walls or patched repairs, leading them to question if
“progress” truly moved forward. Buildings in Crumlin consequently became metaphorical for both

achievement and unfulfilled promises.

2.4 Localised Learning and community ties

O’Donoghue, Nugent, and O’Connor (2020, p. 130) argued that tying lessons to the neighbourhood
can foster a sense of ownership. Students in Crumlin not only walk past historically significant
housing blocks but also have grandparents or great-grandparents who lived there. Bringing these
personal narratives into the art classroom helps anchor broader social issues in concrete examples.
This fosters a deeper recognition that historical policy decisions still shape their immediate

surroundings.

2.5 Social issues as classroom content

In many DEIS contexts, connecting the curriculum to pressing social concerns can spark renewed
motivation (McCoy and Smyth, 2020, p. 550). Housing is an obvious example. Students witness the
immediate effects of changing rents, minimal social services, and on-going developments near their
schools or homes. By exploring these issues through art, students can begin to see themselves as
active commentators. Mulligan and McGlynn (2020, p.48) emphasise that this type of localised,
socially oriented teaching can boost participation and self-esteem. The role of teacher then becomes

more of a facilitator, helping students translate lived experiences into meaningful creative outcomes.

2.6 The Visual Studies Framework - Context for Change

Traditional Irish art syllabi separated art history and studio practice. Previous approaches often

encouraged students to focus on memorising information about canonical artworks, with limited



emphasis on connecting this knowledge to their own studio work (NCCA, 2018). Over time, many
educators and policy makers argued that such a division limited students' critical thinking. It was
felt the subject matter should address contemporary challenges, allowing students to make direct

links between the studied artworks and personal contexts.

2.7 New Specification and Debates

In 2022, the NCCA introduced the new Leaving Certificate Art specification (Visual Studies),
which adopts a student-centred approach that combines historical and contextual analysis,
conceptual thinking, and practical work. One of its three strands, “Today’s World — Art as Social
Commentary,” requires students to explore how artists engage with “contemporary issues, concerns,
and events,” including those linked to “politics, society, identity, environment or technology”
(NCCA, 2022, p. 6). This strand encourages learners to examine the social function of art and
reflect on its relevance to their own lives. While some board advisors raised concerns about the
challenges of addressing sensitive or complex topics in class, the NCCA proceeded, citing the

importance of fostering “critical reflection and local/global awareness” (NCCA, 2022, p. 5-6).

2.8 Scope and Focus

The new framework calls for a shift from repetitious learning to interpretive discussion. Students
can examine how local issues such as housing controversies - mirror larger national or global
problems. NCCA (2022, p.5) states, “Learners should integrate reflective responses to
contemporary social conditions with practical explorations in a variety of media.” This encourages
students to question how the built environment frames their day-to-day experiences.This synergy
between theory and practice arguably moves the subject towards a more holistic form of art
education. It mirrors the working methods of socially engaged artists, who often begin with lived
experience or place-based research and use visual processes to critique broader systems.This
alignment between student learning and contemporary art practice strengthens the relevance of the

framework.



2.9 Socially Engaged Art and Student Agency

Socially engaged art challenges traditional ideas of art-making by placing emphasis on
participation, dialogue and social context. When applied in education, it encourages students to act
as critical thinkers and active contributors to shared cultural conversations. According to Helguera
(2011, Education for Socially Engaged Art, p. 5), this form of practice views participants not as
viewers, but as collaborators who shape the meaning of the work. In a classroom setting, socially
engaged approaches can develop student agency by linking creative work to real issues, allowing
students to see themselves as capable of affecting change through art. This also aligns Irwins’
concept of a/r/tography, where teaching, research, and art-making intersect through relational and

place-based inquiry (Irwin & Springgay, 2008).

2.9.1 Definition and Principles

Bishop (2012, p.17) describes socially engaged art as a collaborative process in which the public,
or a community, participates in making or interpreting artworks that address shared concerns.
Helguera (2011, p.10) points out that this approach values dialogue over aesthetics. It seeks to spark
conversations or relationships rather than produce standalone objects. In schools, socially engaged
art can be realised as group installations, murals or design projects that highlight relevant issues

such as homelessness or environmental neglect.

2.9.2 Application in DEIS Schools

DEIS classrooms sometimes face limited budgets or additional exam pressures. However, McCoy
and Smyth (2020) suggest that socially engaged art can transcend these constraints by tapping into
real-life experiences. When learners create artwork linked to the social issues they see every day,
they move beyond abstract tasks and engage with local history, policy, and community. Downes and
Gilligan (2021, p.95) add that this process can foster emotional resilience, as students learn to

express personal or collective worries in a structured, creative environment.



2.10 Crumlin — Past, Present, Future

The “Past, Present, Future” theme emerged from early discussions with students about visible signs
of decline and regeneration in their neighbourhood. Many pass buildings daily that trace back to
mid-20th-century housing schemes led by Herbert Simms, whose architectural vision reshaped
Crumlin under the Housing Act of 1932 (Casey, 2005). Students were introduced to this theme
through archival photos, comparative map studies and first-hand family stories. These insights
grounded the theme in lived experience, making it more than just a historical reference. Linking
these housing histories to current concerns, derelict sites, over-priced developments, or lost care
services allowed the project to explore how design decisions from the past still shape students’

present-day environment.

When Crumlin expanded during this mid-20th-century push, it reflected the broader drive to
replace slum conditions with modern public housing (Casey, 2005). Linking these historical facts to
the “Past, Present, Future” theme allows students to see how design choices made decades ago still
shape their daily environment. By studying local blocks or speaking to older residents, learners can
grasp both the ambition behind such projects and the realities - positive or negative that followed

(Mulligan and McGlynn, 2020).

Helguera (2011) notes that such artistic symbolism can prompt on-going dialogue amongst
students. Downes and Gilligan (2021) show that agency over these final pieces fosters a sense of

ownership and deeper critical reflection in DEIS students.

2.11 Linking Housing Policy to Artistic Exploration

Students in Crumlin see the tangible outcomes of policy decisions from decades ago. They note the
condition of local authority homes, the presence of older residents reliant on limited care, or the

tension between rising private rental costs and wage stagnation. Housing is thus more than an



economic matter; it is interwoven with identity, stability, and pride. Through an art lens, exploring

these factors can reveal how architecture physically embodies social forces (Casey, 2005).

2.11.1 Herbert Simms as a Symbolic Figure

Simms’s approach to mass housing underscores the state’s early efforts at social reform. His linear
facades, frequent use of flat roofs, and focus on communal yards reflected a belief in functional,
modern living. Students who research him might be surprised at how forward-thinking his designs
were, yet also startled by how quickly some of these considerations dissipated throughout the
millenia. According to Casey (2005, p. 280), “Simms was under constant strain to produce large
volumes of housing with few resources.” By examining these constraints, students see echoes in the

present day, prompting the question: “Has anything changed?”

2.11.2 Buildings as Metaphors

Several scholars view built structures as metaphors for the human condition. Helguera (2011) notes
that physical spaces can represent the social and emotional well-being of residents. Cracked walls
can symbolise neglect. Graffiti can signal frustration. Bright communal areas can reflect hope. In
this project, plaster tiles and silicone-based casts visually represented the textures and shapes of
local buildings. Students turned the physical environment into a canvas for commentary. They used
repeated historical maps, typography, statistics and half-finished surfaces to echo incomplete

renovations.

2.12 Participatory Action Research in Art Education

Action research involves a cycle of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (McNiff and
Whitehead, 2006, p.27). In classrooms, it allows educators to adapt lessons on the fly, respond to
emergent ideas, and re-design teaching strategies. The DEIS context benefits from this flexibility

because attendance, resources, or emotional readiness can shift rapidly (Smyth and Banks, 2019).



2.12.1 Teacher as Researcher

Mertler (2017, p.18) writes that “participatory action research positions teachers to systematically
investigate their practice.” This approach suits a project that merges Visual Studies with practical
lessons. Each class can be recorded: how students respond to local references, how they refine their
sketches, or how discussions about housing link to the final work. Feedback from participants

informs the next cycle, ensuring the curriculum remains relevant and accessible.

2.12.2 Participatory action Research (PAR)

PAR extends action research by involving students more actively in decision-making. Freire (1970,
p.66) argued that genuine dialogue enables learners to become co-researchers. Instead of passively
absorbing knowledge, they shape the questions and reflect on the findings. In a DEIS environment,
where life challenges are often immediate, PAR can nurture a sense of shared ownership over the
class content. Students suggest sub-themes - youth facilities, older residents, or local green spaces

and co-develop the final display.

2.13 Gaps and opportunities

Despite its promise, socially engaged art in DEIS schools has practical limitations. Budget
constraints can reduce project time or material choices (Smyth and Banks, 2019). Teachers may
struggle to balance creative freedom with content targets in a subject still transitioning to the new
specification (NCCA, 2022). Additionally, standard assessments may not capture collaboration or
empathy (Helguera, 2011). Professional development is also key, as staff often need support in

guiding sensitive discussions on housing crises or family struggles (Mulligan and McGlynn, 2020).

Local partnerships can alleviate some pressures, offering extra resources or expertise.
O’Donoghue, Nugent and O’Connor (2020) contend that structured collaborations with community
artists foster fresh ideas, though they require coordination and consistent funding. In many cases,

teacher adaptability remains crucial (Irwin, 2012). Although the NCCA (2022) the visual studies



framework advocates for integrated theory-practice, there is s yet no published research on how this
looks in practice, especially in DEIS schools (Mulligan and McGlynn, 2020). Teachers may be
enthusiastic but unsure how to handle local issues or how to balance exam requirements with
open-ended explorations. Longitudinal studies could investigate whether these art-based social
commentaries yield lasting changes in students’ outlooks (Dewhurst, 2014). Comparisons between
DEIS and non-DEIS schools might reveal how socio-economic factors shape outcomes (Smyth and
Banks, 2019). Additional research could examine how a teacher’s personal artistic practice
influences classroom culture (Helguera, 2011, p.10). More detailed accounts of action research
cycles would provide practical guidance for future educators. Documenting how teachers adapt to
fluctuating attendance or minimal budgets might strengthen the evidence base (Arts Council, 2021).
Collaborations with local groups could reduce resource gaps while broadening the scope of socially

engaged art initiatives.

2.14 Conclusion of literature review

Crumlin’s history offers a powerful lens for exploring how architecture and policy shape lives.
Herbert Simms’s drive to provide functional homes stands as both a landmark achievement and a
reminder of ongoing constraints. Bishop (2019) critiques the instrumentalisation of participation,
urging for a more nuance view of socially engaged art that balances both aesthetics and impact. In a
DEIS context, merging these local references with the new Visual Studies specification can spark
higher engagement. Students who see their own environment in class discussions and artworks form
stronger connections between abstract ideas and lived realities (Mulligan and McGlynn, 2020). This
literature review suggests that socially engaged art, guided by a Participatory action research
framework, fits well with DEIS realities. Visual Studies becomes a space where theoretical insights
merge with personal experiences. Students explore how Simms’s era parallels current challenges,
questioning the extent to which living conditions have improved since the 1930s. They engage in a

reflective cycle, emphasising their voice alongside teacher facilitation.



Chapter 3 - Methodologies

3.1 Overview of the Participatory action Research (PAR) approach

This study employs a Participatory Action Research (PAR) design to investigate the Visual Studies
Framework with the practical component raises critical social awareness among fifth year students
in a DEIS school context. PAR involves collaborative planning, action, observation, and reflection
(McNiff and Whitehead, 2006, p.23). Its iterative cycles enable continuous evaluation and real-time
improvements to teaching and learning, particularly beneficial in DEIS environments marked by
such issues as irregular attendance, socio-economic barriers, and limited resources (Mertler, 2017,
p.18). The sample comprised seventeen Fifth Year students in a DEIS post-primary school, with
data collected through teacher observations, student reflections, a focus group interview, and pre-
and post-unit Likert questionnaires, selected to triangulate qualitative and quantitative insights into

engagement, critical thinking, and social awareness.

The methodology draws on Paulo Freire’s (1970, p.66) concept of critical pedagogy, which
advocates for students’ active participation in shaping their educational experiences. Contemporary
scholars, however, caution about directly applying Freire’s principles without adaptation to modern,
diverse classrooms (Irwin, 2012, p.213). This study uses Freirean ideals flexibly, focusing on
empowering students as active co-researchers who directly inform lesson content and project

outcomes through ongoing feedback.

3.2 Rationale for using PAR

Participatory Action Research was chosen due to its compatibility with DEIS contexts,
characterised by fluctuating attendance, economic instability, and variable family circumstances
(Smyth and Banks, 2019, p.554). Unlike traditional research methods that often assume stable
settings, PAR embraces uncertainty, allowing immediate pedagogical adjustments based on

real-time observations and feedback (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006, p.41-45).



The participatory nature of PAR aligns with the unit of learning’s emphasis on art as social
commentary and promotion of student voice. It allows students to directly contribute insights about
local issues, ensuring the curriculum reflects their lived experiences. This dynamic and flexible
approach makes it particularly suited for examining how Visual Studies (Art as Social Commentary

section of focus) can promote critical thinking and social awareness within this student cohort.

Additionally, PAR facilitates timely intervention, allowing mid-cycle modifications to maintain
student engagement or address emergent topics, thus providing immediate practical benefits
(Mertler, 2017, pp. 89-90). This also aligns with formative assessment best practice, which
highlights the importance of teacher adaptability and responsiveness to student needs (Black and

Wiliam, 1998).

3.3 Research objectives

This study addresses the following objectives:

° To explore how linking local history and lived experience to practical art-making impacts
student engagement in a DEIS context, in line with the Visual Studies focus on personal and societal
relevance.

° To evaluate how effectively students communicate local social issues, particularly housing
and care - through final artworks, considering the Visual Studies emphasis on audience, message,
and context.

° To reflect on the artist teacher-researcher’s role in facilitating critical thinking, peer
discussion, and social awareness through an integrated unit that aligns theory (Visual Studies) with

practice.

3.4 Participants and context

The research took place in a DEIS secondary school in Crumlin, Dublin, with a mixed-gender

senior-cycle fifth year art class consisting of 17 students, predominantly aged 16. The school’s



catchment area includes estates built by Herbert Simms, creating a significant historical and
socio-economic context for student exploration. The diverse housing conditions in this locality

provide rich material for engaging students in reflective and critical conversations through art.

3.5 Research design and procedures

The PAR cycle spanned four weeks, structured around four main stages: planning, acting,

observing, and reflecting. (appendicies: F/G)

Planning (Week 1):

° Developed a structured six-week unit of learning titled “Crumlin — Past, Present, Future,”
integrating the Visual Studies Framework and practical art activities.

° Selected historical references (support studies), specifically Herbert Simms’ architectural
contributions, to ground the study contextually.

° Designed and piloted data-collection tools, including pre-unit Likert questionnaires,
structured observation templates, and semi-structured interview prompts, ensuring clarity and

suitability for student participants.

Acting (Weeks 1-4):

° Delivered weekly integrated lessons that combined Visual Studies discussions on local
historical and contemporary housing issues with practical art-making sessions (drawing, sculpting,
and casting).

° Encouraged students to actively and critically engage in class discussions and peer critiques,
linking theoretical insights directly to hands-on creative processes.

° Administered pre- and post-unit questionnaires to capture student perspectives on social

issues and the role of art in social commentary.



Observing (Continuous):

° Maintained detailed teacher observation logs recording student engagement, collaboration
dynamics, spontaneous discussions, and emerging themes from class interactions and creative
output.

° Collected completed questionnaires to track shifts in student attitudes and understanding.

Reflecting (Weekly):

° Conducted weekly informal focus-group discussions, allowing students to articulate their
experiences, identify challenges, and suggest possible improvements to classroom practices.

° Used insights from these reflections to adjust subsequent lessons, such as modifying task
complexity, altering discussion prompts, or revisiting historical content for clarity.

° Artist Teacher-researchers documented reflections through weekly memos, refining teaching

strategies to maximize student engagement and deepen their exploration of social commentary.

3.6 Data collection instruments

To capture comprehensive student insights, the study employed primarily quantitative data with
some numerical data. Pre- and Post-unit Likert questionnaires used for data collection are provided

in Appendix H.

Likert questionnaires:

° Pre and post-unit questionnaires measured student attitudes toward the efficacy of art in
addressing social issues. Responses to statements such as “Art can highlight issues in my
community” and “I feel comfortable sharing personal stories in art class” were quantified, providing
comparative baseline and outcome data.

° Open-ended response sections offered qualitative elaboration on student views, enhancing

interpretive depth.



Structured observations:

° Artist Teacher-researcher observations systematically documented indicators such as student
participation, collaborative interactions, and connections drawn between personal experiences and
art activities.

° Observations captured spontaneous student comments and behaviours not readily apparent

in formal questionnaires. (appendix F/G)

Focus Groups:

° Semi-structured group interviews held during the final week enabled deeper reflection from
student participants. (appendix K)
° Open-ended prompts facilitated discussions around the impact of local housing history,

personal experiences, and Herbert Simms' legacy on student artwork and social awareness.

Artistic artifacts:

° Students' final artworks, predominantly plaster casts, included symbolic references such as
local maps, personal quotes, and visual motifs representing housing conditions. These artifacts
provided tangible evidence of students’ conceptual understanding and thematic engagement. The
collaborative final artifact was the realisation of the integrated VS/practical UoL titled - ‘Crumlin:

Past, Present and Future’.

3.7 Sampling strategy

A purposeful convenience sample was used, comprising the artist teacher-researcher’s fifth-year
DEIS art class. The selection offered direct researcher access, ensuring practicality and logistical
feasibility (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2018, p. 297). The deliberate focus on this demographic -

arguably underrepresented in educational research allowed for in-depth exploration of how a



socially engaged art curriculum impacts students experiencing socio-economic disadvantages

(Smyth and Banks, 2019, p. 42-44).

3.8 Data analysis

Data analysis used both quantitative and qualitative approaches, with coding and theme generation

central to the qualitative process.

Quantitative analysis:

° Questionnaire responses were grouped into descriptive statistics (mean and frequency
counts) to show changes in students’ views on the role of art as social commentary before and after

the unit of learning.

Qualitative analysis:

Thematic analysis was used on observation notes, focus group transcripts, and open-ended
questionnaire responses.

Initial open coding helped identify repeated phrases and ideas in student reflections.

° These codes were then grouped into broader themes such as:
> Connecting personal stories to place
> Learning local history through art

> Perceiving art as activism

The coding process followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) model, moving from surface-level
observations to more interpretive themes that reflected student engagement and conceptual
development. Artistic work (plaster tiles) was also reviewed. Recurring visual motifs-cracks,

unfinished textures, grid structures, were coded and interpreted to support or extend the verbal data.



Triangulation:

Themes were cross-checked across all data sources: questionnaire responses, teacher logs, focus
group discussions, and student artworks. to ensure robust conclusions (Cohen, Manion, and

Morrison, 2018, pp. 408-410).

3.9 Ethical considerations

Ethical protocols were rigorously followed, including Permission to conduct the study was obtained
from the school principal (Appendix A), obtaining informed consent from parents/guardians.
Students were informed clearly about the study's purpose, voluntary participation, their right to
withdraw, and confidentiality assurances through a plain language statement (appendix C).
Discussions on local issues were managed sensitively, with appropriate referrals to support services
if necessary. Data was securely stored and anonymized to protect participant identities. Full ethical

approval was granted by the NCAD Ethics Committee (Appendix E).

3.10 Trustworthiness and limitations

Trustworthiness was supported by transparent PAR processes, allowing student participation and
feedback to visibly shape lesson content. Continuous observation and triangulation across data
sources further enhanced trustworthiness.However, limitations included the small sample size and
time constraints that prevented extensive community engagement or deeper historical
collaborations. The dual role of the artist teacher-researcher posed potential biases, mitigated

through reflexivity and ongoing self-examination (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006, pp 165-167).



3.11 Summary of methodologies

Employing a PAR approach enabled the study to dynamically integrate theory with practical
art-making, reflecting student insights and adapting in real time. This methodological choice
effectively supported the research objectives within the unique DEIS school environment. The
comprehensive analysis of diverse data sources provided nuanced insights into student attitudes and

creative outputs, laying the groundwork for the subsequent chapter detailing study findings.



Chapter 4 - Findings

4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the findings from a four-week integrated Visual Studies and Practical Unit of
Learning delivered to a Fifth Year DEIS group in Crumlin. Data was gathered through teacher
observations, student written reflections, a group interview, peer critiques, and pre- and post-unit
Likert questionnaires. Thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) model identified four

key themes:

Theme Code Theme Title

1 Developing awareness of Art as Social Commentary
2 Connecting local change to personal experience

3 Material process as conceptual expression

4 Growth in peer dialogue and reflective thinking

Each theme is presented using direct evidence from classroom practice, preserving the authentic
voice of both students and teacher reflections. These themes were refined through repeated cycles of
coding, comparison, and triangulation across observations, student reflections, interview transcripts,

and questionnaire data, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phase models of thematic analysis.



4.2 Theme 1: Developing awareness of Art as Social Commentary

4.2.1 Initial engagement with Visual Studies framework

Initially, students showed limited understanding of how art could address social issues. Pre-unit
Likert questionnaire results indicated that 8 out of 17 students agreed with the statement “I
understand how artists use their work to comment on social issues.” Observations during Visual
Studies Lesson 1 confirmed this gap, where students struggled initially to grasp how contemporary

artworks could function as critical commentary .
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Figure 1.1: Pre- unit of learning student responses ( Doyle, 2025)

Teacher reflection (Visual Studies Lesson 1) recorded:

“Students initially struggled with interpreting conceptual artworks and found it difficult to apply the

Visual Studies Framework beyond basic description.”

Despite these early challenges, scaffolding activities helped develop student confidence. Analysis of
Rachel Whiteread’s House during Visual Studies Lesson 2 prompted more engaged discussions.
Students related Whiteread’s work to their own experiences of abandoned or repurposed buildings

in Crumlin.



Student comment during class discussion:

“Imagine if that was a place here, people would probably wreck it or it would just be left there to

rot.” (Student A, Visual Studies Lesson 2)

By connecting unfamiliar artworks to their local environment, students began to move beyond

surface-level responses towards critical interpretation.

Diagram 1.1: Visual mind map featuring symbolic map of crumlin (student work, 2025)

4.2.2 Shifts observed through Visual Studies sessions

Teacher Observation (Visual Studies Lesson 3) noted growing critical literacy:

“Students increasingly questioned the intentions behind public artworks. They moved from asking

‘What is it?’ to “What does it say about the place?’



In class discussions, students recognised that art could reveal social tensions without needing to be
explicitly political. Reflecting on work by artists dealing with memory and place, one student

commented:

“It makes you think about what’s missing more than what’s there.” (Student B, Visual Studies

Lesson 3)

This shift towards interpretative analysis directly aligns with the Visual Studies Framework aim that
“students will engage critically with artworks and visual culture in historical and contemporary

contexts, developing their ability to interpret, analyse and reflect” (NCCA, 2017, p. 18).

Post-unit Likert questionnaires showed 14 out of 17 students agreed with the statement “I feel
confident discussing how art can show social or political issues,” representing a clear improvement

from baseline responses.

Diagram 1.2: Visual Mind map featuring statistics (Student work, 2025)



4.3 Theme 2: Connecting local change to personal experience

4.3.1 Crumlin as subject matter

Students responded most strongly when discussions and artwork connected directly to their lived
experiences of Crumlin. Research tasks and mind mapping activities revealed recurring themes
including: the decline of the Primary Care Centre, elderly isolation, drug use, and the lack of youth

services.

Diagram 1.3: Student Design plan exploring themes of housing, primary care centre

(student work, 2025)

Teacher observation (Practical Class 1):

“Students immediately related to the closure of the Primary Care Centre and spoke about how their

grandparents used to rely on it for services beyond basic medical care.”

During the group interview, students stated:



) “They built new housing for old people but didn’t leave anything for them to do except stay
inside.” (Student C, Group Interview)

° “It’s like they pretend to fix things but don’t fix anything properly.”

(Student D, Group Interview)

This demonstrated that students were able to critically reflect on local infrastructural and social

changes through both verbal discussion and visual response.

4.4 Theme 3: Material process as conceptual expression

Material exploration in Visual Studies is intended as a means of developing and communicating

ideas, not as an end in itself (NCCA, 2022, p. 10).

4.4.1 Experimenting with silicone and plaster

Practical sessions introduced students to working with silicone piping and plaster casting,
encouraging exploration of how material choices could symbolise social realities. The materials
mirrored themes of construction, repair, and deterioration discussed in earlier Visual Studies

lessons.

Diagram 1.4: Students preparing silicone linework for casting, commemorating

Herbert Simms (student work, 2025)



Teacher observation (Practical Class 3) recorded:

“Students grasped the symbolic link between the act of sealing cracks and the attempt to ‘paper

over’ social problems in Crumlin.”

Students showed creativity in using material imperfections as part of their conceptual narrative:

° “I’m leaving the holes because that’s what it’s really like—nothing is perfect.” (Student E,
Practical Class 3 Reflection)
° “The bits that cracked when I pulled it out made it better. It shows things breaking.” (Student

F, Practical Class 5 Peer Critique)

This approach aligns with the aims of expanded art practice, where material process is not incidental

but central to meaning-making.

4.4.2 Embracing accidents as critical statements

During the casting phase, many students experienced technical challenges such as incomplete casts
and fractured edges. Instead of viewing these as failures, most students integrated them into their

final pieces.

Teacher reflection (Practical Class 5) noted:

“Students reflected positively on accidents, identifying fractures and surface damage as symbolic of

the incomplete or broken services in their community.”

In peer critiques, students encouraged each other to embrace rough textures and imperfections:

° “Don’t sand it too much, it shows it’s wrecked, like some of the streets are.” (Student G,
Peer critique, Practical Class 5)
° “If you fill every hole it won’t make sense, leave it showing.” (Student A, Peer critique,

Practical Class 5)



These discussions illustrate that students understood not only technical aspects of material
manipulation but also how visual and tactile decisions could deepen the political and emotional

resonance of their work.

Diagram 1.5: Students experimenting with embossed map forms to express spatial memory and

disruption (Student work, 2025)

4.5 Theme 4: Growth in peer dialogue and reflective thinking

Both the Art Practical Senior Cycle Framework and the Visual Studies Framework encourage the
role of collaborative dialogue and reflection in deepening students' critical engagement. Structured
peer critiques and reflective discussions enabled students to move beyond technical description

towards more thoughtful analysis of meaning, material process, and intent (NCCA, 2022).



4.5.1 Developing critical vocabulary

The project also fostered growth in students’ ability to discuss and critique artworks critically, both
their own and others’. Peer critique sessions revealed an evolving use of evaluative language,
through structured Visual Studies activities, including repeated use of the Art elements and Design
Principles and sentence starters handouts (Appendix K) during class discussions and peer critiques.
This Scaffold - Learning method supported students in building a more confident and purposeful
visual language to describe and analyse the social themes within their work. Pringle (2021) states,
participatory art practices encourage a shared ownership of meaning making, where critical

reflection becomes integrated in the process, not just the outcome.

Herbert Simms’ architectural legacy acted as an early conceptual anchor, providing students with
both visual material and a social lens through which they began to engage critically with housing,
planning, and inequality - themes that sustained and deepened throughout the project. His relevance
to their immediate environment allowed students to connect historical design values with current
socio-political issues, supporting the development of both symbolic visual responses and personal

reflection.

Diagram 1.6: Embossed plaster tile using portraiture (Herbert Simms) to symbolise visibility and

erasure in public memory (student work, 2025)



Teacher observation (Practical Class 4) recorded:

“Students initially gave basic feedback (‘it looks good’) but by the second critique session,

comments focused on emotional impact and thematic clarity.”

Student feedback during critiques included:

° “The cracks show it’s still broken, even if you try to fix it.” (Student B, Practical Class 4
Peer critique)
° “Yours feels lonely, the way it’s empty at the side.” (Student C, Practical Class 4 Peer

critique)

This indicates a transition towards reflective dialogue, consistent with Visual Studies Framework

goals (NCCA, 2022) of fostering critical interpretation skills.

4.5.2 Reflection on visual choices

Students increasingly articulated how specific visual elements in their work connected to the social

issues identified in research stages.

Written reflection excerpts include:

° “I left some spaces empty because not everything is filled in Crumlin, some places get
forgotten.” (Student, Practical Class 6 Reflection)
° “I didn’t try to make it perfect, it’s supposed to show things left messy.” (Student E,

Practical Class 6 Reflection)

Such reflections demonstrate that students had internalised key concepts and could apply critical

thinking independently through their aesthetic choices.



Diagram 1.7: Students design sheets showing symbolic simplification and personal responses to

local issues (students work. 2025)

Rachel Whiteread’s House (1993) served as a conceptual catalyst for dialogue, prompting students
to reflect critically on ideas of erasure, memory, and contested space. While Simms’ housing legacy
was introduced as a symbol of civil ambition and public stability, Whiteread’s cast sculpture offered
a contrasting reflection on what happens when these values detcline. This juxtaposition sparked
vigorous class debate. Students questioned, “Why didn’t the funding actually go into building
houses instead?” and “It would probably be used as a hangout for illegal stuff.” These responses
reflected a wider distrust of the possibilites of public art in their own community, while still
acknowledging the power of art to provoke. Several students initially described House as ““a waste
of money” or “just a block of concrete”, but when prompted to consider its symbolism, many
re-considered their stance. Whiteread’s 1993 ‘House’ became a springboard for symbolic design

thinking, guiding students to embed social concerns like housing loss and systemic failure into their



own visual responses. In this way, Whiteread’s practice connected past and present, offering a

critical lens that complemented and challenged the legacy of Simms.

Figure 1.3: Image of Rachel Whiteread, House, 1993. (Hubbard, n.d)

4.6 Analysis of pre- and post-unit questionnaire data

Pre- and post-unit Likert questionnaires were used to measure changes in students’ attitudes towards
Visual Studies, critical thinking, and their understanding of art as a form of social commentary.

Seventeen students completed both questionnaires. (appendix H)

4.6.1 Growth in confidence and understanding

Pre-unit results showed that fewer than half the students felt confident discussing how art can
address social or political issues 47% agreed (8 out of 17 students). After the four-week unit, 85%

(14 out of 17) students agreed or strongly agreed with this statement.



Similarly, agreement with the statement “I feel comfortable using art to express my own
experiences” rose from 41% (7 out of 17 students) pre-unit to 76% (13 out of 17 students)

post-unit.

This indicates a substantial positive shift in students’ perceptions, aligning with observed growth

during practical critiques and written reflections. (Appendix I)

Teacher Reflection (Post-unit review) noted:

“Students who struggled to link their personal experience to art at the beginning showed noticeable

confidence by the final critique, explaining their material choices with critical awareness.”

4.6.2 Critical awareness of local issues

Pre-unit of learning responses suggested that only 53% (9 out of 17) students saw a clear
connection between art and raising awareness of community issues. Post-unit of Learning, this

figure had risen to 88% (15 out of 17 students).

This mirrors the qualitative data gathered during peer critiques, written reflections, and the final
group interview, where students demonstrated deeper critical thinking about Crumlin’s social

changes.
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Figure 1.2: Post- unit of learning students responses (Doyle, 2025)

Group Interview quotes:

° “When you make it in art, it’s like showing people what’s wrong without just giving out.”
(Student F, Group Interview)
° “If you just write about it people might not listen, but art gets them thinking without being

told off.” (Student G, Group Interview)

These comments show that students not only grasped the communicative power of art but also

appreciated its potential to influence themselves and others' perception.

4.7 Student reflections on the process

4.7.1 Ownership of voice and story

Students reflected on the value of making artwork rooted in personal and communal experience,

particularly around spaces like the Primary Care Centre and local housing schemes.



Student written reflections include:

° “I liked that we picked our own ideas from Crumlin instead of doing something random.”
(Student A, Practical Class 6 Reflection)
° “It made me notice stuff in my area that I didn’t really think about before.” (Student E,

Practical Class 6 Reflection)

Teacher Observation (Final Practical session) also confirmed this sense of ownership:

“Students articulated stronger emotional investment in their work because it reflected real places

and real experiences, not generic themes.”

4.7.2 Changes in peer dynamics

Throughout the unit, students became increasingly comfortable offering critique and receiving
feedback. Peer-to-peer dialogue shifted from hesitant or superficial comments to thoughtful,

theme-driven analysis.

As one student remarked during the group interview:

“At the start, you don’t want to say anything in case you sound stupid, but then when you know

what your piece is saying, it’s easier to talk.” (Student B, Group Interview)

This development reflects a growing sense of confidence in both artistic expression and verbal
critical thinking, supported by scaffolded Visual Studies lessons where students were consistently

introduced to the language and structure of critical analysis.

4.8 Summary of key findings

The findings presented across this chapter demonstrate that integrating Visual Studies with practical

making significantly enhanced students’ critical awareness, confidence, and engagement with social



issues rooted in their local environment. Thematic analysis across qualitative and quantitative data

revealed four key areas of development:

° Increased understanding of Art as Social Commentary:

Students progressed from limited descriptive engagement to critical interpretation of artworks and
their own practical responses. Pre- and post-unit questionnaire results demonstrated a notable rise in
students’ confidence to use art for social commentary.

° Connection to personal and local experience:

Grounding the study in the context of Crumlin allowed students to critically examine the social
changes and inequalities they observed daily. Reflections and group interviews indicated that
students valued the opportunity to explore real issues affecting their community.

° Material process as a means of critical expression:

Working with silicone and plaster allowed students to materialise the concepts and themes such as
Housing and Local infrastructure, which had arisen over the course of this study. Embracing
imperfection and texture as symbolic strategies. Technical accidents were reframed as authentic
parts of the narrative, allowing students to reflect physically the brokenness or neglect they
perceived in their environment.

° Growth in peer dialogue and reflective thinking:

Throughout the study, students developed greater confidence in critiquing their own and others’

work. Peer critique sessions evolved from superficial technical observations to deeper conceptual

discussions about meaning, representation, and audience impact.

4.9 Overall impact on students’ social awareness.

Student reflections, teacher observations, and questionnaire results all point to the success of this
integrated approach in fostering critical literacy, artistic agency, and social awareness. Students not
only produced visual work that reflected local social realities but also developed the language and

confidence to articulate these realities critically and shifting perceptions of Art as social



commentary, Focus group responses indicated a notable shift in how students perceived the purpose

and power of art in the context of social commentary after the unit.

Many described a new understanding that art can convey important social messages rather than
existing solely for aesthetic pleasure. One student explained that “it has changed how I look at art
and that art doesn’t have to be a pop of colour or a starry starry night, it can be a slab with a
meaningful message printed in the middle.” (Student A, lesson 4 Visual Studies reflection sheet)
Similarly, another noted “after this project I realised how important and useful art can be to
communicate a message or an issue universally regardless of language, which I didn’t fully
realise.”(Student B, lesson 4 - Visual Studies reflection sheet). Another Student noted “it changed
how I thought about the role of art in society. This project highlighted the importance of
commenting on issues in my community in a way that was understandable and not pretentious like
some other artist/art pieces can be.” (Student C, Lesson 4 Visual Studies reflection sheet) These
reflections suggest that students came to see art as a form of communication and social commentary,
accessible to everyone, rooted in meaningful content rather than just superficial aesthethics. Not all
students reported a complete change in perspective, but even these participants experienced a
reinforcement of their prior beliefs about art’s societal role. For example, one student said “it hasn’t
but instead strengthened what I thought I knew. It showed me that art holds more to it than just
drawing with a pencil or using a brush. It looks deeper into a bigger picture.” (Student D, lesson 4
Visual Studies reflection sheet) Another concurred: “I always thought art could, but now I'm
certain of it.” (Student E, lesson 4 Visual Studies reflection sheet) Whether their views were
transformed or affirmed, the overall outcome was a heightened confidence in art’s capacity to
engage with social issues. Students ended the project more convinced that art can “communicate a
message” about their community and effect change, reflecting a deeper appreciation of art’s role

beyond the classroom.
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Diagram 1.8: Students A2 Mindmap - Lesson 1-2 Practical, (students work, 2025)

Teacher reflection (Final Practical Class):

“Students demonstrated that when provided with a meaningful connection to the theme, space to
explore materials, and structured dialogue, they could produce sophisticated conceptual work

beyond initial expectations.”

Group Interview comments reinforced this impact:

° “It feels better when you’re making something real about your life instead of doing random
stuff.” (Student, Group Interview)

° “It makes you think about where you live in a different way.” (Student, Group Interview)

This outcome suggests that combining Visual Studies frameworks with project-based, material

driven practice offers an effective model for DEIS students to engage critically and creatively with



the world around them. The final tiles, installed as a temporary intervention in the school garden,
visually captured the students’ individual responses to social issues affecting Crumlin. Designs
ranged from broken urban maps and abstracted housing symbols to portraits, street numbers, and
references to local landmarks. One tile featured the word “CRUMLIN” rendered in worn, eroded
stencil typography, echoing themes of loss and neglect. Others included depictions of Herbert
Simms, fragmented visualisations of the Celtic Cross street plan, and protest-style iconography
referencing gentrification, boarded-up homes, or local addiction statistics. These resolved pieces
demonstrated how students successfully transferred critical research and personal insight into
symbolic, textured forms, showing a clear link between Visual Studies discussions and material

outcomes. An anonymised transcript of the focus group discussion is provided in Appendix L.



Diagram 1.9: Installed student tiles featuring symbolic embossing and site specific display in school

garden (student work, 2025)



Chapter 5 - Discussion

5.1 Introduction

This chapter critically interprets the findings presented in Chapter Four, supporting them by
referencing directly to the literature reviewed in Chapter Two. It considers how the integration of
Visual Studies, framed around the section of focus Today’s World - Art as Social Commentary
(NCCA, 2022) the practical art-making, on enhancing students social awareness, critical literacy,
and personal engagement in a DEIS context. The discussion is grounded in a Participatory Action
Research (PAR) Methodology (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006) and informed by critical pedagogy

(Freire, 1970) and socially engaged art education theory (Helguera, 2011).

Students investigated pressing social issues in Crumlin, including housing, mental health
challenges, substance misuse, and gentrification. Students also expressed pride and a sense of
solidarity within their community. Discussions surrounding the work of architect Herbert Simms
(Casey, 2005) prompted comparisons between the intention behind mid-20th-century public
housing, built to support dignity and stability and the current housing crisis arguably characterised

by shortage and insufficiency.

By the end of the unit of learning, students created plaster tiles with a re-producable quality,
drawing on basic casting methods to produce reproducible visual statements. Though technically
simple, the tiles were conceptually loaded, functioning as accessible forms of social commentary.
“We see the effects of drugs every day” (Teacher Observations, Lesson 1) reflected shared
frustration, while others balanced this with local solidarity: “Crumlin isn’t just negativity, we look
out for each other” (Teacher Observations, Lesson 1). This interplay of critique and community
pride demonstrated how conceptual insights learned from the Visual Studies framework can
meaningfully inform material process and personal expression in the practical component of the

senior cycle art curriculum.



The chapter is organised around three key areas:

° Developing critical awareness through place-based learning.
° Material process and conceptual thinking.
° Growth in student voice, agency, and peer dialogue.

5.2 Developing critical awareness through place-based learning

Charman (2019) asserts that place-based art education fosters emotional attachment and political
awareness, both of which were central to student reflections in this study. The findings clearly
demonstrate that anchoring the project within the local context of Crumlin significantly enhanced
students’ engagement and critical understanding. Students demonstrated greater motivation and
deeper reflection when responding to real issues they had experienced (such as the decline of the

Primary Care Centre and concerns about elderly housing) .

(Teacher observations recorded in Practical Class 1) confirmed that students engaged much more

readily when the discussion centred on familiar places:

“Students connected emotionally when discussing the Primary Care Centre and the closure of

services relied upon by older residents.”

This supports McCoy and Smyth’s (2020) argument that DEIS students respond most meaningfully
to curricula that recognise their lived realities. By rooting the project in familiar social structures
and changes, the Visual Studies component moved beyond classical art norms and gave students a

platform to articulate observations often ignored in mainstream narratives.

Student comments, such as “They built new housing for old people but didn’t leave anything for
them to do except stay inside” (Group Interview), highlight an emergent critical literacy grounded in

personal experience rather than detached theory.



The effective use of place-based inquiry also echoes Freire’s (1970) emphasis on problem-posing
education, where learning is generated through dialogue about real-life situations. Rather than
passively consuming information, students interrogated their environment, questioned decisions

made by authorities, and this informed students’ final artifacts.

5.3 Visual Studies framework supporting critical engagement

Application of the Visual Studies Framework (description, analysis, interpretation, evaluation)
structured students’ engagement with challenging artworks and supported their development of
critical vocabulary. Although initially students offered surface-level observations , repeated

scaffolding led to greater interpretative sophistication by the end of the unit of learning.

Teacher reflection (Visual Studies Lesson 3) noted:

“Students moved from asking ‘what is it’ to questioning ‘what does it represent about this place or

issue?’.”

The move towards questioning and interpretation shows a successful embedding of the Visual
Studies Framework into practical learning and vice versa. Students’ own reflections reinforced this
progression, with comments such as “It makes you think about what’s missing more than what’s
there” (Student, Visual Studies Lesson 3), indicating that students began to appreciate the subtextual

power of visual forms.

This outcome aligns with the aims outlined in the Visual Studies specification. To cultivate critical
visual literacy and prepare students to engage thoughtfully with contemporary cultural production.

(NCCA, 2022)

5.4 Material process and conceptual thinking

As Gauntlett (2018) argues, the act of making is not just expressive but reflective, objects then

become containers of thought and dialogue. The use of expanded materials particularly silicone and



plaster, played a critical role in developing students’ conceptual thinking. Students’ willingness to
embrace imperfection and technical accidents as metaphorical outcomes was a significant marker of

their critical development. (appendix J)

Teacher observation (Practical Class 5) recorded:

“Students reflected positively on accidents, identifying fractures and surface damage as symbolic of

the incomplete or broken services in their community.”

This approach aligns with Helguera’s (2011) model of socially engaged art education, which
prioritises conceptual resonance and social relevance over technical perfection. Students’
understanding of materials as carrying meaning mirrored wider debates in contemporary art practice

around process and critique.

Student reflections during peer critiques reinforced this conceptual shift:

° “I’m leaving the holes because that’s what it’s really like nothing is perfect.” (Student,
Practical Class 3 Reflection)
° “It kind of broke off but now it looks more real, like how they leave stuff half-fixed.”

(Student, Practical Class 5 Peer Critique)

Rather than treating accidents as failures, students saw them as authentic representations of

Crumlin’s social landscape and formed part of their learning outcomes and finished artifacts.

5.5 Critical interpretation over technical skill

One of the project’s key successes was shifting students’ emphasis away from polished outcomes
towards meaningful content. Early frustrations with silicone manipulation and plaster casting gave

way to acceptance that flaws could potentially carry emotional and political weight .



Teacher Reflection (Practical Class 6) stated:

“Students internalised that art doesn’t have to be perfect to communicate. They began discussing

what the materials represented, not just how they looked.”

This shift aligns with the emphasis placed in the Visual Studies Framework (NCCA, 2022) on
moving beyond surface description towards deeper levels of evaluation and critique. Students’ final
artworks reflected both individual interpretation and collective social commentary, demonstrating

their ability to merge technical experimentation with conceptual ambition.

This experience helped address wider challenges identified in DEIS contexts, where access to
traditional art-world capital and exposure to conceptual art practices can be limited (McCoy and
Smyth, 2020). Through hands-on, critically framed engagement with materials, students were

supported to become producers of meaning rather than mere reproducers of established forms.

5.6 Growth of Student Voice, Agency, and Peer Dialogue

A significant finding was the growth of students’ ability to articulate critical ideas, both verbally
during critiques and through their written reflections. Early in this study, teacher observations noted
superficial or hesitant feedback during peer critiques . However, by Practical Class 4 onwards,

students demonstrated increased willingness and ability to offer conceptually driven observations.

Teacher observation (Practical Class 4) stated:

“Students’ feedback moved from simple aesthetic comments to discussing emotion, symbolism, and

social meaning.”

Peer critiques reflected a deeper understanding of the social commentary embedded in their work:

° “The cracks show it’s still broken, even if you try fix it.” (Student, Practical Class 4 Peer

critique)



° “Yours feels lonely, the way it’s empty at the side.” (Student, Practical Class 4 Peer critique)

This growth illustrates the development of critical literacy, a key goal of Freire’s (1970) pedagogy
of critical consciousness. Rather than accepting visual culture passively, students questioned,

analysed, and constructed meaning collaboratively.

5.7 Ownership and personal investment

Findings also indicated that students felt a strong sense of ownership over their projects. The local
focus on Crumlin, coupled with freedom to select personally meaningful issues, encouraged

emotional investment and authentic voice .

Teacher reflection (Final practical class) captured this clearly:

“Students were proud to discuss their work as representations of real experiences and real criticisms

of their area, not just decorative outcomes.”

Student written reflections reinforce this observation:

° “I liked that we picked our own ideas from Crumlin instead of doing something random.”
(Student C, Practical Class 6 Reflection)
° “It made me notice stuff in my area that I didn’t really think about before.” (Student A,

Practical Class 6 Reflection)

These comments align with Helguera's (2011) belief that socially engaged art education empowers
students to act as narrators of their own experiences. Rather than working to abstract prompts or
purely technical exercises, students created work embedded in lived knowledge and personal
insight. This sense of ownership supports McCoy and Smyth’s (2020) assertion that DEIS students
thrive when curricula validate their realities and offer opportunities for authentic expression. The
combination of Visual Studies analysis and hands on making created a framework in which students

could develop both technical skills and critical, personal voice.



5.8 Summary of key insights

The integration of Visual Studies and practical making significantly enhanced Fifth Year DEIS

students’ critical literacy, social awareness, and sense of agency.

Several key findings emerged:

° Place-Based Inquiry Deepened Critical Engagement:

Grounding artistic exploration in students’ own community fostered immediate relevance, in line
with McCoy and Smyth’s (2020) findings on DEIS engagement.
° Material exploration fostered conceptual thinking:

Students’ deliberate use of silicone and plaster imperfections to symbolise broken social structures
confirmed the power of expanded material practice, supporting Helguera’s (2011) socially engaged
art education principles.

° Peer dialogue developed critical literacy:

Structured critique sessions allowed students to grow beyond technical commentary into critical

reflection, demonstrating Freire’s (1970) vision of education as dialogue.
° Ownership and authentic voice were strengthened:
The freedom to select personally resonant themes encouraged students to move beyond compliance

into self-expression, fulfilling key goals of the Visual Studies specification (NCCA, 2022).

These insights demonstrate that Visual Studies, when aligned with the practical component in a
carefully considered way, with practical making and critical pedagogy, can foster progressive

conceptual growth among students who may not initially view art as a tool for social commentary.

5.9 Broader implications

This project supports the idea that integrating Visual Studies within DEIS art education is not only
possible but highly impactful. Rather than isolating theory and practice, merging them allowed

students to bridge analysis and making, thought and action. Recent Irish scholarship highlights the



value of student-led critique in disadvantaged settings, particularly where curriculum flexibility

allows responsiveness to lived experience (Quinn, 2022).

Findings suggest that expanded materials, place-based inquiry, scaffolded critical vocabulary, and
peer dialogue all contributed significantly to students’ personal and artistic development. As McCoy
and Smyth (2020) emphasise, engaging students where they are - and with what matters to them is
key to promoting equality of opportunity. Applying a contemporary understanding of critical
pedagogy principles (Irwin, 2018), in the Visual Arts classroom allowed students to reframe
themselves not merely as learners but as critical observers and communicators within their own
social contexts. This model offers a potential pathway for broader curricular development in DEIS
art education, suggesting that greater integration between research, theory, and practice can
empower students to engage meaningfully with both art and society. The next chapter will conclude
the study by revisiting the primary research question, summarising how the findings contribute to
existing knowledge, reflecting on limitations, and offering recommendations for future practice in a

closely aligned visual studies and practical class in a DEIS context.

6. Conclusion of the discussion

Over four weeks, this DEIS class engaged with “Art as Social Commentary” by combining Visual
Vtudies and practical sessions to craft conceptual plaster tiles. Despite challenges like resource
limitations or fluctuating attendance, action research cycles (McNiff and Whitehead,2006)
encouraged continuous adaptation. Early comments (“We see the effects of drugs everyday,”
“What’s the point if older people have no services?””) highlighted frustration and disappointment,
yet many also underlined strong communal bonds - “We look out for each other” (Lesson 1
Observations). Over time, intentional imperfections in the plaster signified local challenges, while
smoother sections signaled optimism. In Lesson 5, one group used a “half-finished surface” to

convey partial solutions.



By Lesson 7, researcher observed, “We do want to fix it, but we also love it here,” capturing
genuine investment in the area’s future. By the final lesson, students proposed displaying tiles
publicly, aiming to show “the balanced truth of Crumlin”, serious challenges combined with
unwavering loyalty. Such an outcome supports Helguera’s (2011) idea that socially engaged art
should spark broader dialogue. The synergy of conceptual conversations, hands-on making, and
ongoing reflection produced a candid yet hopeful commentary on Crumlin’s realities: “We see it,
but we also care enough to represent it.” That captures the essence of the Visual Studies section of
focus “Today’s World — Art as Social Commentary” (NCCA, 2022), encouraging critical awareness
and understanding within a DEIS context. In future iterations, expanding upon this project through
additional community collaborations, refined casting techniques, or alternative media could further
deepen both social engagement and artistic development, ultimately enabling students to move
beyond passive observation toward active, locally grounded citizenship. This gradual shift from
detached? isolated complaints to collective action demonstrates the transformative power of art in
education, particularly within DEIS contexts. These resolved pieces demonstrated how students
successfully transferred critical research and personal insight into symbolic, textured forms,
showing a clear link between Visual Studies discussions and material outcomes. This aligns with the
NCCA’s guidance that “students should be given opportunities to explore personally relevant

themes and translate their ideas into realised work™ (NCCA, 2018, p. 24).

This study also had a significant impact on the researcher, not only in developing classroom
strategies but in deepening professional understanding of what it means to teach through a socially
engaged lens. Returning to the area where the researcher grew up and now teaching in the same
DEIS school, added a personal and ethical weight to the study. Navigating the roles of teacher, artist
and researcher within an already familiar community revealed how place-based learning and lived
experience can enhance the relevance and urgency of both Visual Studies and practical art-making.
The study underscored how students’ voice, material process, and local context can be integrated

meaningfully when practical art classes are informed by the Visual studies section of focus - Art as



social commentary. It has also reshaped the researcher’s perspective on professional practice,
particularly the value of listening, co-creating, and stepping back to allow students’ lived realities to
shape the trajectory of the work. This reflection will continue to inform the researcher’s future

professional development beyond the scope of the study.



Chapter 6 - Conclusion

This research study investigated how fifth year students in a DEIS school completed an integrated
visual studies and practical art unit of learning with a view to investigate social realities in their
local surroundings, including housing, youth provisions, and mental health services. By pairing
concise theoretical lessons in the section of focus ‘art as social commentary’ with a practical unit of
learning, participants evolved from generalised observations to specific critiques and reflections.
They conceived, designed and executed collaborative plaster tiles that featured thoughtful designs
based on individual and collaborative research, anchored in the work of architect of early 20th
century social housing Herbert Simms, revealing both concern about neglected facilities and hope
for improvement in their immediate environment, Crumlin.. This outcomes aligns with Helguera’s
(2011) emphasis on socially engaged practice and Freire’s (1970), reconsidered in a contemporary
context by Irwin (2018) premise that Education should link to genuine experiences. A Participatory
Action Research design (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006) made it possible, in a DEIS school, to take
into account inherent challenges such as irregular attendance, resource shortages, or shifting student
interests. Each lesson built on feedback and observations from previous sessions, so emerging
concerns such as lack of youth clubs or poor mental health support could be addressed in
subsequent lessons. Smyth and Banks (2019) indicate that practical projects grounded in local
relevance often capture student interest more effectively in DEIS schools, which was evident in this
study, as learners contributed detailed insights about social challenges in their neighbourhood/

community.

The Visual Studies lessons promoted the examination of critical social considerationt, referencing
the “Art as social commentary” strand of the syllabus (NCCA, 2022). Students considered how
public funding, shifting policies, and prior housing developments shaped their area over time.
Materials such as Casey’s (2005) discussion of Dublin’s earlier public housing programmes

suggested reasons for incomplete or abandoned estates, and similar patterns emerged for other



missing services such as community centres or mental health clinics. Students then drew on this
theoretical foundation in their practical work, reinforcing Helguera’s (2011) point about the power
of material choice: plaster hinted at damaged spaces and interrupted building efforts. As the sessions
advanced, students began integrating the knowledge from Visual Studies with practical techniques
in a natural, reciprocal manner. Concepts introduced during classroom debates, such as the
importance of depicting overlooked social issues, directly influenced each stage of the
plaster-making process. Likewise, the physical outcomes of these classes prompted deeper in-class
discussions about the parallels between cracked tiles, neglected infrastructure, and the emotional
weight of living with limited community support. Through this back-and-forth exchange,
participants engaged in more honest dialogue, honing their analytical skills and translating their

growing insights into tangible artistic statements. Several themes emerged from the final evaluation.

First, linking theoretical ideas with hands-on art sessions appeared to maintain stronger engagement.
McCoy and Smyth (2020) suggest that, without a practical anchor, discussions on social policy
might remain abstract in a secondary school context. Here, relevant research and debates were
always paired with opportunities to explore those themes through material experimentation. This
ensured students who had a history of absenteeism remained more consistent in attendance and

collaborative efforts.

Second, the Participatory action Research cycle supported adaptation in real time. McNiff and
Whitehead (2006) highlight the value of reflective practice that allows flexibility and incorporates
new findings. For example, When student conversations revealed an interest in mental health
provision, upcoming lessons shifted to spotlight that subject. Smyth and Banks (2019) note that
DEIS schools require this kind of responsiveness, given the variability of funding, attendance, and

pressing local issues.



Third, the resulting plaster tiles showcased a meaningful shift in perspective. Early work was
relatively explorative, while later casts displayed greater detail and complexity, combining both
critique of the lack of facilities and their appreciation for the area’s supportive, vibrant community
spirit. Mulligan and McGlynn (2020) claim that art linked to an immediate setting can merge critical
views with pride, a duality evident in these students’ final pieces. There was a shared recognition

that, despite many obstacles, the neighbourhood represented a vital source of identity.

Fourth, brief reflective tasks at the end of each class fostered open and confident communication.
Some students noted that discussing topics like drug misuse or insufficient youth amenities helped
them relate to one another’s experiences. Freire’s (1970) notion of dialogue as a path toward critical
awareness came through in these post-lesson check-ins, where participants saw that Social

commentary through art could raise shared concerns in a safe, creative environment.

Fifth, Students were keen to exhibit their plaster works outside the confines of the art room. Some
suggested organising a small show for younger students or local residents, reflecting Dewhurst’s
(2014) assertion that socially engaged art encourages dialogue in wider contexts. Future steps may
include inviting community members, youth workers, or policymakers to respond to these pieces,
aligning with McNiff and Whitehead’s (2006) emphasis on collaborative and ongoing action
research. Despite these successes, the project faced a few limitations. The cost of plaster and other
materials required careful consideration and the school timetable left limited flexibility for greater
development of explorations. Smyth and Banks (2019) point out that resource constraints and rigid
scheduling can hamper creative initiatives in DEIS contexts, yet the group found ways to keep the

momentum by working at smaller scales and sharing resources.

Will these fifth year students, who have learned to critically reflect on their community through

socially engaged art, experience the same level of housing and care that earlier generations have, or



will they come to accept an environment where continued decline is seen as normal? Casey (2005)
refers to gaps in earlier public building initiatives, and minimal policy changes in recent years may
mean that these learners and others in their area see minimal improvement. The plaster tiles stand as
an honest portrayal of how they identify and represent overlapping issues such as housing, local
services, and mental health supports. Balancing hope and frustration in equal measure, this study
has shown that short, context-specific lessons, combined with purposeful practical activities and
collaborative reflection, can deepen awareness of multiple social issues beyond housing alone. By
effectively integrating Visual Studies and the practical element , students began to connect
theoretical insights with tangible art, leading to work that reveals both critical analysis and
ownership. The DEIS setting inspired an adaptable Participatory action research approach, with
each session building on the last. The NCCA (2022) specification affirms, art can be a powerful lens
for students to assess and question the world around them. Even within tight restrictions of time and
budget, this socially engaged, student-centred method points to meaningful learning outcomes that

extend far beyond the classroom walls.
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Appendices

Appendix A Letter to Principal

Date: 15 January 2025
To: The Principal
Rosary College
Armagh Road
Crumlin

Dublin 12
Re: Request for Permission to Conduct Research Study in Rosary College
Dear Principal,

I am currently completing my second wvear of the Professional Master of Education (PME) in Art and
Dresign at MCAD. As part of my final year dissertation, | am conducting a small-scale sction research
project exploring how Visual Stedies and practical art-making can support students’ engagement with

social commentary, particularly within a DEIS school context.

I am writing to formally request permission to carry out this study with a 5th Year class in Bosary
College, where | am currently on school placement. The research will involve integrating Visual
Studies lessons with a practical art unit. Data will be gathered through classroom observation, student
artwork, anonymised written reflections, and pre/post questionnaires. All participation will be
voluntary and student identitics will remain anonymous throughout.

The study has been approved by the NCAD Research Ethics Committee. Copies of the student and
parental consent forms will be provided. Findings will be used solely for academic purposes and
pseudonyms will be used in all written outputs.

I 'would greatly appreciate your support and approval to proceed with this work. Please do not hesitate

to contact me if you require further information.

Kind regards,

James Doyle

PMEZ Student

Mational College of Art and Design
203330860z student.nead ie



Appendix B Informed Consent Form

Researcher: James Doyle

Email: 20333086@student nead.ie

School: Rosary College, Crumlin, Dublin 12
Date: January 2023

Project Title:
Exploring Social Commentary Through Visual Studies and Art Practice in a DEIS School

Context

Purpose of the Research:
You are being invited to take part in a research study exploring how art can be used to talk
about social issues. This will involve participating in Visual Studies lessons and art-making

activities as part of normal classwork.

What the Research Involves:

- Taking part in art lessons and discussions on themes like housing, place, and memory
- Optional reflection writing or answering questions about the lessons

- Use of artwork, writing, or feedback (anonymised) in the final research write-up

- No names o identifying details will be shared at any point
Participation is voluntary and you can stop taking part at any time without any consequence.

Student Declaration:
I understand what the project is about. [ agree that my artwork and responses can be used in
the research anonymously. [ know that my name will not appear in any report.

Student Name:

Student Signature:

Date:




Appendix C Plain Language Statement

School of Education National College of Art
and Design

Plain Language Statement Researcher:
James Doyle

Date:

This research is part of my Professional Masters of Education program at the National
College of Art and Design (NCAD), Dublin. The aim of this study is to understand how
engaging in socially-themed art can influence students’ awareness of social justice and
global citizenship issues. By exploring topics like equality, human rights, and community
through creative projects, this research hopes to learn how art might encourage students
to think critically about these important issues.

The study will take place over a 4-week period starting in January, within the secondary
school where | am currently teaching. During this time, students will participate in a series
of art lessons focused on creating work inspired by social themes.

Information will be gathered through short interviews, group discussions, and reflections
that students will complete at the end of each lesson. All participation is voluntary, and
students are free to share only what they feel comfortable with.

All information gathered will remain confidential. The names of students and the school will
be kept anonymous in the final report, which will only be accessible to students and staff in
the NCAD library. Participants can withdraw from the study at any time without any impact
on their education.

If you or your student has any questions or concerns about this study, please feel free to
contact me using the details provided above. For further independent advice, you may also
contact the NCAD Research Ethics Committee through the details provided below.

Thank you for considering participation in this research.

It is likely that the information will be collected through anonymous comment boxes,
teacher observations and reflective diaries. Some or

If participants have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent person,
please contact:

The Secretary, National College of Art and Design Research Ethics Committee, c/o Head of
Research and Postgraduate Development, National College of Art and Design, 100, Thomas
Street, Dublin



Appendix D Semi-Structured Interview Questions

00:00 — Start of Recording

Researcher: Thanks for sitting down with me today. I’ll just ask a few questions about the
project. There are no right or wrong answers. Let’s start simple — what part of the project did

you enjoy most, and why?

00:30

Student A: I liked making the tiles because it was hands-on and different from normal class. It
felt like we were actually building something about Crumlin, not just talking about it.

Student B: Same for me. I liked being creative with the designs. And because it was about

Crumlin, it felt more personal.

01:30
Student C: I enjoyed the discussions, like when we talked about Herbert Simms and the

housing. It made me think about where I live a bit differently.

Researcher: Great. Next — we combined social issues with making art. Did that change how

you think about art?

02:00

Student D: Definitely. Before I thought art was just painting pretty pictures, but now I see it can
actually be used to say something important.

Student E: Yeah, like when we talked about housing. I didn’t think that art could be used to

show problems in a community before.

03:00
Student F: It made it more serious in a way. Like your artwork can have meaning, not just look

nice.



Researcher: We also talked about Crumlin’s history and Herbert Simms' designs. Did that

change how you see your neighbourhood?

03:30
Student G: Yeah, I didn’t know about all the history before. Like, I didn’t know the flats were
part of a plan to give people better homes.

Student A: Same. I used to think of it all as old and boring but now I get why it was important.

04:30
Student B: It made me think about how housing is still a big issue today, even after all that work
back then.

Researcher: Was there anything that surprised you about Crumlin’s past, present or future?

05:00

Student C: I was surprised how much of the area was planned properly, like with green spaces. |
thought it just kind of happened randomly.

Student E: I didn’t realise how many people struggled to get decent housing before. It made me

wonder about what’s happening now.

06:00
Student F: Same. And I never thought about how the church owned so much land. That was

new for me.

Researcher: Let’s talk about art and issues. In your view, how can art help people talk about

problems like housing or the environment?

06:30

Student G: It gives people a different way to see the issue. Like, you notice it more when you
see it in a sculpture or picture.

Student D: It's easier to start a conversation when you show something, rather than just saying

"this is a problem."



07:30
Student B: And it sticks in your head more. Like I still remember the designs we made, and

what they meant.

Researcher: Do you feel more aware of local issues after this project? Can you give an

example?

08:00

Student A: Definitely. I didn’t know much about the old hospitals and schools closing down
until we started talking about it.

Student E: Yeah, same. [ pay more attention now when I hear news about Crumlin or the city in

general.

09:00

Researcher: Did the project make you question anything unfair happening today?

Student C: Yeah, like how hard it is to get a house now. It feels like the same problems are
coming back.
Student F: I didn’t really think about it before but now when I see empty spaces or boarded-up

places, I wonder who owns them.

09:30
Student G: It’s unfair that some people still live in bad conditions while other areas are getting

fancy upgrades.

Researcher: Were there times when you or your classmates took the lead, instead of just

following instructions?

10:00
Student D: Definitely. In our group, we decided ourselves what to put into our designs.

Student A: We had loads of ideas at the start and had to vote on what we wanted to show.

11:00

Student B: It made the project feel like it was ours, not just a school project.



Researcher: How did sharing ideas and choosing what to make help you understand local

problems better?

Student E: Because we all had different ideas based on where we live. It showed how people

see Crumlin differently.

12:00
Student F: It made me think about problems I didn’t even notice before, like places without

enough green space.

Researcher: Was it easy or hard to show social issues through your artwork?

12:30
Student G: Hard at first because we weren’t sure how to show things like ‘housing problems’
without writing.

Student A: But when we used symbols, like cracks or empty houses, it got easier.

13:00

Student C: It was easier once we realised it didn’t have to be too complicated to make a point.

Researcher: After doing this project, do you see art differently?

13:30
Student D: 100%. Now I see it as something that can talk about real problems.

Student E: I feel like art can actually make people notice things they would ignore otherwise.

14:00

Student B: Yeah, it’s not just decoration. It can be a message.

Researcher: Last question — if you could plan the next project, what parts would you keep, and

what would you change?

14:30



Student F: I’d keep the part where we design everything ourselves.
Student G: I’d add more time to actually build stuff. The making was the best part.

15:00

Student C: Maybe do something even bigger, like a mural everyone can see.

Researcher: Thanks, everyone. You all gave brilliant feedback.
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Appendix F  Unit of Learning (Practical - Crumlin: Past, Present and Future)

5th practical Unit of Learning - Crumlin: Past, Present and Future -



https://docs.google.com/document/d/1sq0Tj4C7UuQRGBa018PvlyMd2XLd_pdlziUFrbejnVU/edit?usp=sharing

Appendix G Unit of Learning (Visual studies - Crumlin: Past, Present and Future)

B 5th Visual Studies Unit of Learning - Crumlin: Past, Present and Future


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1vwiR9ExibvxA9P2vqHwSLLlO7U6OeWOjaC_WQXljimg/edit?usp=sharing

Appendix H Pre- and Post- Unit Likert Questionnaires

Action Research Likert Questionairre - 5th year

1. l understand how artists use their work to comment on social, political, and cultural issues.

Disagree
Neutral

Agree
Strongly agree

2. l understand what Art as Social Commentator means.Disagree

Neutral
Agree
Strongly agree

3. | am aware of an artist/artists who creates work based on social Issues.

Disagree
Neutral

Agree
Strongly agree

4. "Art can bring awareness to important issues in society."

Disagree
Neutral

Agree
Strongly agree

5. Working collaboratively can help me understand social issues in my community.

Disagree
Neutral

Agree
Strongly agree

6. "Art is an important tool for social change."

Disagree
Neutral

Agree
Strongly agree

7.1 am comfortable sharing my own circumstances within my Art.

Disagree
Neutral

Agree
Strongly agree

8. Visual Studies helps me think more critically about social issues.



- Disagree

- Neutral

- Agree

- Strongly agree

9. Researching social issues through art will help me understand them better.
- Disagree
- Neutral
- Agree
- Strongly agree

10. I feel confident discussing the role of art in activism and social change
- Disagree
- Neutral
- Agree
- Strongly agree

11. | can identify different methods artists use to communicate social issues in their work
- Disagree
- Neutral
- Agree
- Strongly agree

12. I feel confident analysing an artwork and explaining its social, political, or cultural context .
- Disagree
- Neutral
- Agree
- Strongly agree

13. Researching artists who engage with social commentary has helped me develop my own perspective on social
issues.

- Disagree

- Neutral

- Agree

- Strongly agree

14. | can apply what I have learned from visual studies to create my own artwork that responds to social themes .
- Disagree
- Neutral
- Agree
- Strongly agree

15. Visual Studies has improved my ability to discuss my ideas and opinions about art with my peers .
- Disagree
- Neutral
- Agree
- Strongly agree



16. | feel confident using different materials and techniques to create an artwork with a social message.
- Disagree
- Neutral
- Agree
- Strongly agree

17. Art can be a more effective way to communicate certain issues than written or spoken language.
- Disagree
- Neutral
- Agree
- Strongly agree

18. Visual Studies has encouraged me to reflect on my own experiences and how they relate to wider social issues.
- Disagree
- Neutral
- Agree
- Strongly agree

19. | feel comfortable sharing and discussing my own artistic work and others in the class.
- Disagree
- Neutral
- Agree
- Strongly agree

20. How has this project influenced your understanding of the role of art in addressing social issues ?



Disagreement Percentage (%)

Appendix I  Likert Questionnaire Results (Graphical analysis)

Comparison of Disagreement Levels (Pre vs. Post Unit)

—e— Pre-Unit Disagreement %
Post-Unit Disagreement %

|

2.5 5.0 7.5 10.0 12.5 15.0 17.5
Question Number



Who is Rachel Whiteread?
Rachel Whiteread is a British sculptor known for using casting
- techniques to create sculptures of empty spaces. She focuses on
memory, loss, and urban change, often working with architectural
structures to highlight what is missing or forgotten.

What Was House (1993)?
¢ Materials: Concrete
* Location: 193 Grove Road, East London
* Concept: A full-scale cast of a Victorian terraced house that was
set to be demolished.
* Process:
* Whiteread filled an abandoned house with concrete and then
removed the walls, leaving only a ghostly imprint of the rooms,

~:0. - e N ‘.,-'".'" W e windows, and doors.
A Yo ! LR
w 01 % o R Ve ;‘0. e Why Was House Controversial?

* Some saw it as a powerful tribute to working-class housing and urban

L e displacement.
o~ . “.. . e Others thought it was ugly, unnecessary, and a waste of public money.
’ " . ‘_ -".' . The local council demolished the sculpture after 11 weeks, despite
A o protests from artists and critics.
l Public Reactions:
T V “It's a memorial to all the houses that have been lost.”
3 ? X "It's just a giant concrete block - what's the point?”
Discussion Questions
. Themes in House ¢ Why do you think Whiteread chose to cast
L Memory & Absence - It preserved the empty space left behind when a house instead of just making a model?
’ homes are destroyed. * How does House relate to issues in
2. Gentrification & Housing Change - It highlighted the loss of affordable = Crumlin (e.g., housing, redevelopment, loss of
housing in London. old spaces)?
3. Public vs. Private Spaces - It made a private home into a public * Should public art be preserved, even if
artwork, challenging ideas of ownership. people don't like it?

Written Reflection on Public Art

* The role of public art is to...

¢ An artwork should / should not be controversial because...

Racked Whiteread - Houne (1993)

¢ One example of a controversial artwork is...

CT'(ebe house , Cruméin
i

 After learning about House, | think...



Key Terms & Definitions

1. Casting - A sculpture technique where a material (e.g., concrete, plaster, resin) is poured into a mold to create a three-dimensional form. Whiteread used this
method to make a solid cast of an empty house.

2. Negative Space - The empty space around and within an object. Whiteread's work is unique because she casts the space inside objects, making the emptiness
visible.

3. Public Art - Art that is created to be displayed in public spaces, often sparking discussion or controversy. House was a temporary public artwork placed in a
residential area.

4. Memorialisation - The process of preserving or commemorating something to remember its importance. House acted as a memorial to disappearing working-
class housing.

5. Gentrification - The process where an area is redeveloped, often making it more expensive, which pushes out lower-income residents. Whiteread's work
highlighted concerns about gentrification in London.

6. Urban Development - The way cities and towns change over time, often due to government planning or private investment. House was built in an area that was
undergoing major redevelopment.

7. Controversy - A disagreement or debate, often involving strong opinions. House was controversial because some people thought it was important social
commentary, while others believed it was a waste of money and space.

8. Absence & Presence - Themes often explored in art and history. Whiteread’s House represents both presence (a physical object) and absence (a home that no
longer exists).

9. Monument vs. Anti-Monument - A monument is a structure built to celebrate or commemorate something (e.g., a statue of a famous person). Whiteread's House
was an anti-monument because instead of celebrating something grand, it highlighted the everyday and forgotten.

10. Spatial Memory - The way spaces hold memories of the people and events that took place there. Whiteread's work forces viewers to think about the past lives
within spaces that are now gone.

Sentence Starters for Discussion & Debate

1. Describing Whiteread's Work
* Rachel Whiteread is known for...
*  Her artwork House was made by... -\
"‘ b‘ wor .“M!.,‘ \a
* She used casting to... C \\b Cr \.‘ %
* One reason why people found House interesting was...

2. Expressing Opinions in Debate
* | believe public art should be controversial because...
* Some people might argue that public art should not be controversial because...
* One reason why House was important is...
* A counterargument to this is...
« Ithink House is / is not successful as an artwork because...

3. Relating House to Crumlin
*  One similarity between House and Crumlin’s history is...
* In Crumlin, we can see changes similar to Whiteread's work, such as...
* If I could cast a forgotten space in Crumlin, | would choose... because...
*  Whiteread's work makes me think about...

Rachel Whiteread’s House: Debate Handout
Use this sheet to structure your debate. You will focus on five statements about Rachel

Whiteread’s House and related issues. Follow each step to organise your thoughts. Step 5: Debate
» Each group presents one key reason for its stance.
Step 1: Prepare « Other groups respond with questions or comments.
« Read a brief overview of Rachel Whiteread's House. * Keep track of ideas you find interesting or persuasive.

* Note its size, materials, and any public reactions.
Step 6: Reflection

« Write one sentence on what you learned from another
group’s point of view.

* Note if your opinion shifted.

« You will use these ideas in your final written response.

Step 2: Statements
Decide which you support or question:

1. “The public’s negative perception of Whiteread'’s House was deserved.”
2. "Aproject like Whiteread’s House at Glebe House, using public money, would be Note Taking
acceptable even if it caused conflict.”

3. “If an artwork confuses or upsets people, it fails in its purpose.”

4. ‘Art should always show a location’s history accurately.”

5. “Controversial public art prompts better discussion than safe, decorative pieces.”

Step 3: Gather
¢ Move to the statement you most strongly agree with.
»  Briefly chat in your group about why you support that view.

Step 4: Use these four steps for each statement you discuss:
1. Description
¢ What do you see in Whiteread's House?

Think about scale, shape, and materials.

2. Analysis

How do these elements work together?

¢ How might they affect people’s opinions?

3. Interpretation

¢ What message might Whiteread share?

How could this message change if placed in another location like Glebe House?

4. Evaluation

Is the artwork or idea successful in its goals?

Do you agree or disagree with the statement? Why?

.

.




The public's negative reaction to
House was fair.

S.1

A project like ‘House’ at Glebe House, using
public funds, would be acceptable even if it
upset people

S.2




If an artwork confuses or upsets people, it
fails in its purpose.

S.3

Art should always reflect a location's
history accurately.

S.A4




Controversial public art creates better
discussion than safe, decorative pieces.

S.5




Appendix J - Student work samples
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Criteria

Concept & Interpretation

Technical Skill & Execution

Visual Communication &
Composition

Engagement & Reflection

Presentation & Installation

Excellent (80-100%)

Highly developed and criginal
interpratation with strang
conceptual depth.

Mastery of casting and finishing
technigues; highly refinad.

Strong visual impact; effective
use of contrast, texture, and
form.

Meaningful reflection;
articulates critical insights on
materials and themes

Professional presentation;
thoughtfully integrated into

Good (60-79%)

Clear understanding of the
theme with some depth,

Competent execution with minor
incensistencies.

Good compasition with
attention to contrast and form.

Some analytical engagement
with process and themes.

Clear presentation with
consideration for context.

Satisfactory (40-59%)

Basic interpretation with limited
conceptual engagemant.

Developing skills with some
inconsistencies.

Somewhat effective but lacks
strong visual impact

Reflects on process but lacks
depth in analysis.

Functional but could be more
refined.

Needs Improvement (0-39%)

Minimal engagement; lacks
clear conceptual direction.

Limited skill; needs significant
refinement,

Composition lacks balance,
contrast, or coherence.

Limited or unclear reflection on
process and materials

Disorganised or unclear in final
presentation.




Appendix - Rachel Whiteread (Student handouts)

Who is Rachel Whiteread?

Rachel Whiteread is a British sculptor known for using casting
techniques to create sculptures of empty spaces. She focuses on
memory, loss, and urban change, often working with architectural

structures to highlight what is missing or forgotten.

What Was House (1993)?
¢ Materials: Concrete
* Location: 193 Grove Road, East London
* Concept: A full-scale cast of a Victorian terraced house that was
set to be demolished.
* Process:
* Whiteread filled an abandoned house with concrete and then
removed the walls, leaving only a ghostly imprint of the rooms,

Wt T g windows, and doors.
. 5 e §
w 01 % o R e Why Was House Controversial?

. Some sawitasa powerful tribute to working-class housing and urban

’ - displacement.
. . “- . ¢ Others thought it was ugly, unnecessary, and a waste of public money.
'. .".' . ® The local council demolished the sculpture after 11 weeks, despite

protests from artists and critics.

‘ Public Reactions:
l V “It's a memorial to all the houses that have been lost.”
S X “It's just a giant concrete block — what's the point?”

Discussion Questions
. . Themes in House ¢ Why do you think Whiteread chose to cast
‘. "1. Memory & Absence - It preserved the empty space left behind when a house instead of just making a model?

homes are destroyed. * How does House relate to issues in
2. Gentrification & Housing Change - It highlighted the loss of affordable = Crumlin (e.g., housing, redevelopment, loss of
housing in London. old spaces)?
3. Public vs. Private Spaces - It made a private home into a public * Should public art be preserved, even if

artwork, challenging ideas of ownership. people don't like it?



Written Reflection on Public Art

* The role of public art is to...

¢ An artwork should / should not be controversial because...

Rockel Whiteread - Howne (1993)

¢ One example of a controversial artwork is...

Giteve house , Cruméin

« After learning about House, | think...

Key Terms & Definitions

1. Casting - A sculpture technique where a material (e.g., concrete, plaster, resin) is poured into a mold to create a three-dimensional form. Whiteread used this
method to make a solid cast of an empty house.

2. Negative Space - The empty space around and within an object. Whiteread's work is unique because she casts the space inside objects, making the emptiness
visible.

3. Public Art - Art that is created to be displayed in public spaces, often sparking discussion or controversy. House was a temporary public artwork placed in a
residential area.

4. Memorialisation - The process of preserving or commemorating something to remember its importance. House acted as a memorial to disappearing working-
class housing.

5. Gentrification - The process where an area is redeveloped, often making it more expensive, which pushes out lower-income residents. Whiteread’s work
highlighted concerns about gentrification in London.

6. Urban Development - The way cities and towns change over time, often due to government planning or private investment. House was built in an area that was
undergoing major redevelopment.

7. Controversy - A disagreement or debate, often involving strong opinions. House was controversial because some people thought it was important social
commentary, while others believed it was a waste of money and space.

8. Absence & Presence - Themes often explored in art and history. Whiteread’s House represents both presence (a physical object) and absence (a home that no
longer exists).

9. Monument vs. Anti-Monument - A monument is a structure built to celebrate or commemorate something (e.g., a statue of a famous person). Whiteread’s House
was an anti-monument because instead of celebrating something grand, it highlighted the everyday and forgotten.

10. Spatial Memory — The way spaces hold memories of the people and events that took place there. Whiteread’s work forces viewers to think about the past lives
within spaces that are now gone.

Sentence Starters for Discussion & Debate

1. Describing Whiteread's Work
* Rachel Whiteread is known for...
*  Her artwork House was made by... NY
'l‘b‘ woe "w!“ \a
*  She used casting to... C \\° L \’\ %
* One reason why people found House interesting was...

2. Expressing Opinions in Debate
* | believe public art should be controversial because...
* Some people might argue that public art should not be controversial because...
* One reason why House was important is...
* A counterargument to this is...
* Ithink House is / is not successful as an artwork because...

3. Relating House to Crumlin
*  One similarity between House and Crumlin’s history is...
* In Crumlin, we can see changes similar to Whiteread's work, such as...
* If I could cast a forgotten space in Crumlin, | would choose... because...
*  Whiteread's work makes me think about...




Rachel Whiteread’s House: Debate Handout
Use this sheet to structure your debate. You will focus on five statements about Rachel
Whiteread’s House and related issues. Follow each step to organise your thoughts.

Step 1: Prepare
* Read a brief overview of Rachel Whiteread's House.
* Note its size, materials, and any public reactions.

Step 2: Statements
Decide which you support or question:

1. “The public’s negative perception of Whiteread'’s House was deserved.”
2. "Aproject like Whiteread’s House at Glebe House, using public money, would be
acceptable even if it caused conflict.”
3. “If an artwork confuses or upsets people, it fails in its purpose.”
4. "Art should always show a location’s history accurately.”
5. “Controversial public art prompts better discussion than safe, decorative pieces.”
Step 3: Gather
¢ Move to the statement you most strongly agree with.
« Briefly chat in your group about why you support that view.

Step 4: Use these four steps for each statement you discuss:
1. Description
What do you see in Whiteread's House?
Think about scale, shape, and materials.
. Analysis
How do these elements work together?
* How might they affect people’s opinions?

.

N

3. Interpretation

*  What message might Whiteread share?

* How could this message change if placed in another location like Glebe House?
4. Evaluation

.

Is the artwork or idea successful in its goals?
* Do you agree or disagree with the statement? Why?

Step 5: Debate
» Each group presents one key reason for its stance.
« Other groups respond with questions or comments.
» Keep track of ideas you find interesting or persuasive.

Step 6: Reflection

« Write one sentence on what you learned from another
group’s point of view.

« Note if your opinion shifted.

« You will use these ideas in your final written response.

Note Taking

Notes/Sketches
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