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Chapter 1
A Conversation on the Possibilities
for Arts and Sustainability Education

How to open a book? We have spent much time thinking and rethinking about how
we might begin a book that blends the ideas, passions, critiques, and voices of four
authors from diverse backgrounds and scholarly traditions, as well as those of the
many more educators and young people who have engaged in the creative projects
we document here. It has been a daunting, enjoyable, and at times confronting
process to stay open to wild thinking and sometimes uncomfortable critique. Central
to our collective effort was a commitment to a spirit of inquiry and dialogue—a spirit
made all the more necessary when, in the closing stages of the manuscript’s
preparation, there was an arresting change in the dynamic of the world’s political
leadership; a change with as yet unknown impacts that reach to the very heart of this
text.

The twenty-first century has been characterised by rapid change and ever-
increasing global uncertainty. The trauma associated with human migration of such
a large scale, the shifts in our understandings of what it means to be human in a
more-than-human world, and the rise of economic systems that seek to divide and
conquer cultural and social distinctiveness and respect for difference, unsettles
many of us committed to the principles of sustainability. So to open a book—as a
writer or a reader at this time—especially a book that intentionally invites an
engagement with processes of change towards sustainable futures, has become an
intensified task. One-size-fits-all recipes or narratives with grandiose claims of
change are neither attractive nor useful to those of us grappling with the educational
complexities of meeting the individual and collective needs of learners and com-
munities in such a context. Yet the grand narratives of economic progress, indi-
vidualism, and dissociation from our planet’s fragile future are what dominate. We
face heightened challenges with the world’s new political environment, yet as
authors we remain hopeful about the transformational possibilities of integrating
arts and sustainability pedagogies for initiating change that matters. We are cautious
of promoting this integration as a panacea for troubled times, but here we describe

© The Author(s) 2018
M. A. Hunter et al., Education, Arts and Sustainability, SpringerBriefs in Education,
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compelling examples of practices that are specific to real people, places, and
contexts; where arts education and the principles of sustainability education meet to
offer collectively wider impact and significance. While we are mindful of the
situated nature of these case studies, we strongly believe that to open a book with
principles of practice is an important act. To write of the core principles of sus-
tainability (participation, partnerships for change, critical thinking, systems think-
ing, and envisaging better futures), and to make public our discussion on how these
principles are already embedded in these case examples of teacher practice in the
arts, feels even more important now than when we began our book conversation
some years ago.

For some time, we (the authors) had been researching and practicing, individ-
ually and together, on the edge of the interdisciplinary fields of creative learning
and education for sustainability. Our experiences had led us to become increasingly
concerned about the direction of contemporary educational policy and, more
broadly, about the prospects for future generations living and learning on this
planet. Some of us had been immersed in forward-thinking dialogue about how
teachers might best address issues of sustainability in their teaching, particularly as
research findings were telling us that sustainability education was largely ad hoc in
practice (Hill and Dyment 2016; Dyment et al. 2015), and mostly interpreted
through narrow “environmental” understandings of good civic behaviour such as
recycling and composting. Others of us had experienced and researched arts in-
itiatives that demonstrated profound impacts on young people’s sense of belonging
to a world bigger than themselves (see the work of Chicago Arts Partnerships
in Education (www.capeweb.org) and Habla Center for Language and Culture
(www.habla.org) as well as Hunter 2008, 2015; Hunter and Emery 2015). We had
also experienced disappointments when highly successful initiatives in schools had
been discontinued as a result of cuts in government investment in many areas of
education, the arts, and sustainability. The idea for this book arose from a con-
versation around these issues while planning for a teacher professional learning
event in Tasmania, Australia, on the intersections between the arts and education
for sustainability. Seeded by Sherridan Emery who at the time was completing a
Masters project on the topic, the UTAS Arts and Sustainability Professional
Learning Day was hosted by University of Tasmania researchers, Mary Ann Hunter
(arts education) and Allen Hill (outdoor and sustainability education) with visiting
Fulbright Senior Scholar, Arnold Aprill, who was founder of Chicago Arts
Partnerships in Education. Collaboration, creativity, and dialogue were at the heart
of our planning for the day-long event and were manifest in a number of ways in the
day’s schedule. For example, the keynote presentation became a conversational
dialogue and the hands-on workshops were styled as open-ended enquiries rather
than showcases of practice, with facilitators acting as provocateurs rather than
experts.

At the time the event was held, Mary Ann and Arnold were part-way through a
journey around Tasmania conversing with artists and teachers about creativity in
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their classrooms and communities. These conversations became the impetus for the
Curious Schools Project whereby Sherridan and Mary Ann, with Arnold’s men-
torship, acted as partnership brokers, catalysts, and supporters to teachers as they
documented their creative inquiry-based work with students (see Hunter and Emery
2015).

The teacher practices we encountered as part of the Arts and Sustainability
Professional Learning Day and the Curious Schools Project acted as a stimulus for
us to further explore the potential of these two powerful enquiry-based pedagogies
of arts and sustainability education. This book is a result of that exploration.
Education, Arts and Sustainability: Emerging Practice for a Changing World
outlines a case for the integration of sustainability and arts education in principle
and practice. It documents a number of contextually diverse case examples that
reveal the embeddedness of sustainability education in the creative work of teachers
who work with the arts in inquiry-based and community-engaged education. Both
the arts and sustainability operate on the margins of conventional pedagogy and
curriculum, yet we know they have more than marginal impact. This was evident in
our observations of heightened student engagement, meaningful community con-
nection, and a vibrancy in the way teachers explained and conducted their work.
Picking up on matters of creativity, curiosity, and change, our experiences were
leading us to a heightened awareness of the ways in which sustainability principles
were already at the heart of much arts education practice. Drawing on this, we
became unapologetically optimistic in seeking to document and investigate this
alliance of the arts and sustainability as a creative response to the challenge of our
times, a point we discuss in further detail in Chap. 2. We cannot help but foster
imaginings for a better future—incidentally, one of the key principles of sustain-
ability education—but we have also sought to remain robust and critical in our
exploration. We have constantly questioned the validity of ours and others’ claims
when it came to the messy complexities of interdisciplinarity, student agency,
policy principles, and the intent and experiences of teachers forever negotiating
change. As we located the sustainability principles underlying these teachers’
arts-based work, we talked about what to call this emergent practice with its range
of diverse approaches. In an effort to avoid either area becoming handmaiden to the
other (for example, by naming it arts education for sustainability or sustainability-
focused arts education), we arrived at arts and sustainability education used
interchangeably with arts–sustainability pedagogies as a way to refer to these
principled and diverse practices.

The conceptual and theoretical lenses we have employed to document and
convey the significance of these case studies are multiple. They refract rather than
mirror the work of the teachers, children, young people, artists, and communities
involved. We are four authors who arrive at this particular work from quite different
traditions and theoretical paradigms. In some of our previous research, we have
been variously informed by postmodern and post-structural theory which interro-
gates power relationships and social reproduction. While we do not make specific
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reference to them here, Michel Foucault’s writings about power and Pierre
Bourdieu’s theories have informed our thinking and much of our previous writings
about the reproduction of inequality. Equally, feminist and post-humanist approa-
ches, as led by Rosi Braidotti, provide foundational perspectives on diversity
principles, acknowledgement of difference and diversity, and questions of what it
means to be human in a more-than-human world. More specifically in the educa-
tional sphere, Biesta’s questioning of “good education” and our responsibilities as
educators to enable young people to learn how to function as part of the world
without being its centre has been deeply influential. While these theorists provide
the tenor of our approach, we draw specifically from the work of scholars who
themselves have been influenced by Paulo Freire, and whose writings have inspired
many of the questions that we have asked of each other in this space. Our goal is to
reveal the deep interdisciplinarity and educational insight among people who teach,
learn, reflect, theorise, research, make art, and write in the name of curiosity,
creativity, and change. Grounding us in our singular intention for a co-authored
book were the questions of each case example: What was seen and sensed here?
What was intended? What emerged? What is the insight? What matters?

In this spirit of conversation and enquiry, we therefore end our introductory
chapter with an exchange that we had at the midway point of writing the book, after
we had met one of those inevitable impasses and sought more clarity as a team
about our work’s relevance and purpose. Our key questions at that time were:

• What is offered by an integration of arts and sustainability education?
• Why is this important?
• What work do we hope to do—and to further support—by writing this book?

We reproduce this exchange here to acknowledge the significance and complexities
of dealing with change in educational and research contexts, of being reflexive and
adaptive, and of remaining open to new learning. We wanted to just keep arriving
and take on fresh beginnings in our thought and action. This introductory chapter
ends with a record of our thoughts at that time which had no clear-cut beginning nor
end, but they capture some of the ways we were grappling with concepts of change
and uncertainty in our observations of practice and in our conversations with each
other and the teachers concerned.

In Chap. 2, we provide a background to some of the key developments and key
principles of sustainability education and arts education. Our intention is not to
provide an all-encompassing review of these expansive fields, but to explore some
of the philosophical and critical underpinnings of sustainability and arts education
in the context of contemporary education systems. While the chapter is drawn from
the Australian experience, and references Australian educational policy and cur-
riculum, the discussion relates to a broader educational agenda evident in many
countries as they chart their educational success on Program for International
Student Assessment (PISA) results and increasingly lead their education systems
with neoliberal policies that conflate educational attainment with economic progress
as a matter of course.
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Chapters 3 to 7 turn to practice by each presenting a case example of an
arts-based enquiry in which one of the Australian Research Institute for Education
for Sustainability [ARIES] principles is embedded. These include the principles of
participation, systems thinking, critical thinking, envisioning better futures, and
partnerships for change (ARIES 2009). Sometimes, these principles are explicit in
the intent of the documented project, such as Story of a SmartPhone (Chap. 5). In
this project, primary school students engaged with the principle of systems thinking
to make and perform art as a response to their understanding of the life cycle of a
mobile phone. Other encounters are community-initiated, such as the Billy Project
(Chap. 3), an intergenerational arts project that demonstrates the sustainability
principle of participation by bringing children together with their families, elders
from nearby aged care homes, artists, and long-term unemployed community
members to build go-karts (or billy carts) at the school. Chapter 4 offers a new take
on the principle of critical thinking by describing an initiative with young
Aboriginal girls whereby art is the core of cultural expression, and culture is central
to the cultivation of critical thinking skills (skills which are conventionally
addressed in curriculum as a set of culture-neutral competencies). The social
positioning of where and when who gets to act, speak, be heard, and be seen is
examined in this chapter as part of a discussion on creative criticality. The principle
of envisioning better futures is explored in Chap. 6 via an integrated arts project in a
district school in rural Tasmania. Involving community members and a resident
artist, and working conceptually with the ideas of space, place, and wood, the
project marked the school’s arts-rich contribution to a regional community festival
that sought to re-envision a new social and economic future for that region.
Partnerships for change are discussed as a sustainability principle in Chap. 7, which
documents the planning, activities, and outcomes of a University of Tasmania Arts
and Sustainability Teacher Professional Learning Day. By making clear the dis-
tinction between partnerships for change and partnerships more generally, the
relevance of the arts as a medium for instigating partnerships for change is realised.

The final Chap. 8 does not conclude, but returns. By returning to what an
integration of arts and sustainability education might ask of educators, policy-
makers, and researchers, the chapter charts emerging possibilities for practice. In it,
we suggest that acts of “radical compliance” in schooling have the capacity to shift,
if not transform, the unsustainable trajectory that we as humans in a multispecies,
more-than-human world are on. The chapter intends to be a new beginning, rather
than a closure, for conversations and practices inspired by the case studies in the
book.

As you read this text, we hope you feel motivated to continue this conversation—
not only in response to opening the book, but with an intention to connect with
companion educators and researchers exploring possibilities for the integration of
arts and sustainability pedagogies as a creative response to a currently unsustainable
world.
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Conversations in the Middle

Arnold Aprill

I once entered a public school in the United States only to be confronted by a large
sign proudly proclaiming, “Each year, every student in this school will read 24
books, and will comprehend four of them.” One can only assume that this
through-the-looking-glass rhetoric was simply a wrong-headed attempt to comply
with some policy document that had been taken out of context. But it is hard not to
wonder what the students were supposed to make of those 20 books they were
expected to read without comprehension.

This is an example of the kinds of contradictions we are confronting as learners
and as educators. To paraphrase Charles Dickens, we are living in the best of times
and the worst of times. New technologies are affording us unprecedented oppor-
tunities for developing innovative approaches to teaching and learning, for net-
working with global communities to solve enduring problems, and for discovering
new approaches to fostering individual and collective agency. At the same time,
these same technologies are used to create new top-down means of surveillance and
of managing publics. We are at a significant crossroads, with broad implications for
our thriving upon or disappearing from the planet, as we are caught between two
competing conceptions of our roles in biological and social ecosystems. On the one
hand, a linear worldview (that grows out of a colonial mindset) has defined natural
and human resources as raw material to be dominated and used up. On the other
hand, a post-colonial, hyperlinked worldview could reposition our species as
contributing to a dynamic and interconnected relationship between and among
those same resources.

There is abundant and ever growing evidence that the linear worldview is by its
very nature unsustainable. As the late curmudgeonly comic Carlin (2001) used to
quip, “Who are these people who think they are going to save the planet? The
planet isn’t going anywhere. We’re going somewhere. We’re going AWAY” (n.p.).

But there are alternatives to extinction at our own hands, and that is what we
hope this book to be about, as it reflects upon an experiment that the authors
participated in with partnering schools, communities, educators, artists, and stu-
dents in the Australian state of Tasmania to investigate educational approaches that
are productive of positive futures.

In order to generate a new model, our conceptualisation of the practice sites drew
upon two under-recognised areas of teaching and learning that currently sit at the
margins of educational policy, but when integrated with each other, have powerful
potential to translate between a rigid, linear worldview (that currently
over-determines our ideas about accountability) and a more fluid, learner-centred
approach that supports teachers, artists and students in anchoring significant
understandings in a radically fluctuating world.

Both education for sustainability and arts education have been embraced as part
of Australian national curricular standards, but the power of these frameworks when
scaffolding each other has been radically underexplored. Education for
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sustainability has been stereotyped as simply operating a compost heap in the
schoolyard, but its actual principles are in fact much deeper and more significant.
Learners’ thinking and actions around sustainability issues were the what we hoped
to see foregrounded in our field sites. And arts education, with its enormous
potential for scaffolding learner agency, emerged as an essential ingredient of our
partners’ how as they engaged with local socially-concerned artists. This process of
interweaving these two pedagogical frameworks proved to be equally challenging
and illuminating, but also authentically productive of hope.

Sherridan Emery

I’m concerned about the pressure-cooker pace of education at this point in time.
Everywhere I turn there seems to be a sense of being overwhelmed. Life is over-
whelming on so many levels at this point, including at the planetary level. I really
believe that we as a species have overwhelmed the planet and that we need to make
some really fundamental changes if we’re all going to be able to live well together.

“Doing humanity differently” (Aguayo et al. 2016) is an idea from a group of
young researchers I’m involved with, and it’s something that is gaining traction in
my mind. If we’re going to do humanity differently in the world, then perhaps we
need to tune into different ways of seeing, sensing, and experiencing the world. Arts
and sustainability may be an invitation into doing humanity differently, through
reimagining education. Maybe more than just turning off the lights, we can
reimagine light. Instead of just recycling our rubbish, we may need to re-engineer
our relationship with resources. Shifting from the unsustainable thinking that has
led humanity to this point requires us to figure out together how we could live
differently, not through minor shifts in behaviours but through some major shifts in
policy as well as practice. Here I see value in tuning into our innermost sense of
better ways of living and being together, and cultivating an enlivened capacity to
respond to the impact of humanity upon the planet through finding courage to lead
change.

This book shows a small number of cases from one small island at one point in
time when curiously their work became linked through the visit of an arts partner
from the other side of the world. Our partnership led to Arts and Sustainability, a
day of professional learning, bringing together teachers, educators, academics and
artists, to begin to think about arts and sustainability in education. Further, the
Curious Schools Project was assembled, bringing together academics and arts
educators in schools to deeply inquire into what might make their work a model for
transforming education in an unsustainable world. From this and from work
ongoing since then, we conducted a handful of case studies which illuminated for
the authors important principles of arts and sustainability education.

From my personal point of view, the most important transformation required is
to start taking children and young people seriously. For too long they have been
token subjects of a system that apparently knows “what’s good for them”. We
transform the system when we recognise young people as competent and capable,
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when we support young people to find their voices, in becoming critical and cre-
ative thinkers, and in respecting them as partners co-designing the learning nec-
essary for the world in which they now live, and the futures they will need to define
for themselves. It is our contention that arts education and education for sustain-
ability are two important pedagogical bridges for inspiring and engaging young
people in transforming their own education.

The case studies which are the central feature of this book are illustrations of
practice which help to reimagine education for people at all levels of the system.
They are extraordinary yet ordinary examples of what can be achieved through
cultivating partnerships between schools and communities, through critical and
creative thinking that deals with local realities of sustainability, and through using
the malleable qualities and structures of arts education to serve as the scaffold upon
which transformation of education can be crafted. Systems are resistant to change,
but when allied and aligned, people create change. This book offers tracings of how
transformation might be taken to scale on larger canvases. We are learning that the
reinvention of education systems to respond to sustainability challenges requires
local people working together to address local priorities with children and families
placed at the centre of education and their communities.

Allen Hill

For the last decade I have pondered the provocative thoughts of environmental
philosopher Orr (2004), who contends that “all education is environmental edu-
cation; that is, either by omission or direct intention, students learn that they are part
of or separate from the more-than-human world” (p. 12). As I consider this state-
ment two thoughts continue to trouble me. How do societies determine what is
important in education? And secondly, how do we move beyond a possibly limiting
discourse of the environment to consider learners’ relationships with the political
economy, social systems, cultural expectations, and places they inhabit. Certainly
the first of these questions cannot be answered easily in the space of this paragraph.
Put simply, I believe the goals of education are contested. Prone to appropriation by
political forces or susceptible to passing trends, what is important in education
could in some ways be similar to the notion of beauty; it is in the eye of the
beholder. Whilst I sympathise with goals such as raising educational attainment and
improving key skills in numeracy and literacy, I fear such aims can be applied in
ways which dismiss or obscure the diverse social, cultural, political, economic and
ecological contexts in which learning takes place. Surely what is important in
education must move beyond the abstract to embrace inquiry into the dialectical
relationships that learners have with place. Learning that we are both subject to and
actors upon the material and social world, understanding that our actions have
impacts now and in the future, and contributing to improving places and rela-
tionships seems imperative given the conditions of this era we find ourselves in, the
Anthropocene.

These are important points because they speak to the heart of this book.
I fundamentally believe in the transformative power of education, following behind
a long line of critical pedagogues who have drawn inspiration from scholars such as
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Freire and Dewey. In this book we seek to contribute, perhaps with tentative and
humble steps, to this critical tradition in education through exploring how arts and
sustainability pedagogies might encourage learners to more carefully consider and
act positively with their social, cultural, political, economic and ecological contexts.

At first glance the arts and sustainability may seem uncomfortable bedfellows. In
the new Australian Curriculum (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting
Authority (ACARA) 2016), there is not a single direct mention of the sustainability
cross-curriculum priority in the arts key learning area. Certainly my experience of
the arts at school more than 30 years ago was traumatic rather than transformative.
Yet I have become convinced about the transformative potential of a combined arts
and sustainability pedagogy. For example, I find Chris Jordan’s provocative pho-
tography of plastic filled sea bird carcasses a powerful and salient interrogation of
humanity’s impact on the material world (Jordan 2009). Jordan’s work could be
seen as part of a long-standing tradition whereby humans have used art to explore,
communicate, and critique their relationships with each other and the
more-than-human world.

Transforming learning in an unsustainable world is a bold and perhaps
unachievable goal. Despite this, it is clear to me that society does not need more of
the same when it comes to education. In the words of Orr (2004), “the conventional
wisdom holds that all education is good and the more of it one has the better… the
truth is that without significant precautions, education can equip people merely to
be more effective vandals of the earth” (p. 5). What is important are approaches to
education that unsettle the unsustainable status quo and move beyond producing
students fit and ready to be competitive in the globalised consumer driven market
place. We need learners who can bring critical and creative skills to address the
complex issues now facing the world. Arts and sustainability pedagogies provide
fertile ground for helping learners to develop these skills. We hope the thoughts and
case studies in this book provide a catalyst for educators to reflect upon and take
inspiration from approaches to education that promote creativity, criticality and
taking action for a more sustainable and just world.

Mary Ann Hunter

Arts education and sustainability education share a certain synergy. They are
predicated on like-minded principles and they provide spaces in schooling for big
picture thinking alongside the close and personal. They both promote a present-time
awareness and an engagement with uncertainty. With that uncertainty principle at
the core, arts education has the potential to ground the ideas and aspirations of
sustainability education through material and imaginative engagement. For me,
together they have the potential to honour an integration of education with effect
(realisations about the consequences of action) with a pedagogy of affect (felt
responses and embodied knowing which inspires and motivates people to act).

And maybe that’s it. Maybe that’s all that needs saying… I’m not sure we want
or need to keep explaining. What would happen if we just let the practice speak?
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For within the complexity that is the educational encounter—with all the risk,
slipped intention, unexpected insight, and flawed master narratives that such an
encounter implies—it doesn’t sit well with me to shout about transformation and
revolution and change. It’s not that I don’t believe it happens or that it is desperately
needed. It is. It’s just I don’t know if we can go into this believing and talking about
change without actively seeking and doing change. Having said that, a goal to
change the world can be way too overwhelming and potentially counterproductive
for someone wanting to make a difference. And besides, that’s not what the Curious
Schools project was about. It was a quieter, more tentative, exploratory and messy
project that sought to elevate people’s own perception of themselves as creative by
documenting their practice and sharing it with others. It had a certain realpolitik
integrity about it—people shaping and changing their own areas of influence—be
that at an individual, classroom, school or community level. I think this book can
draw out how Curious Schools and other school-based projects have shared those
synergies and principles with sustainability education and are great showcases for
just how integrated arts and sustainability can be. But what I valued so strongly
about these projects in the first place was that they were examples of a quiet practice
of creativity in place: practice with integrity and capacity for real change.

There is much proselytizing about the power of the arts to effect change. We
know it because we have experienced it, felt it, or observed it to be so. And much
research already lays that claim and provides a persuasive and robust body of
evidence. The institution of schooling, the neoliberalisation of creativity, as well as
the world’s ignorance to the sustainability crisis, are all grave areas of concern that
the arts have a role in helping to turn around. But if we really want to call for a
reorganization of the world’s relationship of action to consequence, we must ask
ourselves if we’re prepared to let creative practices on the ground truly speak.
I don’t know what that looks like yet in a book—we as writers have a responsibility
to curate how those practices communicate, not to translate them, and we need to
respect the trust of those who’ve opened their classrooms to be shared. What I do
sense for myself, is that the discourses of revolution and transformation sit uneasily
at times—precisely because they are all too easily shouted and not so frequently and
sustainably done.

I am deeply appreciative of how we’re managing as colleagues and co-authors to
create a multi-faceted framing of our intentions to write this book. We are bringing
light and diversity to the many truths of the matter, bringing a multi-vocal begin-
ning to a book about teaching practice. A quote which I have on a sticky note by my
desk (which I have very un-systematically failed to reference) comes from Eisner:
“Education is a process of learning how to become the architect of your own
experience and then learning how to create yourself”. I like what this says for the
professional education angle of the book, but also for our own learning as we
co-write ourselves into the creativity and complexities of the change of which we
speak.
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Chapter 2
(What’s at) The Heart of the Matter?
Sustainability, Arts, and the Case
for Change

We need only experience a 24-hour news cycle for evidence of the unsustainable
state of life on this planet. Environmental disasters, civil unrest, economic doubt
and reports of violence within and among nation states and faith communities
dominate in sensationalised news bites created for our limited attention spans. What
troubles a critical viewer is that complex issues of social and environmental unrest
are often reduced to disaster snapshots, while graphs of upward trending company
profits and consumer indexes get celebrated in featured finance news. The rela-
tionship between these graphs and the rise of poverty, inequality, violence, and
environmental degradation simply do not feature in the sensationalising news
stories that are sold.

Yet, we live in times where information about the planet’s unsustainability has
never been so readily available. There is mounting evidence of serious, and in many
cases unprecedented, pressures on ecological, social, and economic systems and
structures. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2014),
we are now committed to at least two degrees of global warming, meaning that
associated extreme weather events, rising sea levels, and negative impacts on food
security and freshwater reserves are inevitable. Meanwhile, income and capital
inequality continues to grow globally (Piketty 2014; Wilkinson and Pickett 2009),
resulting in increasing social problems and unrest, and a worrying trend towards
plutocracies. In Europe, countries such as Greece struggle to meet the repayments
of massive debt, while dominant global economic structures continue to champion
the neoliberal principles of perpetual growth and an unregulated free market,
despite evidence that the natural resources behind such growth are absolutely finite.
With the prevalence of so many representations and practices of unsustainability, it
is difficult to be clear or optimistic about what the future may hold.

These stories will not be new to readers of this book. Nor will the awareness-raising
educational strategies that are conventionally used to try to address or, at the very least,
draw attention to issues of justice, equity, and ecology. In painting a bleak forecast for

© The Author(s) 2018
M. A. Hunter et al., Education, Arts and Sustainability, SpringerBriefs in Education,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-7710-4_2

13

aaprill52@gmail.com



the biodiversity of the planet—and conveying the weighty scientific evidence behind
it—many educators have strived to bring urgency to environmental issues in the hope
that individuals will act differently as a result. But does data alone really change minds
and practices? Communicating the scientific and visual evidence of humanity’s neg-
ative impact on the planet may draw attention to the need for change, but may be less
effective in persuading people tomake change. It is a curious and difficult paradox that
the evidence of the negative impacts of humanity on the planet can become so over-
whelming as to be a disincentive for localised or individual action. The need is urgent,
yet not immediate enough. The weight of evidence conveyed in bite-sized news feeds
expects of us only shocked complacency. Across the economically privileged world,
we are comfortably distanced from taking responsibility for global decline.

It is this paradox that provides the impetus and motivation for this book. Rather
than focus solely on the bad news stories of our unsustainability—a focus that can
be found in myriad books, articles, and online resources—we attend to how
schooling systems have tried to engage learners with these many complex issues.
When it comes to contemporary education, we believe it is a significant challenge to
help students become informed, competent, active, and hopeful citizens in the face
of complexities that seem out of their hands and uncertainties that make the future
look bleak. Following a number of educational practitioners and researchers
(Littledyke et al. 2009; Rickinson 2001; Stevenson 2007) we believe an answer lies
not so much in what is taught, but how. It is not just in conveying facts about impact
and effect, but in recognising how practices can foster the agency and wide-
awakeness (Greene 1995) required to become more attentive to our place as humans
in a multispecies and more-than-human world.

This chapter therefore takes up Sterling’s (2010) call to re-envision learning and
think about how sustainability education might be embedded in contemporary
education. Sterling’s view is that well-intentioned behaviourist approaches to
teaching for sustainability can wrongly frame learning as a relatively simplistic and
linear affair; whereby it is assumed that conveying information and raising
awareness of impacts “rationally and causally, lead to personal and behavioural
change, and if followed in great enough numbers, to social change” (p. 513). While
we acknowledge the importance of awareness-raising, we recognise the limits to
this approach in the school setting and beyond. Facts are not the same as experi-
ence, as Dewey (1934) reminds us. It is therefore towards Sterling’s vision of more
transformative approaches to education that we turn—approaches, we might add,
that do not solely rest on outdoor learning experiences or school market gardens,
but embrace social and economic sustainability as well.

In this chapter, we share the view that quality arts education is infused with many
of the principles and practices of sustainability education. The arts, we claim, offer
students insight into the nature of uncertainty, agency, and change. By the term arts
education, we do not mean activities whereby pictures or plays are used to convey
information about, for example, species decline, recycling, or the impending collapse
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of social and economic systems. Such didacticism may have its place, but here we
take a broader view to explore how sustainability principles are deeply embedded in
the way that enquiry-based arts education is taught. In exploring how this is the case,
we suggest that arts education offers students safe experiences of change while
developing the capacities to make change. In a school context, this may not be
explicitly described as sustainability education—indeed, many of the case studies
documented in this book were not. Rather, we identify practices of fostering student
agency that are at the heart of inquiry-based arts learning encounters; practices we see
as fundamental to effective sustainability education, and to the transformation of
education systems more broadly.

In arguing for this alliance of arts and sustainability education, we draw more
attention to how students learn than towhat they learn. In particular, we focus on how
generative arts experiences in school—whether they be curricular, co-curricular, or
community-led—offer students conceptual and experiential engagement with both
the effects and affects of change (Thompson 2009). We suggest this offers fertile
opportunity for students to cultivate the skills, dispositions, and motivation to make
change happen. We do not subscribe to a false separation of the what of curriculum
from the how of pedagogy, however. The last thing we want to do is to promote the
arts as a surface-level novelty to make other curriculum areas more “fun”. The arts
have far greater pedagogical dexterity and potential than that. Instead, we draw
deeper critical attention to the alliances of arts and sustainability education when it
comes to re-envisioning education that matters for human and more-than-human life,
now and in the future.

Before exploring case studies that give insight into this alliance, in this chapter
we address what we mean by sustainability and delve more deeply into the trans-
formational agenda that Sterling and other critical educators have called for. This
involves reference to policies on sustainability education as well as to the impact of
neoliberalism on education more broadly. While we as researchers and practitioners
have debated our views on what transformation is or should be, our consensus on
the need for change and the importance of supporting student agency is clear. We
then consider how the concept of change underpins quality arts education by
acknowledging the commonplace perceptions of the arts in society, before dis-
cussing its place in educational curriculum and pedagogy. This leads us to a
rationale for why an integration of sustainability and arts education makes good
educational sense.

In facing the world’s sustainability challenges, change matters. In contemporary
schooling, sustainability education is about evidencing and understanding change
while arts education is about experiencing, materialising, embodying, and, in cer-
tain contexts, communicating change. Both entreat students to act. And this is what
is at the heart of the matter. Through the integration of arts and sustainability
teaching and learning we can take action towards better educational outcomes and,
at the same time, towards better outcomes for the planet. We invite you into that
exploration here.
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Sustainability and Education

Sustainability may be a twenty-first century buzz word, and one that conjures a
diversity of images and responses. That sustainability is a contested term is hardly
surprising as it cuts to the heart of contemporary political economy. Political and
economic priorities are prominent in terms of both governance and practice when
discussions of sustainability arise. Moreover, there are multiple and often com-
peting definitions (Jacobs 1999; Räthzel and Uzzell 2009; Williams and Millington
2004). Arguably the most commonly accepted, yet not unproblematic, definition of
sustainable development is offered by the Brundtland Report (World Commission
on Environment and Development 1987) suggesting sustainable development is
that which “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs” (p. 8). Used in allied fields such as
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), this definition has been criticised
for being overtly focused on development within existing capitalist systems. As
many have argued, this development agenda is at odds, both philosophically and
pragmatically, with a sustainable future (Blühdorn 2011; Jickling and Wals 2008;
Kahn 2008).

These problems with sustainability definitions and agenda raise serious questions
at both theoretical and practice-based levels in education. What is to be sustained?
What needs to change and how? Who decides what change or sustainability looks
like? What are the implications for practice?

It is important to firstly recognise that these are difficult questions without simple
answers. Tentative and contextual inquiry into these questions should be situated in
time and place, as is the case in the five examples of practice documented in this
book. There are fundamental value positions and theoretical principles at play when
considering the contested terrain of sustainability and education. There is consid-
erable value in conceptualising sustainability as that which seeks to be both
action-guiding and transformative. Here, we find the work of Christen and Schmidt
(2012), who propose a formal framework for conceptions of sustainability, and
Sterling (2010), who emphasises the holistic and systemic nature of sustainability,
to be of considerable help. While Christen and Schmidt recognise inherent arbi-
trariness and contestation in understandings of the term, they contend that sus-
tainability has normative significance and should guide action. As they observe, “if
sustainability is conceptualised randomly, it cannot orientate our actions in a jus-
tifiable way. As long as a concept is used to validate whichever action, it does not
serve to justify any action at all” (p. 401). The framework offered by Christen and
Schmidt (2012, pp. 403–406) helps us to carefully consider questions such as “what
is to be sustained?” and “how can it be sustained?” through five key organising
ideas:

The Sustainability Problem: The first organising idea proposes that at some level
there must be agreement that the world faces a sustainability problem. As we
indicated in the introduction to this chapter, there is evidence and agreement in the
scientific literature and more common media reporting that we face urgent and
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literally life-threatening sustainability issues. Increasingly, people are being con-
fronted by the uncomfortable reality that the growth, ambition, and the “develop-
ment” of the human species are coming at a substantial cost to the more-than-
human world. Without recognising that we have a problem, any attempts to con-
sider sustainability fail at the outset.
The Normative Principle of Justice: This principle recognises that “sustainability is
grounded on a normative foundation” (Christen and Schmidt 2012, p. 404) which
emphasises the rights of distributive and political justice and quality of life at both
intra- and intergenerational levels. In practice, this principle guides the correction of
present and future injustices in human society through ensuring just distribution of
goods and the right to participate in political and democratic processes. The
emphasis on sustainability being normative reflects claims of “universal validity; it
counts not only for every living human being, but also for every human being in the
future” (p. 404).
The Descriptive Principle of Integration: This distinguishes the systemic foun-
dation of sustainability by stressing the integration of sociocultural, economic, and
environmental aspects. In Christen and Schmidt’s view, this conceptualisation of
the “nature-society-system” (p. 405) provides the conditions upon which the nor-
mative principle of justice should be achieved.
The Criteria for Sustainability: Interestingly, Christen and Schmidt avoid naming
specific criteria by which people might consider they have “achieved” sustain-
ability. Rather, they observe that criteria for sustainability will have to be negotiated
in particular contexts, taking into account competing or conflicting agendas. Such
criteria should “indicate minimal requirements that sustainable development has to
satisfy” (p. 405) and help to answer the question of what is to be sustained.
Transformation into Practice: The final organising idea considers how conceptual
principles and criteria for sustainability can be transformed in practice. Christen and
Schmidt observe that such transformation must address individual and institutional
perspectives as well as provide practical tools or instruments for implementation of
sustainability theories and ideas.

Christen and Schmidt’s organising ideas provide a rigorous framework for thinking
about sustainability at a macro-level. To support this framework further, and draw
more specific links to education, we look to Sterling’s (2010) work where he
conceptualises sustainability as the integration of “economic viability, ecological
integrity and social cohesion but also necessitates an operating ecological or par-
ticipatory worldview which recognises these qualities or system conditions as
mutually interdependent” (p. 512). It is these notions of interdependence, integra-
tion, and participation that are important facets of how sustainability might be
envisioned and implemented in educational practice.

We find synergies between Christen and Schmidt’s framework, and many of the
key ideas are discussed or presented within the related fields of Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD) and Education for Sustainability (EfS). ESD and
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EfS have their origins in global and regional discourses. Internationally, ESD has
received much attention from the United Nations culminating in the recent UN
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 2005–2014. As stated by the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), the
intent of education for sustainable development (ESD) is to help “every human
being to acquire the knowledge, skills, attitudes and values necessary to shape a
sustainable future” (UNESCO 2015). Yet they also suggest that this “requires
far-reaching changes in the way education is often practiced today” (para 1 and 3).
UNESCO has identified a number of essential characteristics of education for
sustainable development, stating that it:

empowers learners to take informed decisions and responsible actions for environmental
integrity, economic viability and a just society, for present and future generations, while
respecting cultural diversity. It is about lifelong learning, and is an integral part of quality
education. ESD is holistic and transformational education which addresses learning content
and outcomes, pedagogy and the learning environment. It achieves its purpose by trans-
forming society.

(UNESCO 2015, para 1)

Avoiding a universalising approach, UNESCO argues that these characteristics can
be implemented in multiple ways that take into account diverse local contexts.

This ESD approach has undoubtedly shaped the different but related Education
for Sustainability (EfS) frameworks which are prominent in countries such as
Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand. EfS in the Australian context, for instance,
has been strongly influenced by the National Action Plan for Education for
Sustainability—Living Sustainably (Department of the Environment Water
Heritage and the Arts (DEWHA) 2009). In this plan, the Australian Government
foregrounds the role of systemic processes and change.

Education for Sustainability aims to tackle the underlying causes of unsustainable trends.
The focus is on systemic change. Providing information and raising awareness are
important, but so too is building individual and organisational capacity and motivation to
innovate and implement solutions.

(DEWHA 2009, p. 8)

An educational policy gesture to this approach is further apparent in the Australian
Curriculum’s listing of sustainability as a cross-curriculum priority (ACARA 2016)
to develop “the knowledge, skills, values and world views necessary for people to
act in ways that contribute to more sustainable patterns of living”. Further, the
curriculum states that actions “that support more sustainable patterns of living
require consideration of environmental, social, cultural, and economic systems and
their interdependence”. To further guide the conceptualisation and implementation
of sustainability education in Australia, DEWHA has highlighted seven principles
of Education for Sustainability, these being the principles on which we focus in the
following chapters:

• Transformation and change
• Education for all and lifelong learning
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• Systems thinking
• Envisioning a better future
• Critical thinking and reflection
• Participation
• Partnerships for change.

The first two of these principles are broad in nature and speak to the goals of
education more generally. Indeed, similar principles are found in many education
policy documents around the world. We believe the remaining five principles
provide a useful framework to explore ideas about arts and sustainability integration
and to document teaching approaches which embrace agency, change, and cre-
ativity. For us, these principles align well with broader understandings of sus-
tainability and ESD, thus providing theoretical consistency in scaffolding our
examples of arts and sustainability integrated practices in education.

In exploring this integration, we return to the work of Sterling (2010) who
argues that sustainability is “both a process and a broad direction” (p. 512). This
reminds us there is no end point to our quest for sustainability, and that a focus on
process is important as we envision ways that arts and sustainability education
might be embodied and practiced. With an incomplete and imperfect vision of a
sustainable future, the process and the experience of the here and now become all
the more important. Guided by approaches such as integration, inter- and intra-
generational justice, and transformation into practice (Christen and Schmidt 2012),
we see how work with students in arts-based learning can explore the very nature of
change as a process and assist them to explore what making change or practicing
agency means.

It is easy to offer rhetoric on the pages of a book about working towards
sustainability, but the implications for education more broadly if we do not act are
more sobering, for the global crisis of unsustainability is also a crisis of education.
According to Huckle and Wals (2015), “educational institutions have largely given
up ‘training people capable of thinking about important political, environmental,
economic and social issues of global order’ and reflecting and acting on radical
alternatives” (p. 493). Huckle and Wals argue that there is an urgent need to restore
a civic pedagogy that rescues the notion of critical citizenship in education and one
way to do this is through curriculum integration. This approach can acknowledge
contemporary issues, such as those of unsustainability, in their complexity—the
goal being to understand processes of change that might lead to effective actions
and solutions. We appreciate that many educators have particular disciplinary
expertise and may well have interests in particular aspects of sustainability, such as
care for the environment or social justice. We also recognise that embedding sus-
tainability education in schools is framed by a broader call for a more democratised
and participatory education process as advocated by the likes of Sterling and
Huckle and Wals.
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The Case for Change

The relationship of education to change—whether it be personal, social, or political
change—is a complex one that has vexed philosophers and educators since Socrates
and, no doubt, teachers within intergenerational systems of cultural learning
spanning millennia. Here, we want to focus on a specific part of that complexity,
beginning with the discourses about Education and Sustainability found in the
landmark Agenda 21 Report of the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (United Nations 1992). It stated that:

Education is critical for promoting sustainable development and improving the capacity of
the people to address environment and development issues. While basic education provides
the underpinning for any environmental and development education, the latter needs to be
incorporated as an essential part of learning. Both formal and non-formal education are
indispensable to changing people’s attitudes so that they have the capacity to assess and
address their sustainable development concerns.

(p. 320, para 36.3)

Statements such as this have served as a rallying cry for educators and policymakers
foregrounding the important role of education in addressing sustainability issues.
Yet, while it places value on education as a tool for change, such reports rarely deal
with how the tool might be used. What types of educational processes will be
appropriate to these tasks? Who decides where, how, and for whom such education
will function? These questions remain central to an exploration not only of how an
arts and sustainability integration might contribute to a more sustainable future, but
also for considering how education systems might be transformed to make a greater
priority of sustainable living.

Twenty years later, the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe
(UNECE) Expert Group on Competencies in Education for Sustainable
Development (2012) suggested that transformation of education systems to better
support sustainable development was crucial, such that “change is needed to ensure
that the system provides education that predisposes learners to consider sustain-
ability across their life choices” (p. 43). This shift in discourse from the Agenda 21
Report is important to note: from a perspective of education as the accumulation of
knowledge (via awareness-raising) to the cultivation of skills and dispositions
towards making change. Here, the UNECE alludes to a systemic failure of con-
temporary schooling to advocate for real shifts in thought and action, leading us to
critically reflect on how dominant neoliberal discourses have so profoundly influ-
enced educational structures, curricula, and processes.

Since the 1980s, neoliberal ideology has driven significant transformation of
social, economic, and political systems and structures across the world. We
recognise that there is not just one fixed form of neoliberalism, rather “it is always
in flux as it is made and remade, and new effects are being felt across contexts,
settings and countries” (Hursh et al. 2015, p. 300). Nonetheless, it is useful to
briefly explore four presuppositions of neoliberalism as explained by Olssen and
Peters (2005, pp. 314–315) as a background to this study. First is the notion of the
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self-interested individual, whereby individuals are valued as the best judge of his/
her own interests and needs. Self-interested individuals consequently become actors
in a marketplace defined by free market economics. Importantly, the free market is
seen as the most efficient mechanism to allocate resources and opportunities, par-
ticularly when it is left to a self-governing commitment to laissez-faire regulation.
The pre-eminence of the individual and free market leads to overt limitation of
state/governmental control except to protect individual rights. The final presuppo-
sition then is a commitment to free trade involving the removal of any form of
state-imposed protection or support to allow optimal conditions for individuals and
the market to operate.

As primarily an economic ideology, the tentacles of neoliberalism have reached
far into all aspects of societal institutions, systems, and structures. It has resulted in
an education agenda based largely on assumptions of individualism, competition,
and the free market, where the primary purpose of schooling becomes preparation
of people for the workforce. This ideological influence has launched shifts in
education policy, not least of which is a prevailing preoccupation with measure-
ment. Apple (2009) further argues that neoliberal, neoconservative, and managerial
practices have changed global, social, and ideological dynamics to “fundamentally
restructure what education does, how it is controlled, and who benefits from it
throughout the world” (p. 1).

The consequences of neoliberal influences on education have been written about
at length by many critical pedagogy writers. Giroux (2003) in particular has been
highly critical of education that has become defined by a free market economy and
corporate culture. He argues that in such circumstances unabated consumerism
becomes the primary end point of education, leading to students developing
“identities steeped in forms of competitive, self-interested individualism that cel-
ebrates selfishness, profit-making and greed” (p. 10). What Giroux highlights is
how neoliberal education policy can actively work against sustainability, justice,
and democracy to the extent that “issues regarding schooling and social justice,
persistent poverty, inadequate health care, racial apartheid in the inner cities, and
the growing inequalities between the rich and poor have been… removed from the
inventory of public discourse and policy” (Giroux 2003, p. 8).

The marginalization of sustainability-focused issues in education is allowed to
persist through what Apple (2009) calls an “epistemological fog” (p. 9). He argues
that lack of attention to issues of power, domination, oppression, inequality, and
degradation has led to a lack of vision on behalf of governments, corporations, and
individuals as to how education might play a more significant role in addressing
social and environmental unsustainability. Moreover, Apple argues that we can all
too easily slip into a “politics of simple acceptance” (p. 10) whereby local action
that might counter the hegemonic power of neoliberalism is deemed futile.

While the influences of neoliberal ideology in and on education should not be
downplayed, one of the central threads of this book is about engaging school
communities in bringing about change. Throughout the world, there are many
examples of individual and collective agency which interrupt existing power
structures and work for change both inside and outside education systems. Apple
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(2009) implores educators to recognise and embrace education as a political act, and
in doing so advocates for a repositioning of education that embodies a political and
social criticality. He suggests this involves “thinking as rigorously and critically as
possible about the relations between the policies and practices that are taken for
granted in education and the larger sets of dominant economic, political, and cul-
tural relations” (2009, p. 15).

Apple is not alone in this call for change. In his landmark book, Earth in Mind,
Orr (2004) encourages readers to reflect critically on systemic issues related to
sustainability and education by questioning “what is education for?” (pp. 7–15). In
arguing that schooling systems are complicit in contributing to ongoing and
increasing rates of ecosystem decline, Orr challenges assumptions that have
underpinned much thinking and practice in education. For instance, he questions
the conventional wisdom that education is inherently good, and the more of it one
has, the better. Orr highlights environmental issues facing many communities
around the world, such as climate instability, declining productivity of natural
systems, and biodiversity loss caused by unsustainable development, stating that
such impacts are “not the work of ignorant people, rather it is largely the result of
work by people with BAs, BScs, LLBs, MBAs, and PhDs” (p. 7). Rather than
advocating for more sustainability education, Orr argues for a different type of
education—one which collectively measures success not in terms of national test
scores, but in the demonstrable capacities of people to live in ways that are socially,
economically, and ecologically sustainable. In turning to the future, Orr (2004)
argues, “the skills, aptitudes and attitudes necessary to industrialise the earth are not
necessarily the same as those that will be needed to heal the earth or to build
durable economies and good communities” (p. 27).

Like Orr, educational philosopher Gert Biesta argues that in an age where
measurement of achievement reigns, there is a need to “reconnect with the question
of purpose in education” (Biesta 2009, p. 33). He queries what constitutes evidence
in learning and is critical of the dominance of standardised testing regimes, school
league tables, and “gold standard” research of randomised and controlled trials that
strongly influence how we regard educational success. In re-engaging with ques-
tions of purpose, Biesta asks a different but related question to Orr, namely what
constitutes a good education? Biesta regards the attempt to specify an aim and an
end for education as misguided, acknowledging instead the complexity of education
and its three interconnecting functions: qualification, socialisation, and subjectifi-
cation. This third function of subjectification (which Biesta acknowledges does not
translate well in English) brings student experience to the fore and, he argues, must
be present in good education to counter the stultifying impact of any narrow or
exclusive focus on qualification or standardization. Biesta raises the need to
question what we learn and what for and argues that we must address notions of
what constitutes good rather than effective education. In a good education, teaching
offers students opportunities to grow to know themselves as subjects who are being
and becoming in the world; teaching that fosters the capabilities for students to
become both independent and interdependent in thinking and in action. Biesta’s
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questioning about effectiveness therefore brings attention back to the whole child
and provides a way to counter the pervasive logic of neoliberalism in education.

What we seek then as transformational educators is something between idealism
and defeatism. Working towards good education (Biesta) or a different type of
education (Orr) might be enhanced by what Wrigley et al. (2012) call a pedagogy of
hope. They argue that the prevailing educational policy response to the dominance
of neoliberal economic development has been to actively service it by prioritizing
the end goal of school as work-readiness. They argue that this focus, accompanied
by traditional teaching practices, “simply do not meet the needs of individuals,
communities or nations in the twenty-first century” (p. 97). Thinking positively
towards the future, Wrigley et al. advocate for transformational pedagogies that
reignite a politics of hope among teachers, students, and administrators: teaching
and learning that reinvests in teaching the whole child in a more-than-human world.

We recognise that when educational policies aimed at transforming schools for
the better are introduced, they do not necessarily translate into changed teaching on
the ground, no matter how well intentioned or timely those policies may be (Hill
and Dyment 2016; Dyment et al. 2015). The policies of large bureaucratic systems,
often several levels removed from practice, tend to lag behind the enactment of
changes they officially advocate. Therefore, transformative practices often surface
first in isolated patches on the ground before becoming known and recognised for
their impact. That is what this book seeks to uncover—examples of teaching and
learning practice which are meaningfully and purposefully working towards sus-
tainable patterns of living.

We are mindful to create an alliance between arts education and the principles of
sustainability education which is about integration rather than delivery, subjectifi-
cation rather than qualification. Arts education does not “deliver” sustainability
learning, like a pedagogical workhorse. Our discussion of arts and sustainability
practices in education instead aspires to what Wiebe et al. (2007) describe as an
organic or rhizomatic form of integration. Engagement with the arts does not
necessarily happen easily or predictably in schools, no matter how well-constructed
the curriculum or supportive the leadership. But it is significant that students learn
both in and through the arts (Ewing 2010) when they engage in arts education. We
see this as an opportunity to document a “rhizomatic integration of the arts [that]
values complicated and disruptive possibilities that enliven the imagination toward
more socially just ways of living and learning” (Wiebe et al. 2007, p. 263). In this
book, we refer to this approach as an arts–sustainability pedagogy.

The Arts and Education

The conventions and practices of dance, drama, literature, theatre, media arts,
music, and visual arts have been important to personal, social, and cultural
meaning-making throughout human history. In Australia, for example, there are
examples of rock art that have been a means of conveying culturally and

The Case for Change 23

aaprill52@gmail.com



environmentally significant stories for more than 40,000 years. Other Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander practices—including painting, storying, and ceremonial
performance—continue to be central to contemporary connection to country, and,
as such, the arts are at the heart of intergenerational relationships and learning in
First Nations communities in Australia. In other parts of the world, during the
Athenian era more than 2000 years ago, for example, large open-air theatre per-
formances examined the moral and spiritual intensities of human and godly life in
scripts that appear as relevant and as provocative today as then. Whether in the
context of Indigenous cultural practices, under the patronage of royal courts or
governments, or at the leading edge of political or social resistance movements,
making and responding in the arts have offered a vehicle for critical revisions of the
past, portrayals of the present, and imaginings for the future.

Over the last century, the ways in which the arts have been valued culturally,
socially, and economically in everyday life have changed significantly with
industrialisation, post-industrialisation, and the growth of digital technologies. As
Benjamin (1936) wrote of the arts in industrialising societies, the ability to
mass-produce copies of artworks detached from their original context altered the
nature of access and participation in the arts in the early twentieth century. This
phenomenon—related to the emergence of television, film, and music recording
industries—contributed to the large-scale commodification of the arts in open
market economies. While in one respect, this resulted in greater access for artists to
a wider audience and set of practices, it precipitated a shift in what it meant to be an
arts participant. People living in such contexts became more attuned to receiving,
watching, and listening when it came to the arts, rather than interacting, doing, and
making. While the Western classical traditions became equated with class privilege,
arts participation was decoupled from everyday experience and became something
to be consumed, rather than experienced. In a curious twentieth-century splitting of
low and high tastes, the arts in Western cultures became simultaneously more
accessible and known on one level (with the impacts of mediatisation and repro-
duction), yet more rarefied on another. With the ascension of the “gifted individual”
or “genius artist”, the status of certain established arts traditions (such as opera,
theatre, and classical dance) became fuelled by the notion that the arts were only for
the talented few to make and the elite few to consume. Diversity was not an issue,
simply because it was not a question. Privilege not access prevailed.

Yet, interestingly, around the same time as these value systems were changing in
the industrialised West, the arts were enshrined in the 1948 Declaration of Human
Rights, which stated that “Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural
life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and
its benefits” (Article 27). Forty years later, the UN General Assembly further
adopted Article 31 of the related Convention on the Rights of the Child (United
Nations 1989), which stipulated that “State parties shall respect and promote the
rights of the child to participate fully in cultural and artistic life and shall encourage
the provision of appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, artistic, recre-
ational and leisure activity.” Such a statement enshrined a principle of democratic
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access to the arts, while also instigating greater public and policy attention to the
diversity of practices, meanings, and values attributed to the arts in education.

While the importance of the arts is recognised broadly in these international
human rights declarations, the advent of digital and globalised means of commu-
nication in the twenty-first century has led to significant shifts in how we define and
value the arts and creativity. A different paradigm of access afforded by techno-
logical advancements and government investment has allowed for artistic practices
to be engaged in, documented, and shared across boundaries of geography, nation,
ethnicity, indigeneity, gender, and class. A proliferation of new possibilities in arts
practice and partnership in areas such as health, peacebuilding, and community
development has become apparent, while the arts’ role in servicing contemporary
creativity agendas is also being explored, particularly in education and business.
Definitions for what constitutes the arts have thus become open to disciplinary
fluidity and debate over the last 30 years and, while it is yet to be ascertained if or
how this is making the arts more participatory or accessible, the potential for
engaging in the arts as a means of personal, social, political, and cultural expression
and critique continues to expand and change over time.

UNESCO has long recognised the arts as fundamental to a well-rounded edu-
cation. Described as “integral to life”, the arts are valued as a necessary and central
part of a child’s education such that, in the arts, “function, creating and learning are
entwined” (UNESCO 2015). UNESCO has also positioned arts education at the
forefront of educational reform by declaring that the arts have an important role to
play in the constructive transformation of educational systems that are struggling to
meet the needs of learners in a rapidly changing world characterised by remarkable
advances in technology on the one hand, and intractable social and cultural
injustices on the other (UNESCO 2010).

While the impact of such policy declarations on localised teaching and learning
may not easily nor immediately be discernable (as might also be said of sustain-
ability education policy), UNESCO’s vision as articulated in its 2010 Seoul Agenda
enlarges the function of the arts in school settings. It is a vision that calls for a
fulfilment of arts education’s potential to transform education more broadly, and it
is in the arts’ diversity and “multiple legitimate purposes” (Seidel et al. 2009, p. 17)
that such potential is realised.

Yet, the provision of quality arts education is still rare and at risk, particularly in
countries where public educators are struggling to engage twenty-first century
learners within twentieth-century models of standardised testing and measurement
(Lingard 2010). As student test scores become the gameplay of governments, the
tired question gets repeated: why spend education time and money teaching the
arts? If we consider the collective findings of more than two decades of interna-
tional evidence-based research, it seems an odd question to keep asking. Multiple
studies have demonstrated that children and young people are more motivated and
engaged in their learning, achieve better on standardised test scores, and become
more competent social beings when they participate in quality arts education
experiences (Catterall 2009; Deasy 2002; Ewing 2010).

The Arts and Education 25

aaprill52@gmail.com



Hence, the dexterity of the arts—as both a subject discipline and an experiential
pedagogy—is also its greatest curse. For when it comes to modelling what an arts
curriculum should be, educators have found there can be no end to debate. Should
curricula be constructed as discipline-specific and skills-based or integrated with
other learning areas and thematically aligned? Should students strive for virtuosity
or creativity; employability or self-realisation? The attempt to harness all the
available outcomes and processes of arts learning in a singular framework is not just
an issue for curriculum developers in the arts, but is of relevance to specialist and
non-specialist teachers working in a range of school and other national contexts.
Anxious assumptions about elitism, traditionalism, relevance, and unbridled (and
potentially untestable) creativity in arts education persist. Faced with such concerns,
specialist arts educators tend to remain steadfast in defence of their particular
artform discipline (such as dance, drama, music, or visual arts), while teachers
unskilled or unconfident with the arts are likely to avoid teaching them altogether as
Elizabeth Hallmark highlights:

a gulf exists between the idea of high-quality arts integration and its actual implementation
in schools. The task of reaching across disciplinary boundaries to design high-quality
learning opportunities in at least two curricular areas is often carried out by teachers who
lack time, support, or a background in the arts.

(Hallmark 2012, p. 95)

Drawing on the growing body of evidence of the multi-layered impact of the arts on
students’ learning, we explore here the arts’ alliance with sustainability principles
and reform practices in education. This calls for a discussion beyond curriculum
standards and policy, even though in Australia the recently adopted national cur-
riculum gives as yet unrealised licence for sustainability to be embedded in all
relevant content areas as one of three cross-curriculum priorities (CCP) (ACARA
2016). Here, we put curriculum debate aside to focus on how students learn in and
through the arts and sustainability, and what approaches teachers can and do take.
To do this, there are any number of frameworks that could reliably capture the
diversity of learning and teaching activity in the arts. Here, we choose two—Peter
Abbs’ model of aesthetic education and Elizabeth Hallmark’s framework of
teaching approaches—which, taken together, provide a vocabulary for our ongoing
exploration of how the arts and sustainability education are already allied, and how
they may become more fully integrated. Although published nearly 30 years ago,
we use Abbs’ (1989) model as it continues to provide a conceptual touchstone for
many contemporary curricula in the arts in Australia and internationally. In Abbs’
configuration, the interrelated processes of forming, presenting, responding, and
transforming are key to the experiential dimensions of arts-based learning.

The processes of forming and presenting refer to the intent and “hands-on”
activity of making art. Forming relates to the considered use and negotiation of the
elements and conventions of an art form to make meaning. Many other social,
historical, cultural, and political contexts come into play in this process, but ulti-
mately, meaning is realised through shared presenting of artwork to others. The
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stimulus for forming and presenting can be derived from students’ own ideas or can
be students’ interpretative re-making of an existing work—such as a playscript or a
music score. Through forming and presenting, students develop skills and knowl-
edge in the elements and conventions of arts disciplines, while simultaneously
making their own creative choices when applying these skills and knowledge to
generate a work of artistic expression and communication. In Abbs’ framework,
often the student learning outcome may not be fully predetermined until their work
of forming has been realised in the presenting.

In responding and transforming, students typically employ critical and creative
skills of analysis and appreciation to respond to art of their own or others’ making.
While often done in overtly reflective activities such as journaling or analytical
writing, the process of responding can occur via a much broader range of activities,
including the use of other arts modes (such as photography or poetry made in
response to music, for example). Transforming comes of students’ recognition and
acknowledgement of their changed understanding within or as a by-product of their
forming, presenting, and responding experience. Such newly generated knowledge
or insight may again be documented in a variety of arts-based or other ways. It is
important to note that while Abbs’ model provides a useful distillation of the
experiential dimension of arts learning, these processes are not sequential but
interdependent—making the experiential and the analytical creatively entwined in
the learning encounter.

Hallmark’s work adds a further lens, categorising the intentions behind such
encounters in the following ways: arts as craftsmanship, arts as play, and arts as
inquiry (Hallmark 2012). The arts as craftsmanship approach focuses on the
development of disciplinary skill and knowledge. The teacher teaches established
ways of producing art using the established systems of distinct arts disciplines, such
as music, visual arts, drama, dance, or media arts. This is a teaching approach that
values practice and replication and is commonly found in the teaching of
discipline-specific arts curriculum. Students of instrumental music, for example,
may be most familiar with this style of arts education.

The second approach, the arts as play, provides a focus on student-centred
exploration. Hallmark describes how students’ random discoveries are valued in
this approach when students are given a basis of arts discipline instruction and very
minimal teacher input or critique. This is an approach most valued in early child-
hood education whereby children’s natural tendency to learn through play is central
to the curriculum intention. In later years, this approach may be resonant in
improvisational forms of music education or process drama, for example.

Hallmark describes the arts as collaborative inquiry as a third approach that
integrates the learning intentions of both craftsmanship and play. In this way, stu-
dents engage in pedagogies of guided problem-solving. This involves eliciting and
developing students’ disciplinary skill as well as fostering a sense of open-ended
play to follow a particular line of inquiry. In this approach, many of the available
benefits of both learning in and through the arts have the potential to be realised.
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All of Abbs’ processes of forming, presenting, responding, and transforming have
the capacity to be integrated meaningfully in this approach to learning.

Hallmark’s collaborative inquiry approach recognises the arts as a “tool for
academic inquiry” (p. 98). To inquire deeply into issues via arts education is to
employ more than just the certainty of rule-bound craftsmanship or the uncertainty
of unstructured play. Given that students can take on so many learner roles when
they participate in arts education—they form, present, respond, and transform as
creators, audiences, critics, collaborators, and investigators—the shifts between
these roles can produce new perspectives and insights that might not otherwise be
available to them in other subject-based teaching and learning. This process is
inherently interdisciplinary as students draw on a range of resources to make
choices in their making and responding. They work in and through the elements and
conventions of the arts to generate and communicate meaning. They are able to
experiment safely with cause and effect, input and consequence, and their own
affective response to different kinds of knowledge, materials, situations, roles, and
relationships. All these aspects are changeable and interdependent; therefore, stu-
dents become adept not just at handling different types of content knowledge but,
through arts-based enquiry methods, also come to understand that there are different
ways of knowing (Hayes 2011) made accessible by the arts.

A central dilemma of contemporary schooling is that the siloing of bodies of
knowledge, or ways of knowing, in curriculum too often fails to acknowledge the
complex ways things are and the way things change in contemporary society. Yet
learning in and through the arts lends itself to engagement with complexity and, as
the frameworks of Abbs and Hallmark show, can also be scaffolded in manageable
ways for teacher and student. Educational policy may engage with the discourses
and aspirations of differentiated instruction, inter-age work, connections between
life inside and outside schools, and the inclusion of real world tasks, but it is
sometimes difficult to see or plan for this in action. This is where we see the
potential of arts education to be realised and where an integration with the prin-
ciples of sustainability education can provide hope for motivating real change.

Integrating Sustainability and the Arts in Education

Imagine for the moment that we are confronted with some problem or puzzling situation in
our lives. How do we approach the situation? Do we stop and ask ourselves which part of
the situation is language arts, or music, or mathematics, or history, or art? I don’t think so.
Instead, we take on the problem or situation using whatever knowledge is appropriate or
pertinent without regard for subject area lines.

(Beane 1997, p. 7)

The global challenge of sustainability is more than the kind of “puzzling situation”
Beane refers to here. It is an urgent one that presents many problems to address
through education. Sterling (2001) is critical of Western paradigms of education

28 2 (What’s at) The Heart of the Matter? Sustainability, Arts, …

aaprill52@gmail.com



that sustain unsustainability by fragmenting knowledge into discrete subject areas.
Instead, he endorses a process-driven, participatory, and empowering approach for
sustainability education that focuses on collective problem-solving and engage-
ment. This approach calls for an openness to curriculum integration whereby
teachers “make concerted efforts to create democratic communities in their class-
rooms” (Beane 1997, p. 65).

Arts education by its nature is interdisciplinary and therefore conducive to such
integrative and collective approaches. It is one of the rare mandated places in formal
school curriculum that calls on students to generate and integrate their own personal,
affective and social experience with broader sets of disciplinary, cultural and
skills-based ways of knowing. As Everett et al. (2009) indicate, “Teaching through
the Arts links the emotional to the cognitive; it engages the heart as well as the mind
and provides opportunities for children to explore issues, solve problems, collabo-
rate and develop their ideas through creative experiences” (p. 180). This makes arts
education a fertile ground for what Jenkins (2009) describes as the interdisciplinary
investigation of rich concepts. This potential extends beyond the use of arts activities
simply as a vehicle or novelty for the achievement of desired learning outcomes in
other areas. Rather, as Maxine Greene suggests, there is deep interdisciplinarity
already inherent in the arts which enables students and teachers to experience
complex and non-rational understandings associated with “the human condition”
(Greene 1995, p. 4). Greene describes such synergy between the arts and other
discipline areas as wide-awakeness. Informed by Greene’s work, we value here the
arts as a field of awareness in the more-than-human world, whereby aesthetic
experience becomes “vital to supporting how students come to know, perceive, and
act on their surroundings” (Rautins and Ibrahim 2011, p. 29).

Just as the challenges confronting the world are interconnected, complex, and
interrelated, so too our learning for a sustainable future needs to be holistic.
Contemporary approaches to teaching need to accommodate the complexities of the
human condition as students come to know and experience the distinctions between
an anthropocentric (human-centred) to a more ecocentric (life-centred or
more-than-human) view of the world. In sustainability education, relationships
among various systems are represented and communicated to build understanding
of the interconnectedness in the human and the more-than-human world. In arts
education, relationships among systems are similarly explored in the ways students
choose to incorporate materials, their own and others’ experiences, and the elements
of each art form to form, present, respond to, and transform their understandings.
Together, students experiment, experience, and create as they negotiate systems to
make meaning in reasoned as well as symbolic ways. An integration of arts
Education and Sustainability education therefore has the potential to provide
inroads to difficult concepts and experiences of complexity, change, and uncertainty
in life, while at the same time generate awareness for why and how life in an
interdependent, more-than-human world could be sustained.

Integrating arts Education and Sustainability education brings a wide-awakeness
to the educational encounter via opportunities for students’ affective and cognitive
engagement with concepts and experiences of change. This calls for attention to the
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how as much as the what of teaching and learning and rests on three key
observations:

• That sustainability education and arts education are both inherently interdisci-
plinary. Students draw from life experience, the observable world around them,
and the stories, experiences and histories of others to learn. In the formal school
curriculum, arts education resists siloing and fragmentation of different ways of
knowing, and therefore offers space for experiencing and understanding rich
concepts of change and its effects and affects.

• That when arts education is taught using a collaborative enquiry approach (in-
corporating craftsmanship and play), it offers potential for collective and cre-
ative problem-solving and actions that are at the heart of sustainability
education.

• That the principles of sustainability education (ARIES 2009) can already be
evidenced in quality arts education practices in schools and communities—these
principles being: transformation, systems thinking, envisioning a better future,
critical thinking, participation and partnerships for change.

Not all teaching approaches in the arts necessarily fit with such an arts–sustain-
ability integration agenda. This can be attributed to a sometimes ambivalent or
confused role about the value and position of the arts in society more broadly.
Therefore, while the case studies that follow offer specific examples of integration
in practice, we also present suggestions for the kinds of value shift in arts partic-
ipation that may be required in Table 2.1. This is not a recipe for how the arts

Table 2.1 Emerging patterns in the integration of arts and sustainability education

The
sustainability
principle of
…

Asks less of … And more of …

Participation Art making and responding limited
to specialised experts

Art making and responding that is
inclusive of different levels of
ability and experience

Partnerships Solo practice, expressing
individualised concerns

Collaborative processes open to
expressing interrelationships with
others and with the multispecies and
natural world

Systemic
thinking

Aesthetic knowing predicated on a
“pure” and “neutral” value system
separated from political, cultural,
economic, and biological systems

Work of aesthetic value that both
impacts on and is impacted by
political, cultural, economic, and
biological systems

Critical
thinking

The arts to create beauty that is
considered above critical discourse

The arts as providing an avenue for
creative criticality

Envisioning
better futures

The future visioning of the arts
determined and held in cultural
institutions

New thinking about the role the arts
play in investigating what it means
to be human in a more-than-human
world
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should service sustainability principles, but provides a framework for developing
different insight into the value of the arts. If a sustainability principle is to be
embedded, revealed, or integrated in an arts-based education encounter, what does
it ask of the arts practice?

It is important to seek a future divested of old paradigmatic tensions about the
place of the arts in society, the role of arts education in schools, and the perceived
difficulty of enacting interdisciplinarity and/or a reform agenda in school settings.
We attempt to do so by framing the following case studies with a fresh assessment
of the potential of the arts within the realpolitik of contemporary education. This
kind of revitalised discussion of the value of the arts in the context of social and
educational reform is central to our rationale for arts and sustainability integration;
for unless new questions and new approaches are posed—approaches in which
specialist and non-specialist teachers alike can invest—the gaps between what we
know about the sustainability crisis and how we act to address it will grow.
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Chapter 3
Crafting Community with the Billy Project
(Participation)

With Stephanie Finn and Chris Mead

The Billy Project has been our way of bringing families and the
community into children’s lives at school.

Deb Hutton, Principal

A cold clear northern Tasmanian morning and there is a hive of busyness within an
otherwise quietly humming school. Two children (aged five years) are hammering,
chatting, and seriously checking plans with a bunch of adults who are also pretty
serious but cannot help hiding their delight. They include parents, a resident from
the local aged care home, a helper who’s been long-term unemployed, and a couple
of artists and educator artists. They are making billycarts (or go-karts) together and

Fig. 3.1 Participation in the Billy Project. Photographs by Rick Eaves (left) and Stephanie Mead
(right)
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everyone’s got something to do and stories to share. They are participating in the
Billy Project, an initiative of the arts company, Creature Tales, that aims to build a
more child-friendly, connected and resilient community in the north coast town of
Burnie. Following the closure of a paper mill that had been the mainstay of the local
economy in Burnie twenty-five years ago, the region experienced large-scale
unemployment and associated negative social impacts and challenges. As a
response, a number of government and community-based organisations have sought
to sustain the region’s economic viability and social vibrancy through initiatives
like the Billy Project. Creature Tales’ coordinators, Stephanie Finn and Chris Mead,
drew on Burnie’s older population as a resource by enlisting them as mentors and
friends to beginning primary school children and their families. An arts-based
project bringing seniors and children together to design and build billycarts was
born, presenting an opportunity for intergenerational social participation as well as
an alternative to individualising screen-based entertainment. The project celebrated
a low-tech, high-construction, and very sociable form of childhood play.

The Billy Project was initially designed for children disengaged from education
and families marginalised from social participation. Its initial success at a local
community centre was followed by a similar project in a school setting which
enabled a more expansive model of participation for children who, after having
made a billycart once, could become peer mentors to other children and seniors in
an “each one teach one” approach (Misra 2012). This small idea then expanded to
include the participation of other teachers, parents, students, and community
members of all ages.

Why Participation?

Both the Australian National Action Plan for Education for Sustainability (Department
of the Environment Water Heritage and the Arts 2009) and the Australian Research
Institute for Environment and Sustainability (ARIES 2009) regard participation as one
of the key principles of sustainability education. ARIES conceptualises participation as
“going beyond consultation, involving people in joint analysis, planning, and control
of local decisions” (p. 3). More specifically, participation:

• Puts decision-making and responsibility for outcomes in the hands of the
participants.

• Creates a greater sense of ownership and commitment to action.
• Builds capacity for self-reliance and self-organisation.
• Empowers individuals to take action.

(ARIES 2009, p. 3)

Here we investigate how and why participation might lead to these individual and
community outcomes, using the Billy Project as a case example. To guide these
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questions, we draw on two landmark texts in sustainability education research
which deal with building competence to take action (Jensen and Schnack 1997) and
to make change (Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002). In doing so, we examine how
effective participation and action leveraged by arts-based engagement in the Billy
Project moved beyond thinking or teaching about change into providing opportu-
nities for all participants to make change by developing skills, knowledge, and
attitudes to achieve more sustainable intergenerational systems of social support.

One of the key questions of sustainability education research has been how to
translate changes in thinking into changes of behaviour. In the field of environ-
mental education, for example, Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) were curious as to
why gaps existed between environmental awareness and pro-environmental beha-
viours. Put simply, providing more or better information to people about particular
issues (in this case environmental ones) demonstrated little impact on changing the
way people act (see also Shove 2010). Kollmuss and Agyeman found there are
many complex contextual factors that influence people’s behaviours and argued that
environmental knowledge, values, and attitudes need to intertwine with emotional
involvement (affect) to result in a more action-oriented “pro-environmental con-
sciousness” (p. 256).

Could the arts, as a mode of affective and experiential engagement, provide
participants with opportunities to explore issues of identity, relationship, and con-
nectedness beyond raising awareness alone? A key point here is that participation
has the potential to provide opportunities for affective engagement and learning with
others. The Billy Project, for example, provided opportunities for taking action to
build vibrant and sustainable community relations, not by conditioning behaviour,
but by changing the conditions for relating. It provided an alternative narrative of
place by building upon the existing resources in the community (particularly the
lived experience of its long-time residents) rather than focusing on “fixing” the
perceived disadvantages of living in a town repurposing itself industrially and
economically.

In the kind of arts–sustainability pedagogy evident in the Billy Project, com-
munity resources that have been veiled through unsustainable policies and practices
preoccupied with economic progress are made visible. This type of reclaimed
participation, or transposing of difference (Braidotti 2011), provides the means for
building what Jensen and Schnack coined in 1997 as “action competence” (p. 163),
a concept that has been taken up in sustainability education research and writing
since (see Hedefalk et al. 2014; Mogensen and Schnack 2010). Sceptical of
behaviour modification discourses, the work of Jensen and Schnack (1997) helps us
to understand how empowering individuals and communities to take action through
participation can contribute to wider societal change. They suggest four key
components of action competence in education, most of which were evident in
Creature Tales’ approach to their work and, the last of which—“action experi-
ence”—was key to the Billy Project’s intergenerational learning encounter:
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Knowledge and insight: Focuses on participants developing a coherent knowledge
of social, environmental and economic sustainability issues and potential solutions
to those problems. Importantly, Jensen and Schnack stress that knowledge is only
one component of action competence.
Commitment: Refers to the importance of helping learners develop strong com-
mitment to action. A key part of this involves learners in decision-making processes
and empowers them as active citizens.
Vision: Entails participants thinking creatively about how they can contribute to a
better world.
Action experiences: Involve students participating in projects that are targeted
towards solutions of particular problems or framed around certain outcomes.
Action-taking in this respect is a carefully considered, deliberate process, which
moves beyond “activity” or “experience”. These action experiences can provide
opportunities for emotionally powerful learning especially when participation is
collective and collaborative.

Participation and Arts Education

Participation is fundamental to arts education: whether it be participation through
forming, presenting, or responding to works created. Regardless of whether one is
primarily making, being audience to, or interpreting the arts, participation entails an
active engagement in aesthetic ways of knowing and being.

Integrating arts and sustainability education extends this active engagement into
opportunities to develop student agency. The integrated learning processes of
forming, presenting, responding, and transforming break down dichotomous
thinking that segregates production from consumption and the individual from their
environment. Thus, the kinds of arts–sustainability pedagogies evident in the Billy
Project, as described below, position the student as a co-generator of new meaning
and as an active agent in their own learning and processes of change. This approach
is predicated on an understanding of change as complex but central to the educa-
tional endeavour (Biesta and Osberg 2010; Semetski 2006). It is also about recog-
nising that agency (to make change) does not reside solely in the individual but is
part of a process ecology: whereby agency is achieved in “the interplay of individual
efforts, available resources and contextual and structural factors as they come
together in particular… situations” (Biesta and Tedder 2007, p. 11). Determining
who practices agency is a matter of understanding the ecology of self/other/situation,
with the principle of participation being foundational to its dynamic.

In the education sphere, participation is often conceived as the provision of
shared experience and has a core role in learning as articulated in Kolb’s experi-
ential learning cycle (Kolb 1984, 2014). In arts education, this shared ideal can be
explicitly and fully realised. But shared experience itself does not equate to an
agential experience. In arts learning, students are not only positioned as producers
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of and audiences to artworks; but through informed and reflective making and
responding, they are co-generators of new insights and meanings. In the process,
they both enact and respond to the ecology of self, other, and environment.

In developing pathways for meaningful youth participation in wider culture
(Shier 2001), it is important to recognise young people as self-directed
decision-makers, as well as collaborative decision-makers with others: contesting
assumptions and contributing to the investigation of problems that matter, whether
at a personal, social, or environmental level. As Hart’s oft-cited participation ladder
affirms (Hart 1997), participation must go beyond “consultation” in such circum-
stances, to the enabling of individuals and communities to grow their own capac-
ities to initiate and realise change. In the Billy Project, the shift to students
becoming mentors to others—both to their peers and seniors—is just one of the
many embedded examples of this.

Arts, Sustainability, and Participation in Action

Stephanie Finn and Chris Mead

At Creature Tales, we are social ecologists at heart. Our projects grow organically by
gathering a host of ages, personalities, and positive role models in a space where
self-expression and one-on-one meaningful exchanges are nurtured. We thought that bil-
lycarts would provide the hook and the stories to engage families, seniors, artists, and
school staff about what they care about in childhood. “Billy” was each child who lived in
the street, and a child-friendly community for “Little Billies” offered both a sense of
protection and a freedom to play as we did as children.

Creature Tales is an organisation that specialises in community-based creative arts pro-
grams designed to build social capital and intergenerational engagement through the arts.
Horizons are limited in pockets of regional Australia as we raise our families in areas
deemed disadvantaged. Our circles of connection are small, and aspirations are stifled. For
example, neighbourhoods report low assessments for social competence and communica-
tion skills in young children beginning school. Poor emotional literacy skills, little diversity
in language, and lack of positive role models affect children’s preparedness for learning and
life.

The Billy Project focused on the transition children make to full-time schooling. It is a
pivotal point for connecting parents to their child’s learning at school, and through school,
connecting families to community. The project was based on several assumptions:

• that improving learning and behavioural outcomes at school is related to the level of
engagement that parents and children have with their school

• that fostering positive interactions between parents and children will lead to improved
family communication

• that intergenerational experiences lead to a more socially inclusive community.
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The Billy Project supported Prep children and their families in their first year of
school-based learning. It focused on nurturing a positive social ecology within the school
environment whereby everyone is investing in the best start possible for each child, while
fostering a sense of pride and place in one’s family and the local neighbourhood.

Identifying Need and Opportunity

Supported by Communities for Children, a Federal government service provider, the Billy
Project was a response to our question of how can we build more child-friendly, connected
and resilient communities?

At its inception, Billy was largely experimental, based on a range of arts-based community
development practice models. We needed to build a seriously good team around us with a
hook that would bring parents and children together in a space where we could all relate to
each other and sing the same song of “wanting to collectively do something for our kids”.
The Billy Project therefore comprised a number of layered activities:

• discussion and engagement with the school community in a pilot program to identify
the project focus

• collaboration with community service organisations to provide related social and family
support services

• appointment of an arts and community worker
• engagement of an aged care facility to identify seniors to potentially act as mentors
• liaison with local businesses and community supporters to source materials
• billycart building with Prep students, parents, and community volunteers
• film, photography, and audio interview documentation of the process
• local celebration occasions and community launches, exhibitions, and public events.

Engaging with Local Communities and Traditions

We started thinking about how we used to play in our streets and interact as neighbours. We
reflected on the importance of positive risk and play. We began to tap into the tradition of
billycart making in the community. We settled on billycarts for the pilot program because it
was about making and celebrating our achievements together and would hopefully evoke
memories and exchange. The pilot project commenced at the Police and Community Youth
Club (PCYC) in Burnie with eight students and their parents. We were joined by Viv (94
years) and Noel (75 years) from the local aged care facility, a carpenter from the local
men’s shed, and students from a local high school’s mentoring program. The PCYC pro-
vided a non-threatening space to meet, and the workshops were task focussed yet with lots
of friendly banter, story sharing, and teamwork.
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At the end of the pilot program, we took the work to the local primary school for a
celebration. Other classes and teachers joined the billycart makers on the oval and the Billy
Project participants spent the afternoon racing and sharing carts with the school. After the
success of the pilot program, the partnership decided to move the Billy workshops onto the
school site. We then developed Billy as a Prep Transition Program based on evidence that a
child’s best start at full-time learning is parental support, and it can be pivotal to succeeding
later in life. We placed the focus on celebrating our children’s rite of passage to the school
community by inviting each of the 44 Prep families to come into the school and make a
billycart and artworks with their five-year-olds.

Participating with Families

So the scene was set. We had our team of seniors, Billy Buddies (the eight students who
had made billycarts at the PCYC), our artist, and volunteers to assist Jason, the carpenter/
master billy cart maker. The local radio station broadcast for old wheels to be donated, a
local business supplied big crates, and the local men’s shed [a not-for-profit organisation
bringing men together to make things, share skills, and connect] helped out. One morning
each week, two Prep students would each make a billycart with their parents or caregiver, a
senior from the aged care home, and others, and then take it home for further decoration and
play. As Trent, a Dad to one of the Prep students, explained at one of the billycart
workshops:

…last week I came in with my daughter and we built a cart. Then, when you build one, you
come in and you be a helper for the next team that comes along. So today we’re helping
Sophie build her little cart that she’s going to paint pink and purple, and just having a lot of
fun pretty much.

The project brought families together to celebrate their child’s first year in a school com-
munity and created the opportunity for families to collaborate in activities on the school
site. We followed that up with community events in places such as parks whereby we
reclaimed ownership of spaces usually treated with caution. The project was also taken to
the broader community with an official launch at the aptly named Makers Workshop, which
is an arts and cultural tourism centre in Burnie that many of our participant families had not
ventured into before. There was a public show of pride as a Billy community parade made
its way along the seafront boardwalk following the launch, accompanied by our local and
federal political leaders.

Participating with the School

A member of the school’s leadership team also talked about some key factors in making a
community-based and arts-based project like Billy work within the school:

It has to be embedded into the leadership. The leadership really has to put value on it,
oversee it, and insist that it become part of the core curriculum of whichever classes are
involved in it. If it’s just an add-on or something you just send a few kids to do, and it’s not
seen by everybody else, then it doesn’t have its effect. And that’s one of the reasons we
moved it from the PCYC to here, because we felt that the parents would then see what it’s
all about.
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It was then used as a lure for the other children. They’d be hanging over the rail saying,
‘when’s it my turn, when’s it my turn?!’ So, it gave it a focus in the school, I guess, and to
the whole community. It wasn’t just for us. To be honest, a lot of the teachers didn’t know
what it was about really. When it was brought here (into the school grounds) it could
become one of the foci of the school program.

Participating via Stories, Celebrations and Intergenerational
Exchange

Children gathered stories from aged care residents and the broader community, finding out
how we used to play in our streets. The buddies then held story gathering events in
shopping areas and the local library, which brought a host of seniors out to share their
billycart tales.

Everyone had an important role to play here—regardless of age, background, or life
experience. You need time to build relationships and then the sincerest of friendships are
forged. Young Brady and the elder Viv appeared to come from different worlds—yet they
became inseparable. Brady decided to draw a portrait of Viv, which became the front cover
of our special event invitations.

The Christmas Parade in Burnie is quite a spectacular community event. It has a huge
attendance for a small city, and rather than the school holding their banner with their coat of
arms at the lead, they decided to represent themselves as the Billy community with 30 of
the 44 Prep families turning up in lavishly adorned Christmas carts with the kids being
pushed proudly by their parents. The Preps and their families have marched in the
Christmas Parade each year since the project began in 2010. It has now become an annual
tradition. The Prep Transition Program concludes at the end of each year with a ritual of
exchange between the Grade Six class that is transitioning to high school. The older
students gift the Prep students with a photo frame they have personally created, with a
photograph of each Prep student taken at the Burnie Christmas Parade donned with festive
crowns as kings and queens of the parade.

Creativity and a Positive Social Ecology

Schools can be hubs for building communities. When initiating an innovative project such
as this one, it is important to decide how the program will be sustained. Our legacy
strategies at the commencement of the Billy Project included:

• having students who started in the project teach other students
• having parents and grandparents who started in the project mentor other parents and

grandparents
• supporting the school to recruit a school teacher to coordinate the workshops and secure

a person with carpentry skills to facilitate the workshops
• supporting the school to establish new partnerships with local businesses.

The ultimate goal is to have the parents and school sustain the project beyond the presence
of an external arts or organising partner such as Creature Tales. The aim is to have this
model adopted as a transition program for children enrolling in their first year of school.
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There are now two schools doing the Billy Project and, since 2014, in-kind support has
been provided from a local mining business whereby each month a team of employees
volunteer half a day to build billycarts with Prep students and their families.

The creativity of the Billy Project for us (as coordinators) is all about providing a space for
people to drop their guard and to have a bit of fun and tap into their playfulness. That space
was provided through working with the artist and with a carpenter who helped make the
billycarts. And really, that sense of play that goes with creativity was important for making
it a really non-threatening space for parents to come and have that fun with their children,
and to see their children interacting with other adults. Creativity was at the heart of those
workshops.

Teachers were feeding back to us that children were settling into the classroom faster and
making friends. They saw an increase in the numbers of parents willing to come into the
classrooms and witnessed more conversations in the playground between parents at the end
of the day. The Communities for Children evaluator interviewed a number of families and
found that the Billy Project had had a significant impact on family dynamics, on father–son
relationships, and on the functioning of the family.

The intergenerational nature, and the playfulness and creativity of the workshops in the
school created a positive social ecology in the grounds of the school. And that nurtured
positive interactions between people and the building of friendships.

Connection and Participation Through the Arts

Deb Hutton, the school principal of the first Billy cart project in Burnie, commented
that the project “brought families and the community into children’s lives”, thereby
sustaining the social fabric of the community and effectively supporting students’
social and emotional well-being at school. The Billy Project provided a new avenue
for material hands-on participation in the school by parents, families, carers, and
community, demonstrating potential for changing the ways that communities par-
ticipate in young children’s early development and learning. For the artists and
teachers, it meant working towards a goal to make school less institutionalised and
more open to the community.

In a context whereby parents’ and families’ own experiences of schooling may
have been negative, this project provided a magnet that drew families into the daily
life of the school. But this is much more than using the arts to display creative
student work or advertise a school’s profile. In a more process driven and systemic
way, active participation reshaped the school’s identity. Students, educators, par-
ents, and other concerned citizens redefined and expanded the very culture of
school—for example, by multi-purposing the teachers’ lounge as a meeting place
for a local young parent’s group.

The arts can pave significant pathways for schools to move outward as active
contributors to their communities. When a school’s processes become part of the
wider social fabric, as they have in Burnie, this simultaneously inward-moving and
outward-moving rhythm of participation becomes a source of inspiration for other
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schools. Since its early beginnings, the Billy Project has been funded to continue in
another Burnie school and has been modelled in other northern Tasmanian com-
munities. Additionally, at the project’s original school site, Billy has expanded in
scope, becoming the Billycarts, Books and Buddies Project, and it now involves a
dimension of family engagement in literacy education.

This is some of the “Billy magic” as Creature Tales Director, Chris Mead, calls
it. Participation in an arts project where social sustainability principles and
frameworks become evident deepens the power and widens the impact of such
work. Participation can mean more than being active within a series of novel arts
activities. Participation can be a powerful catalyst for active and meaningful change
to occur and for student agency to be practised, so that a contribution to sustained
community connection and cohesion can be made.

In the Billy example, the under-recognised skills and knowledge of children and
senior adults were brought together in playful ways, with participants becoming
active in their own solution-making when it came to fostering social sustainability.
By working to dissolve the institutional barriers often constructed around education,
participatory projects like Billy provide both a vision and an enactment of a new
social dynamics and a connectedness achieved through arts–sustainability
pedagogy.
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Chapter 4
Creative Criticality in the meenah neenah
Cultural Arts Program (Critical Thinking)

With Katrina Miller and Vicki West

I want them to know how to think. … You can’t argue if you
don’t think critically for yourself.

Katrina Miller, Teacher

Fig. 4.1 A student’s repousse work. Photograph by Sherridan Emery
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Critical thinking is acclaimed as a highly valued twenty-first century skill set. In a
world of rapidly developing digital technologies and multiple ways of accessing
information, critical thinking enables us to be discerning, rational, and evaluative
about what’s relevant and appropriate to our purpose or context. Moreover, critical
thinking can help people to better understand the world they live in and potentially
interrogate assumptions and social structures which frame people’s existence.
Alongside creativity, critical thinking is at the forefront of innovation agendas
espoused by industry and government and is positioned as a key skill set in edu-
cation curriculum documents across the world (Fig. 4.1).

Critical thinking is also a key component of transformative approaches to edu-
cation which seek to engage with issues of sustainability and justice. In this case
example, we seek to move beyond commonplace understandings of critical thinking
to explore the ways it is fostered in an integrated arts–sustainability pedagogy. We
draw attention to how critical thinking discourse in twenty-first-century Australian
education curriculum and policy has understated its political, cultural, and affective
dimensions which, if utilised more broadly, could serve as a foundation for
change-making educational practice. As we have argued in earlier chapters, change
is complex and difficult to define and qualify in education, yet we suggest that the
creative criticality fostered through an integration of arts and sustainability edu-
cation may enable students to better understand the cultural processes and dynamics
of the places they inhabit and the communities they live in, which in turn may lead
to diverse practices of agency and action.

Our case example in critical thinking offers insights and provocations through an
alternative purposing of critical thinking that goes beyond the neutralised skill set
definition often attributed to it. This chapter shares the experience of an Aboriginal
artist and a non-Indigenous educator working together in a school-based arts pro-
gram with Aboriginal girls to support their personal, social, and cultural well-being.
Based in a northern Tasmanian public school, the project was led by teaching artist
and “student networker”, Katrina Miller, and nationally acclaimed Aboriginal
visual artist, Vicki West. It was delivered through meenah neenah, a program
supporting young Aboriginal people’s engagement in education through arts and
craft-based mentoring. In addition to this chapter’s case example of a project with
young women, meenah neenah offers workshops with young men in, for example,
boat making. This chapter focuses on the young women’s weekly arts workshops
which were designed to deepen their connections with Tasmanian Aboriginal
culture and support their well-being through arts-based reflections on concepts of
identity and community. This chapter, written in partnership with project facilita-
tors, Vicki and Katrina, captures the components of making and responding to art
and the development of a creative criticality. As Indigenous and non-Indigenous
educators and researchers in partnership in this documentation, we write of this
workshop with respect to the traditional, contemporary, and living cultures and arts
practices of Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and with
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acknowledgement of the ongoing impacts of violence, colonial dispossession of
land, and continuing cultural appropriation on communities, particularly in
Tasmania.

In this chapter, we draw attention to how critical thinking, as a sustainability
education principle, can be a cultural and affective aspect of education. Dominant
Western systems of education have often subjugated and marginalised Indigenous
ways of teaching and learning, and this is acknowledged here without intent to
replicate or appropriate these approaches in other contexts. In this case example, we
share perspectives on an arts-based project that aimed to open pathways to social
sustainability by fostering a creative and cultural critical awareness among students.
This is criticality with a social justice agenda that is founded on reclaiming and
cultivating a sense of becoming and belonging—an approach that is mostly absent
from understandings and practices of critical thinking as a set of skills in dominant,
non-Indigenous school cultures and curriculum.

Before turning to the meenah neenah program, together we examine critical
thinking in the context of Australian education and curriculum and consider its role
in both arts and sustainability education.

Why Critical Thinking and Reflection?

Critical thinking is often described as both a competency and pedagogy associated
with the development of reason and rationality in Western educational traditions. It
is most often traced back to the practices of Greek philosophers, particularly the
Socratic method which is based on dialogue between teacher and student to arrive at
new understandings about a topic or concept (Paul and Elder 2007). Cottrell (2005)
describes critical thinking as a complex process of deliberation involving the ability
to both reason and reflect sceptically. This, Cottrell argues, involves a wide range of
skills and dispositions such as identifying your own and others’ positions and
arguments, evaluating supporting evidence, weighing up opposing arguments,
identifying assumptions, reflecting on issues in a structured way, drawing conclu-
sions, and presenting points of view. Similarly, Nilson et al. (2013) note that critical
thinking involves processes of evaluation and judgement exercised through
dimensions of logic, the “ability to evaluate the reasonable from the unreasonable”;
criteria, the “ability to judge information using a set of rules”; and pragmatism,
understanding the “background purpose” and its impact on judgement (p. 1).

Despite critical thinking’s long deployment in traditions of Western philosophy,
many educators take the idea of critical thinking as a given of contemporary school
curriculum and teaching and learning, yet are rarely called upon to consider how it is
culturally inflected and integrated into everyday classroom practice. The term
therefore risks being a catch-all for a broad range of culture-blind learning processes
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and capabilities. The Australian Curriculum states that students are expected to
develop critical thinking skills as they “learn to generate and evaluate knowledge,
clarify concepts and ideas, seek possibilities, consider alternatives and solve prob-
lems” (ACARA 2016b, para 1). ACARA (2016b) further describes critical thinking
as being “at the core of most intellectual activity” that involves students in “learning
to recognise or develop an argument, use evidence in support of that argument, draw
reasoned conclusions, and use information to solve problems” (p. 1). In this light,
critical thinking is presented as a skill set, applicable to the making of an argument
and the solving of a problem in any kind of context.

Yet, as outlined in earlier chapters of this book, sustainability education calls for
a criticality in thinking that goes beyond this. Societies across the planet are faced
with unprecedented and often complex social, cultural, economic, and environ-
mental issues which must be approached with a spirit of criticality. This is made
explicit in the Australian Curriculum for example, which states that “young people
[need] to be creative, innovative, enterprising and adaptable, with the motivation,
confidence and skills to use critical and creative thinking purposefully” (ACARA
2016b, para 3). We argue that critical thinking is therefore an agential and political
act. For critical thinking to take centre stage in sustainability education, it must
activate students to reach beyond a skill set of reason and argument, to a more
intentional uncovering of taken-for-granted understandings and “ways of know-
ing” the world. Critical thinking becomes more than how to win a debate; it
becomes central in identifying power relations in everyday life, as well as in
national and global discourses.

As described by the Australian Research Institute for Education for Sustainability
(ARIES 2009), the principle of critical thinking “challenges us to examine and
question the underlying assumptions that shape our world, knowledge, and opinions
by looking beneath the symptoms of unsustainable practice” (p. 3). This perspective
invites learners to engage with issues of power and influence through the peeling
back of layers of personal and collective experience. This is a process which, by
necessity, intersects with issues such as social disintegration, cultural marginalisation,
and degradation of place. A focus on critical thinking in education then expands
beyond the cultivation of a set of analytic tools or dispositions to embrace experience
and empathy to motivate change.

Hasslöf and Malmberg (2015) identify critical thinking as a recurring signifier in
teachers’ discourse about sustainability education. Drawing on Biesta’s (2009)
notion of subjectification in education—notably the fostering of abilities to be
independent or autonomous in thinking and action—Hasslöf and Malmberg suggest
that critical thinking invites positive processes of subjectification in critical col-
lective encounters. Critical thinking creates space for students to explore different
ethical, political, and cultural perspectives of an issue, thereby offering opportu-
nities to “regard issues of sustainability also as questions of exploratory art …
questioning how we live our lives and other ethical and political issues that do not
have any predefined or general answers” (p. 240). The purpose of a sustainably
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principled critical thinking therefore becomes to investigate questions that motivate
us to act more ethically and sustainably in an uncertain world.

Hasslöf and Malmberg’s metaphorical depiction of critical thinking as an “ex-
ploratory art” is relevant to our task here of integrating arts and sustainability
education. We move through and beyond their metaphor to also value the material
and embodied practices of the arts in which empathic dimensions of such critical
thinking and questioning can be realised. Working with the arts calls for critical
thinking with and beyond cognitive reasoning: the integration of affect and emotion
make for a potent catalyst for change. As Vicki and Katrina’s insights into their
project indicate, students’ opportunity to both sense (in an emotive and feeling way)
and make sense (in a rational and pragmatic way) of culture, art, and everyday
experience means that critical thinking becomes entwined with personal, social, and
cultural dimensions of learning.

Critical Thinking, Reflection, and Arts Education

Critical thinking as a cognitive skill set has long been aligned with arts education,
particularly via the writings of Eisner (1965, 1985, 2002). Skills of aesthetic
judgment, for example—applying logic, criteria, and a certain level of pragmatism
in making and responding to art—are valued and practised across all art forms.
These skills are developed as much via the study of art history and the arts’ place in
cultures and society as they are in the making of artworks. Discernment of aesthetic
values and the application of aesthetic knowledge to the interpretation of art relies
on reasoned critical thinking, and is a vital component in any quality curriculum-
based arts education.

An integration of arts and sustainability education, however, calls for a more
explicitly affective and action-oriented dimension to critical thinking. This is a shift
in orientation from using critical thinking skills to solve problems to critical
thinking to serve transformation and foster the ability to participate in change. This
is where arts education’s unique and generative tension between discipline and
creativity (Gardner 2008) yields opportunities to recognise and value critical
thinking differently: that is, beyond teaching critical thinking as a set of cognitive
skills, to engaging students’ creative capacity to perceive and imagine the world in
diverse ways. Studying the arts can mean evaluating how an artwork makes or
expresses meaning in relation to specific contexts, cultures, traditions, or purposes.
This process inherently requires critical thought. When arts learning is integrated
with sustainability principles, these critical thinking capacities become broadened
and strengthened. They can be used to unveil discourses and practices of power and
marginalisation, leading to the kind of critical questioning and thinking that
becomes the basis for action. What makes the arts unique in this regard is their
capacity to communicate in symbolic languages that can embrace emergent and
uncertain thinking as well as a diversity of perspectives and experiences. The arts
reach beyond reason. They can appeal to, deepen, unsettle or even repel the senses.
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This, we argue, enables a more open and empathic process of acknowledging
multiple worldviews: a subtle but significant shift that expands critical thinking
from a set of skills to solve problems into a catalyst for interpreting, imagining, and
potentially re-narrativising the past, present, and future.

This view of critical thinking affords opportunities to diffract the process of
sense-making by “reading insights through one another, building new insights, and
attentively and carefully reading for differences that matter in their fine details”
(Barad 2012, para 8). Viewed in this light, the arts enable a creative criticality in
attending to what matters. In Greene’s words, this means the capacity “…to look
inquiringly and wonderingly on the world in which one lives …” (1973, p. 267).
With this new sensing of the world, accessed via the affective dimension of the arts,
the development of a creative criticality becomes the basis for action.

In a Western philosophical tradition, Francis Bacon’s famous 1065 treatise
describing the “study of truth” highlights some of the qualities we see as important
in a contemporary pedagogy of critical thinking. Namely, “a desire to seek, patience
to doubt, fondness to meditate, slowness to assert, readiness to consider, carefulness
to dispose and set in order, and hatred for every kind of imposture” (Bacon 1955).
In the contemporary curriculum, we would like to think that the arts bring these
important dimensions of critical thinking to the fore. Our case example focuses on
two educators/artists who scaffolded such a creative criticality in their approach to
working with school students. They built a program with a strong focus on culti-
vating arts skills, while at the same time creating the conditions for students to
explore their everyday personal experiences and build their sense of cultural and
community belonging. These facilitators’ practices and perspectives offer insight
into the value of the arts for expanding our understanding of critical thinking and
sustainability in education.

meenah neenah: The Context for Creative Criticality

The meenah neenah arts program at the centre of this chapter is located in a
co-educational public school in a small town in northern Tasmania. Initiated by
school support worker, Katrina Miller, the program involved a partnership with
Tasmanian Aboriginal artist and meenah neenah artsworker Vicki West. Together,
they facilitated weekly arts-based workshops that were designed to provide
opportunities for collaboration with Aboriginal girls in years three to six, their
families, and the wider community.

Vicki and Katrina included instruction on specific arts techniques and skills, and
students were taught a range of contemporary and traditional Aboriginal art prac-
tices with the intention that their work be exhibited in the local community. Their
pedagogical approach reflected that of a studio-style immersion: students working
alongside the instructing artists on a number of exercises and tasks. These
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skill-based learning activities were then used as the foundation for connection and
discussion of other personal and cultural topics. For instance, the skills of repousse
metalwork were introduced as a way for students to create patterns and symbols to
convey personal story. As they weaved baskets, students learned traditional ways to
work with grasses to make string and, while doing so, Vicki shared stories of how
to collect natural materials in culturally appropriate and sustainable ways. Learning
how to paint landscape watercolours became an opportunity to learn about
Aboriginal names and traditional uses of Australian flora, and students were made
aware of the cultural and artistic importance of the Tasmanian Aboriginal
Preminganah petroglyphs as they learnt to etch in stone.

Alongside the development of arts skills and knowledge during the workshops,
Vicki and Katrina sought to foster students’ creative criticality. When topics of
personal and social relevance emerged in the process of working together, Katrina
and Vicki gave time and space for discussion to unfold as mentors in that educa-
tional space. For example, news of an unplanned pregnancy for a 13-year-old girl
known to some members of the group was the catalyst for wide-ranging conver-
sations about the perspectives of and possible impacts on the people involved—
mother, baby, father, grandparents, and friends. In the discussion, Katrina and Vicki
took opportunities to encourage the students to think critically about their social and
cultural contexts through asking questions about values and consent in relationships
and shared information about sexual health and pregnancy prevention. This
informal yarning became as integral a part of the learning experience as the
development of arts skills. While these conversations may not have informed the
girls’ artworks in explicit ways, it was an opportunity to make art in the company of
each other as a shared activity. Vicki and Katrina saw the art making as a culturally
appropriate platform for fostering intergenerational relationships with respect and
care.

Having worked together for three years, Katrina and Vicki were comfortable in
shifting among their self-identified roles as teachers, support workers, mentors, and
carers during the meenah neenah project. The emphasis at all times was on
maintaining a learning environment conducive to students’ experience of accep-
tance and encouragement. For Vicki and Katrina, teaching and mentoring
Aboriginal young people centres on building pride and connecting them with
community through arts explorations and engagement with what it is to be
Aboriginal in northern Tasmania. The primary intention of the project was to share
time, stories, and skills in a mentoring/educational framework. Meanwhile, more
implicit intentions included supporting the girls to grow in social competence and
community through informal conversation and questioning based on a spirit of
creative criticality. While the arts exhibition at the end of the school year was an
important demonstration of the students’ skill mastery, this outcome was not the
sole aim or driver for Vicki and Katrina as educator-mentors. Their focus on
students’ personal, social, and cultural wellbeing in the process provided insight
into how normative constructs of critical thinking can be expanded, repurposed, and
integrated in arts-based learning.
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Lens on Critical Thinking I: Making and Responding

Skills of critical thinking were integrated in the arts processes of making and
responding in the project. As defined by the Australian Curriculum, making
includes “learning about and using knowledge, skills, techniques, processes,
materials and technologies to explore arts practices and make artworks that com-
municate ideas and intentions”. Responding includes “exploring, responding to,
analysing and interpreting artworks” (ACARA 2016a).

It is not difficult to imagine the ways in which critical thinking can be embedded
in the responding dimension of arts education. Many teachers of the arts would
confidently argue that critical thinking takes central place in quality arts education,
cultivating the skills of “interpreting, analysing, evaluating, explaining, sequencing,
reasoning, comparing, questioning, inferring, hypothesising, appraising, testing and
generalising” (ACARA 2016a). Less immediately obvious, however, is critical
thinking’s role in making. When its affective dimension is realised critical thinking
can become central to the exploration of arts practices and to the making of art-
works that communicate ideas and intentions.

The meenah neenah program encouraged and enabled students to see themselves
as capable and competent through their art making, in particular by offering students
safe opportunities to develop capacities as decision-makers. Katrina and Vicki’s
approach encouraged students to develop conventional critical thinking skills of
applying logic, setting criteria, and being pragmatic. Yet the program went beyond
the conventional to embrace a making sense of their experience. This participatory
engagement in the arts leveraged a quality of connection among students and
teachers not readily available in their day-to-day classroom relationships. Vicki felt
that this gave the participating students important freedom to think critically for
themselves about aspects of their life, outside of a regulated sense of right and wrong.

For some children I have worked with, home sometimes isn’t a safe space. We talk about
stuff like that all the time. How would you make plans for your safety? It’s the reality of
their lives. I think art is a process for working through problems. It’s about processing
what’s happening, then trying to work out a way to deal with that.

(Vicki West)

The opportunities that the art making process allowed for students to think critically
about their lives are valued. The Aboriginal students in the meenah neenah project
were often living in situations where they felt they had little agency. Yet the art
making process provided small but important opportunities to make decisions for
themselves and publicly express a sense of belonging by wearing the artefacts made.

So the older girls could go through any of the gumnut pod collection, and they learned how
to use a drill to make a hole in them. They had to make decisions about colours and
patterns, and constraints like if you put those two nuts together what would they actually
hang like, in comparison to if they had spacer nuts between them? … when we went to the
gathering … we all wore our handmade gumnut necklaces, which made us all a collective.

(Katrina Miller)
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Ways of thinking and working were employed to encourage students to understand
that all choices have consequences, and consequences must be considered before
making those choices. The material hands-on investigation of this concept was
afforded in students’ art making and decision-making, and the openings that Katrina
and Vicki raised in response: by encouraging the girls to apply critical thinking
logic to their choice of materials in art making, by setting criteria for
decision-making as they progressed their work, and by being pragmatic about what
materials and processes would enable them to arrive at their artistic goals. These
were keys to the students’ “learning” tasks. Katrina and Vicki then took opportu-
nities to draw attention to how these critical thinking processes were relevant to
everyday life:

I want students to think. The thing I notice with senior students is that by the time they’re in
grade 8 and 9 they’ve actually relinquished any hope of having options in their lives. I want
them to know that there are options they just need to have the capacity to realise them.
I want them to know how to think. … You can’t argue if you don’t think critically for
yourself. They need to be able to access the words, play around with them, debate ideas,
form new ideas and create pathways that ensure independent and successful futures.

(Katrina Miller)

Vicki and Katrina observed the students developing a sense of hope and agency for
their own lives. This was further exemplified by insights Katrina shared from the
students’ cultural arts camp near the end of the school year. Led by Aboriginal
Elder, (Aunty) Patsy Cameron, students made string bracelets from reeds as they sat
together by a river inlet.

The string has the mark of the artist… When you make something by hand, it still has the
inherent mark of the artist. So someone who is really painterly for instance with a brush or
with a pallet knife, you can see the physical marks of the artist in their work. When we
made those pieces of string you could equally see the mark of the artist, because unlike in
the bits of string punched out in a factory, they have inherent flaws. So the choice of the
pieces of river reed that you’ve got [to make the string with], did you choose wisely and
choose two of the same thickness or did you not care and get a small one and a big one and
it’s just a disaster?

(Katrina Miller)

This attention to the impact of choices reveals the sustainability principle of critical
thinking and is also an inherent part of the art making process. Yet choices are not
the only aspect of critical thinking that can be developed through making and
responding to art. The arts can also engage students in thinking critically about
identity and cultural histories and how they can be shaped, reshaped, questioned,
and represented through historical and contemporary art forms.
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Lens on Critical Thinking II: Identity and Cultural
Histories

Repousse is a representational art form found in many cultures which involves
creating relief imagery in metal such as tin. It was introduced to students as a means
for developing fine motor skills while exploring their life stories and pathways.
Katrina and Vicki demonstrated the technique of drawing patterns in foil, and the
students were provided with an example of repousse depicting a contemporary
interpretation of Aboriginal symbols. Vicki talked with the students about how she
took inspiration from traditional cultural symbols known to her and her community
and interpreted them in her repousse work as a way of representing her own life
experiences in the context of her culture. Vicki invited the students to join her in
producing their own repousse patterns on individual pieces of foil, prompting them
to think about their own lives, and how they could represent their own journeys
(Fig. 4.2).

The patterns made in the foil offered a private symbolism. Only the students
themselves knew the stories behind the patterns, which they subsequently adapted
and highlighted with ink. Katrina and Vicki invited the students to think critically
about which of their experiences to represent, decide what shapes and patterns they
would choose to represent them, and determine how to symbolise their hopes and
plans for their futures. Vicki and Katrina’s intention was for students to gain a sense
of agency in the making of these artistic decisions, while simultaneously connecting
them to personal and cultural stories embracing the past, present, and future.

Fig. 4.2 A student’s
repousse work. Photograph
by Sherridan Emery.
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A further phase of the meenah neenah project was then conducted in a local
community venue. Weekly arts sessions with the students were open to other
women in the community, and Katrina and Vicki led the participants in learning
how to make a latch hook rug. The design sketch of the rug, initially mapped in
black marker on hessian, was inspired by petroglyphs on rocks made by Aboriginal
people thousands of years ago on the coast of northwest Tasmania. Using historical
photographs of the petroglyphs, which for many years had been buried in sand for
their protection, the pattern created for the rug involved circles and lines as a key
feature of the design. As a significant part of Tasmanian Aboriginal cultural her-
itage, the petroglyphs provided a focus for developing artistic skills (of latch
hooking and felting), but also created an opportunity for the students to learn more
of their culture in supportive intergenerational and same-gendered company.
Through this process, the students, along with the older Indigenous and
non-Indigenous women, were able to explore notions of identity, community, and
cultural history. This was very significant from a cultural sustainability perspective.
Much Aboriginal storying and a broader public awareness of contemporary
Tasmanian Aboriginal identity has been marginalised due to physical and cultural
acts of genocide in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Being able to gain insight
about the past through the petroglyphs and then reinterpet these into symbolic
design on contemporary latch hook rugs enabled a connecting of fragments of the
past with the present. It encouraged students to reflect critically on their own place
in the world and consider how their own sense of being is shaped and reshaped.

Through a socially critical sustainability lens, critical thinking highlights the
importance of understanding diverse perspectives. This critical stance can help to
uncover dominant culture assumptions that underlie social attitudes and behaviours
and to identify whose voices are privileged and whose are silenced or marginalised.
This aspect is potentially overlooked in the definition of critical thinking as a
neutral set of analytical skills in school curriculum. In this case example, while the
repousse activity’s private symbolism made the work very personal, the outreach
and referencing to wider cultural symbols of the Aboriginal community offered
further avenues for students to engage in the arts as a meaning-making endeavour
and as a platform for critically thinking about and representing self and culture. In
shifting the educational encounter from the classroom to a community centre, this
work of exploring identity and cultural histories was supported materially in the
new ways that the students’ work was valued and seen.

Lens on Critical Thinking III: Artists Responding
with Creative Criticality

Throughout the meenah neenah arts program, Vicki modelled an active process of
responding to art with the students and shared her own creative criticality as an
Aboriginal artist. One key story that Vicki shared with students was her response to
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seeing Tasmanian Aboriginal cultural objects in the collection of an interstate
gallery and museum for the first time. Here, Vicki shares the story which was also
reproduced in a catalogue of her work:

My time collaborating with the Jam Factory, South Australian Museum and Art Gallery
[was] … a unique opportunity enabling me to research the South Australian Museum
collection of Tasmanian Aboriginal cultural objects. Working with [the] Marine Collections
staff was an invaluable experience, enabling me to not only view works on exhibition, but
to also see and handle objects held in the store. Being able to look and physically
engage-investigate-interrogate was a very personally challenging experience. This body of
work responds to the Tasmanian cultural material at the Museum, specifically the collection
of kelp “containers”. I found these objects to be contentious and problematic, given that
these containers are supposed to be representing Tasmanian Aboriginal cultural objects that
were essential to the survival of my old people. Traditionally created by women, the
making of them is still today considered women’s business in the Tasmanian Aboriginal
community. However, the containers in the Museum were created by a white male
anthropologist in the 1960s: Norman Tindale, who had travelled to Furneaux Islands in the
late 1930s to carry out research on Tasmanian Aboriginal people. This research is and was
seen as demoralising and dehumanising to the Tasmanian community and was documented
by respected Tasmanian Aboriginal Elder, the late Dr. Molly Mallett (2001) who wrote of
the 1939 anthropological research undertaken by Tindale on Cape Barren Island. Even after
60 years, this memory engenders strong feelings of resentment at how the researcher
disrespectfully treated community members as scientific specimens, stripping away their
human dignity in the research process.

Tindale reportedly created these containers using the “water carrier” held in the British
Museum since the mid 1800s as his model. Although I have only seen images of this
significant cultural object, it is a beautiful well preserved object filled with hidden histories
and stories. However, Tindale’s containers leave much to be desired. My first response to
viewing his interpretation of Tasmanian cultural material was utter disgust and disbelief.
How could these objects be representing Tasmanian Aboriginal living, continuing culture
when in fact they do the opposite – perpetuating the “myth of extinction” which is pro-
longed by the museum with its lack of authentic cultural materials? Tindale’s objects are by
far the most inferior examples of containers I have seen, created from rotting kelp,
incorrectly moulded and the inappropriate use of kelp for the handle questions his overall
integrity and the Museum’s. Exhibiting misappropriated, false interpretations empty of
cultural substance is disrespectful to my people past, present and future, and it denies our
existence.

This [responding] body of work is created from bull kelp, a precious and highly valued
cultural resource, collected from my homelands in North East Tasmania. The large netted
form is symbolic of a water carrier, and the nine water carriers respond directly to the
containers made by Tindale and held by the Museum. It is my intent that by having the real
water carriers and supersized woven water carrier form allows for ongoing dialogue in
relation to Museum representations of living cultures and the ethical and moral responsi-
bility to represent living culture in a real context. It is also important to consider how
misrepresentation impacts on community. The detailed image of the Tindale container has
been mounted on Dibond deliberately to convey his removal – disconnectedness–
distance-coldness from cultural identity and cultural protocol (women’s business).

(West 2015, p. 149, with permission from TARNANTHI: Festival of Contemporary
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art, 2015)

Sharing these stories of cultural dispossession of Australia’s First Nations’ people
with the students, Vicki highlighted how she felt that her artistic response provided
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a platform to educate and inform the wider community about the complexity and
continuity of Tasmanian Aboriginal culture. It also enabled her as a Tasmanian
Aboriginal woman to critically speak back to practices that were disrespectful and
degrading.

For non-Indigenous educators working in the white culture dominant education
system in Australia, Vicki’s work and her perspective as an artist and educator on
this project present an example of how critical thinking and reflection can unfold in
response to art and inform further action. In an arts-based response that spoke back
to colonisation and cultural misappropriation, it also draws attention to cultural
blindness and bias in the implementation of “critical thinking”, challenging all
educators “to examine and question the underlying assumptions that shape our
world, knowledge, and opinions” (ARIES 2009, p. 3)—in this case, assumptions
that continue to undermine and devalue women’s knowledge and Indigenous cul-
tural practices in institutional settings.

Beyond a Neutral Skill Set: Critical Thinking as Cultural
and Affective Engagement

The work of Katrina, Vicki, and their students in northern Tasmania gives new
insight into how critical thinking might be defined, taking it beyond the neutral skill
set it has become known as in contemporary educational policy and practice. With
acknowledgement of specific Indigenous ways of knowing and practicing the arts,
Vicki and Katrina mentored students in how to engage a creative criticality in their
work. They brought attention to wider discourses of power that operate in society
by engaging students in practice and conversation about art, culture, their individual
life choices, and sense of identity. By taking this kind of critical thinking a step
further into action, Katrina and Vicki’s program, in its later stages, took the learning
experience outside the school environs and into the wider community, offering a
salient example of what an applied critical thinking pedagogy might look like. Their
approach provides a perspective on integrating arts and sustainability education
grounded in Indigenous learning practices, community embeddedness, and
opportunities for students to look more inquiringly into the nature of their worlds
and how they belong in them. Katrina and Vicki’s creative criticality evolved in
partnership with each other, with their students, and with community. By sharing
stories, experience, and artistic encounters with students (and with us as co-authors
with them), a curriculum-circumscribed definition of critical thinking is open to an
integration with other principles of sustainability to both affirm and activate people
in an experience of being and belonging.
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Chapter 5
The Story of a SmartPhone
(Systems Thinking)

With Janiene Hill, Paula Huett, and Brett Hay

It is abundantly clear to me as a teacher of these primary
students that engaging in the arts and sustainability provoked a
deeper understanding of the effects we are having than with the
more traditional modes of teaching.

Paula Huett, Teacher

Ever wondered where all the components of your smartphone came from? How was
your smartphone produced, distributed, and then disposed of when it became
yesterday’s news by the release of the newest model? What about other products
that you consume? How are they part of global commodity chains or systems? And,
how are these systems understood, or not? These questions, and many more like
them, relate to systems thinking; a way of seeing problems and processes in the

Fig. 5.1 Story of a SmartPhone. Photograph by Janiene Hill
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world through a lens which recognises the complex whole and web of relationships
within systems, rather than on the detail of a particular piece (Fig. 5.1).

So why is systems thinking important to our consideration of arts and sustain-
ability education? In this chapter, we highlight how understanding systems, adap-
tation, interdependence, and interconnectedness is foundational to sustainability
thinking. Moreover, we explore how creative arts pedagogies engage students in
developing systems thinking awareness and skills. This will be demonstrated
through a case example about a student performance at East Launceston Primary
School (ELPS) in Tasmania, Australia, titled The Story of a SmartPhone. This
performing arts (P-Arts) project involved a group of 40 students immersed in
drama, dance, digital media, visual arts, and music to create a performance which
both demonstrated and enacted systems thinking as it relates to commodity chains.
Inspired by the well-known animation The Story of Stuff (Leonard et al. 2007),
students worked collaboratively with a group of five educators over 10 weeks to
investigate, write, create, and perform the systemic life cycle of a smartphone from
extraction of raw materials through production, distribution, consumption, and
waste disposal. The case example highlights how arts education embodies systems
thinking in ways that matter to learners.

The weaving together of the educators’ voices and diverse perspectives makes a
powerful case for the efficacy of integrating the arts and sustainability in education.
Performing arts educator and parent volunteer, Janiene Hill, discusses how the
project evolved. Music teacher, Paula Huett, shares her perspectives on the impact
of creative processes and thematic focus on student learning. Finally, Brett Hay,
Assistant Principal, articulates how the program accomplishes the broader goals of
the school. Before hearing from these practitioners, it is useful to consider how
systems thinking relates to both sustainability and arts education.

Why Systems Thinking?

At its core, sustainability education exists in order to promote positive systemic
change. The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) Expert
Group on Competencies in Education for Sustainable Development (2013), for
example, draws attention to the need to build learners’ capacities to understand,
analyse, and imagine broad systems in order to create positive futures. While
teaching and learning in schools may not always be focused on large-scale systemic
change, systems thinking competency is increasingly recognised as a key compo-
nent of both organisational change (Senge 1990) and effective learning in the
twenty-first century.

The Australian Government’s key policy document, National Action Plan for
Education for Sustainability—Living Sustainably (Department of the Environment
Water Heritage and the Arts 2009, p. 9) positions systems thinking as one of seven
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key principles of education for sustainability. It describes systems thinking as an
overarching ability to “understand connections between [and within] environmen-
tal, economic, social and political systems” (p. 9). This is further elaborated in the
Australian Curriculum through the sustainability cross-curriculum priority
(CCP) (ACARA 2016b), which articulates the concept of systems in the context of
the following understandings:

• The biosphere is a dynamic system providing conditions that sustain life on Earth.
• All life forms, including human life, are connected through ecosystems on

which they depend for their wellbeing and survival.
• Sustainable patterns of living rely on the interdependence of healthy social,

economic and ecological systems.

Systems thinking also has strong support internationally, with the renowned
Centre for Ecoliteracy (2015), suggesting that systems thinking is an essential part
of schooling for sustainability which “helps young people to understand the
complexity of the world around them and encourages them to think in terms of
relationships, connectedness, and context” (para 3). Another international organi-
sation recognised worldwide for making systems thinking practical and accessible
is Waters Foundation (Waters Foundation, n.d.). Describing systems thinking as a
“vantage point from which you see a whole, a web of relationships”, the Waters
Foundation has identified 14 habits of a systems thinker. These habits encourage
deep thinking skills that are central to inquiry, curiosity, and problem-solving, and
can be applied across multiple contexts, including arts and sustainability learning.
Examples include:

• being able to see the big picture
• considering long-term and unintended consequences of actions
• questioning and testing assumptions
• identifying the nature of complex cause and effect relationships.

(Waters Foundation n.d.)

While there is more to consider about the habits of systems thinkers, we are
particularly interested in this chapter to explore how the arts helped learners
develop systems thinking skills and knowledge in the ELPS program. The program
did not necessarily set out with grand claims about teaching systems thinking, yet
the intersections between sustainability, systems thinking, and arts pedagogies
became a powerful locus for student learning.

Systems Thinking and Arts Education

Systems thinking in sustainability education shifts a focus from thinking about
things to thinking within processes. As Warren et al. (2015) explain, this involves
attention to multiple levels of context, effect, and impact—such that big picture
understandings can enable more appropriate adaptive management of complex
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situations and problems, locally and globally, as well as personally, socially, and
environmentally. Arts education provides opportunities for the development of
teacher and student competency around this key sustainability principle.

One of the central tenets of arts education, for example, is to make the work of
process visible. This is elucidated in the arts learning area of the Australian
Curriculum through a focus on the aesthetic processes of making across the five
artform areas (ACARA 2016a). To engage in making requires the development of
skills and capacity to:

• use and interpret disciplinary aesthetic languages in different contexts
• understand and analyse multiple historical, social and other contexts and factors

on the making and presenting of art
• contribute to complex decision-making in the making of art
• critically reflect on processes of making and presenting in ways that lead to

further action and/or engagement in arts and in learning.

Such a systemic process orientation has emerged fromAbbs’ (1989) framework for
aesthetic education—forming, presenting, responding, and transforming—as dis-
cussed in Chap. 2. These interrelated processes form the architecture for artistic
exploration in the learning context. Abbs’ framework makes clear how systems
thinking is inherent in both the generating of new artwork and in the analysis of
existing bodies of work. When learners engage with the arts in education, the goal is
not solely to create arts products (the doing and thinking about things), but also to
experience and deepen understandings of change processes within that. The narratives
of participant teachers in the case example below represent these concepts in action.

Arts, Sustainability, and Systems Thinking in Action

What follows are three accounts of The Story of a SmartPhone project, each from a
different perspective.

The Story of Our Story

Janiene Hill, Arts Educator and P-Arts Parent Volunteer

I have a keen interest in sustainability and I have been an arts educator for a long time.
I became more interested in integrating these two areas after attending a professional
learning day at University of Tasmania on arts and sustainability.

Having watched Annie Leonard’s The Story of Stuff numerous times, I became inspired to
see this story communicated through the performing arts. The Story of Stuff is a 20-min
YouTube clip about the way we make, use, and throw away all the stuff in our lives. I had a
vision of taking all areas of the Australian Arts curriculum and getting the students to create
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their own version of this story. I saw this as an opportunity for students to not only learn a
lot about the performing arts, but also about sustainability education as they developed an
understanding of the systems involved in producing, selling, and disposing of our consumer
goods. This would hopefully inspire the students to ask critical questions about how their
choices as a consumer might be impacting our environment. If they told the story well, then
the audience might ask themselves the same questions. I approached Paula Huett, at East
Launceston Primary School with my idea, and we decided to tackle this project together
with some of the other staff members.

Our starting point for this performance was to give the students a questionnaire asking them
what items they use every day in their lives, and where they thought these things came
from. Did they know where particular items were made, or what they were made out of?
Did they know where things went when they had finished with them or threw them in the
rubbish? Many students had no idea as to where their consumer items came from beyond
shops, nor could they describe in any detail what they were made of. They also had little
idea where the rubbish they made went. This set the scene for the next stage in our
performance journey.

After showing the students The Story of Stuff clip, we talked to them about their impression
of the story and what stood out to them. Many found learning about the processes that
happen even before the products get into the shops most enlightening. They were also
interested in how the resources needed for products were extracted.

We then discussed the performance plan, how they would come up with the ideas, and how
they would work together to tell The Story of Stuff through music, dance, drama, visual art,
and media. Before we could move on, however, we needed to choose a singular product
whose story we could communicate and which everyone could relate to. Teachers and
students decided together to make our performance The Story of a SmartPhone.

Key to understanding this product, we needed to get the students to do some research about
the smartphone in order to tell the story of its life. They had to learn what resources
smartphones are made from and where those resources come from. Then they needed to
find out how phones are produced, sold, used, and disposed of. We spent a number of
sessions gathering information, all of which was collated to share with the whole group.

We divided the performance up into the five sections portrayed in The Story of Stuff:
extraction, production, distribution, consumption, and disposal. We started at the beginning
of the story, with extraction. The students were divided into arts learning areas: dance,
drama, music, visual arts, and media, and from there they decided how they would rep-
resent the story of extraction through their arts area. They took on board any research, and
then ideas were discussed. Each group went away and came up with their own presentation,
which was then moulded together to create the extraction part of the story. At the end of a
practice session, each group would have a show and tell time, sharing with the rest of the
cast what performance they had created thus far. This allowed each part of the arts to
integrate with each other.

In the first section, extraction, for example, the drama people created a drama about what
resources were actually put into a phone. They then took us imaginatively to a tin mine in
Indonesia and discussed how the mining of tin is affecting the local community, including
the negative impacts. The dance group created two contemporary movement pieces where
they showed the scene of a quiet, serene forest filled with animals and waterways contrasted
with the sharp angular feel of a resource mine like the mine in Indonesia. The music group
sourced two pieces of music to set the scene and to show the contrasting disruption of
mining. The media arts group sourced some good pictures, which they put into slide shows
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to set the scene of each part of this extraction story. All of these separate parts were put
together in a sequence to communicate the message of how the extraction of resources
happens for a smartphone.

We systematically worked through each section of the story. This aided the students’
understanding of the system involved in producing, selling, and disposing of a product and
helped them make sense of the story. Students could change their arts learning area in
different sections, which meant that they got to experience a number of different arts areas.
While not every arts area was included in each section, overall we incorporated all the arts.
The visual art group created set pieces and big props like trucks from cardboard, and the
music group created accompaniment for the production and disposal sections using per-
cussion instruments and rubbish. The media group produced pictorial slideshows and
organised the sound for the performance.

Once the students had created the material for each section, we realised that we needed
some narration to tie all the sections together. Three keen students volunteered to be our
narrators. They worked often in their own time, to create a script, which helped bring the
story alive and bring real meaning to each of the individual parts of the performance. These
students enjoyed the challenge of communicating the message of the performance, and they
had a very good understanding of the story they needed to tell. They did an excellent job.

While staff were there to help, it was their role to facilitate the integration of ideas, not come
up with them. They helped students to work together to include as many of their individual
ideas as possible and assisted them to find solutions to problems where there was an
impasse. This meant a lot of experimentation, creativity, and negotiation needed to happen.
It often meant that things worked at a slower pace, but students had real sense of ownership
of the performance because they had created it themselves.

At the end of the performance, we asked students what were the biggest things that they
learnt from this process. Many liked the way that the performance had a very clear message,
and they understood a lot more about how stuff is produced. Almost all students said that
they had gained more confidence to stand up in front of people. They also said that their
creativity and ability to work in groups had improved. They really liked the way that it had
been their work and ideas which had created the performance. Some said that they really
improved in one specific arts area. All students only had positive comments to make and
thoroughly enjoyed the process.

Did the story have an impact? It was interesting to talk to students who watched the
performance. Many of them had no idea about smartphone production and were very
enlightened by the performance. They were challenged to think about how many phones
they actually need to have. Some students could see the similarities between the smartphone
and other products, which we use in our everyday lives. Others just enjoyed the story.

For me, this process of getting Grade 5 and Grade 6 students to create their own perfor-
mance was inspirational. These students who really have very little arts time in the school
week (one formal 40-min music lesson) were not only able to produce a very slick per-
formance, but a clear teachable message which will stay with them and others in years to
come. This performance journey taught the students more than just performing arts skills. It
taught them creativity, negotiation skills, listening skills, perseverance, resilience, and
problem-solving. It taught them how to communicate a message in a clear and creative way,
to show that the things we see around us in life are all part of a much bigger picture.
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I look forward in the future to working in this way again. I wish to continue to develop a
programme to cater to the interests and capabilities of the students who chose to be
involved, and then to go on to challenge their imaginations and skills. These students will
hopefully find that the performing arts is a powerful language which communicates and
resonates with people in its own way and can be used to inspire change in our world. As
Ernst Fisher wrote, “In a decaying society, art, if it is truthful, must also reflect decay. And
unless it wants to break faith with its social function, art must show the world as
changeable. And help to change it”.

What’s in It for Learners (Students and Teachers)?

Paula Huett, Music and ICT Teacher

The P-Arts program conducted at East Launceston Primary School (signified by the ideal of
“Play Your PArt, Be a PArt, Choose your PArt”), clearly demonstrated the power of the
education, arts, and sustainability approach through the immersion of authentic learning
opportunities, thus enabling significant gains in student learning outcomes. I’d like to begin
by acknowledging my investment in sustainability education as it concerns me deeply that
we are living in an unsustainable present, environmentally, socially, culturally, economi-
cally. It is undeniable our world is rapidly changing and the curriculum we are teaching is
continually evolving and becoming more diverse. As educators there is increasing urgency
to address students’ personal, social, and cultural understandings on a global scale. No
longer can we ignore our responsibility as educators. We must ensure that our students
become the critical thinkers and problem solvers of the future. How we as teachers manage
to do this among ever-increasing demands requires innovative, creative, and adaptive
thinking.

As a Tasmanian teacher, I currently use the Australian Curriculum when developing
learning opportunities. It says that

to meet the changing expectations of society and to contribute to the creation of a more
productive, sustainable, and just society, young people will need a wide and adaptive set of
knowledge, skills, behaviours and dispositions (ACARA 2016c).

The Australian Curriculum has eight distinct learning areas, seven general capabilities, and
three cross-curriculum priorities. With so many learning areas for teachers to address, it is
necessary to plan effectively and develop cross-curriculum links wherever possible. One
subject area of the curriculum that I currently teach in a school of over six hundred students
is music, which is only one of five subject areas included in the arts learning area. Each area
of the arts is an essential component for the provision of a balanced education for my
students, and so there is enormous value in any opportunity to provide and engage students
in cross-curricular learning.

It is within the Australia Curriculum’s identified cross-curriculum priorities that we
specifically find sustainability. So, of course I was extremely excited when Janiene Hill
approached me with an idea for the development of a student-led arts project that would
empower our students to think critically and creatively about our world in an authentic and
engaging way, to use the arts to teach my students about sustainability. As an experienced
teacher of seventeen years, I am constantly endeavouring to improve my teaching practice
and the learning outcomes achieved by my students even if it could be construed as taking a
leap of faith. Janiene and I planned specifically to make the process as organic as possible,
merely giving our students the hook by showing them the YouTube clip, The Story of Stuff,
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highlighting the five distinct parts to the systemic life cycle of stuff and encouraging each
student to engage in as many of the arts subject areas as possible over our allocated time.

You might be curious to know that the students involved came from six different Grade 5
and Grade 6 classes, and each one of them chose to do P-Arts instead of sport. Initially we
had concerns that it might be seen as an easy out from participating in Friday afternoon
sport, but as it turned out these students were genuinely engaged and dedicated fans of the
arts. After the initial more theoretical learning was done and dusted, each arts area became a
valuable avenue for deeper, more authentic learning as students worked collaboratively
towards their common end goal. It was the students who led each part of the process from
deciding to focus on a particular item (the smartphone) to designing and producing the
performance’s program sheet which was given out to the audience at each performance.
The P-Arts program, in the way that it was organised, ensured that all students had the
opportunity to engage and develop their skills and understanding in at least three, if not all
of the five arts subject areas. There are twenty content descriptors in total over the five
subject areas of the arts in the Australian Curriculum, and the P-Arts program provided an
opportunity for all students to access the deeper learning possibilities outlined by these
content descriptors.

So how significant was the impact of adopting an education, arts, and sustainability
cross-curriculum approach to achieve student learning outcomes? In the cross-curriculum
priority area of sustainability, there are nine different organising ideas listed. When looking
at each of these, it is clear that our P-Arts’ students had been challenged to consider and
identify with all of these ideas at least once during the creative process of developing The
Story of a SmartPhone. Each student, at his or her own level, has a sense of the global
impact of consumerism and has begun to contemplate individual impacts on the world.
Some students expressed a desire to take action, to formulate a plan, to restore and protect
affected environments, and ultimately to change the world. It is abundantly clear to me as a
teacher of these primary students that engaging in the arts and sustainability together
provoked a deeper understanding of the effects we are having, than the more traditional
modes of teaching.

School-Wide Learning Goals

Brett Hay, Assistant Principal

Contained within our vision statement at East Launceston primary is a commitment to
developing optimum teaching and learning experiences for all children. Collectively we
have focused on differentiation and best practice teaching, while working together in col-
laborative teams to best address student needs.

The combined voice of our students and experience of our teachers came together to tell us
that we needed to move our thinking forward—not just catering to individual students’
learning needs at a basic curricular level, but also engaging them in learning experiences
that promote higher order thinking, based in real-world problem-solving. As an ongoing
process of improvement, we began exploring the idea of how best to engage our students in
deep learning.

We had some teachers who had participated in a professional learning opportunity and were
very keen to feed back their learning to the staff, raising the possibility of the whole school
adopting the approach to the task design that they had been using. As a consequence, the
whole staff undertook the professional learning program developed by SRI International
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and Langworthy Research in partnership with Microsoft, called 21st Century Learning
Design (21CLD) (Microsoft Partners in Learning 2013). This program focuses on devel-
oping in students transferable, learning how-to-learn capabilities. 21CLD identified six key
dimensions: collaboration, knowledge construction, self-regulation, real-world innovation
and problem-solving, ICT for learning, and skilful communication. We utilised our growing
understanding of these dimensions to place a lens over our planning to enhance the units of
work that we were developing and refining for our students. By coding the learning
activities via a rubric attached to these dimensions, we strengthened our practice and
embarked on a journey to engage our students in big ideas through real-world
problem-solving and higher order thinking.

At the same time we applied for, and were accepted into, a project called New Pedagogies
for Deeper Learning (NP4DL) (Fullan and Langworthy 2013). NP4DL is a global part-
nership of schools and educators working together to drive change in the design and
practice of teaching and learning through new pedagogies in a technology-rich society.
NP4DL is a movement championed by Michael Fullan which grew out of the work of
21CLD and the “Rich Seam” papers (Fullan et al. 2014). Paula Huett (ICT and Music
teacher), Julie Briggs (Assistant Principal), and I were initially involved in the project and
were very interested in where the ideas and partnerships being developed might take us.

What soon became evident was that we were in a prime position to enact the ideas and
ideals of NP4DL through a project that Paula and Janiene had been talking about for some
time. Although they may have initially had an inkling about what the P-Arts project (as it
came to be known) might achieve, they probably did not envisage how successfully it
would engage the students, drive outcomes in student learning, or how it would align so
succinctly to the NP4DL competencies.

NP4DL, similarly to 21CLD, identifies deep learning competencies that build the capacity
of the learner to flourish in a complex world: including character, citizenship, collaboration,
communication, creativity, and critical thinking. Each of these competencies is made up of
dimensions that are attached to a developing deep learning progression. The P-Arts project
not only aligned to the deep learning competencies, but clearly moved students through the
learning progressions via a stimulating and engaging learning journey.

From the first few days that the students began their participation with the P-Arts project, it
was evident that something special was happening. Students were buzzing about what they
were doing and the process they were going through. Students commented on their role in the
process, on their ownership in the learning, and on the purpose of their work. Even though it
was early on in the process, student engagement and verve for learning was clearly roused—
they couldn’t wait for the next session. With the excitement and purpose of the project
building, so too did the quality of the learning. Students thought more deeply, were more
creative, more task oriented, and they worked brilliantly as teams. Student leadership evolved,
challenges were met with a growth mindset, and innovative use of technology outside of
traditional classroom use developed. Students were stretched in areas of their learning that
they once might have avoided and subsequently many students discovered talents they never
knew they possessed. They flourished in this learning environment. Many aspects of the
Australian Curriculum were explored, and children were learning through doing.

The culmination of the project with the performances delivered to the school, community,
and other local school children will long live in the memory of those present. It is with
much pride that we as a school community reflect on what an amazing, and in some cases
even life changing, experience the P-Arts program became.
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The lessons learned from the first P-Arts project will flow into this year’s project and other
future learning within the school. The links to our school vision and strategic plan, con-
nections with the Australian Curriculum and the NP4DL project and ultimately the
enhancement of student learning and engagement, will ensure that arts-based learning
projects will continue to be developed, progressed, and shared within our school and the
wider community.

Student-Led Inquiry and Whole School Change: The
Implications for Systems Thinking

The challenges confronting teachers and schools around global, social, economic,
and environmental sustainability issues can be overwhelming. By weaving together
arts learning with principles of sustainability, the East Launceston Primary School
(ELPS) program was able to take on these challenges and successfully engage an
entire school community in transformative learning. This story is both remarkable
and yet unremarkable: remarkable in the depth and range of learning that resulted
for both students and teachers in such a short time; unremarkable in that these
achievements were accomplished by everyday teachers with just a bit of passion,
enthusiasm, and vision, working collaboratively and learning as they went. There
were no fancy scripts, costumes, or theatres. No big budgets or high-powered
consultants. This was grass roots, and this is possible anywhere.

So, what are some of the key features of the ELPS program that contributed to
the development of skills and competencies associated with systems thinking?

Beyond things. The first feature was the shift from teaching to create a product
(e.g., a play) to learning focused on processes. A systems-oriented framework was
introduced through The Story of Stuff pretext, although ironically it was the focus on
a product (the smartphone) that catalysed an engagement with a range of complex
issues and processes. As Janiene Hill stated, “Before we could move on, we needed
to choose a singular product whose story we could communicate and which
everyone could relate to”. Hence, students engaged in a creative process of building
knowledge of the systems by which smartphones are produced, distributed, con-
sumed, and disposed of. Through an everyday object (one which holds much social
capital and allure for young people), the students in the ELPS program were
encouraged to think critically about one of the most pervasive systems in Western
societies—the production–consumption cycle. For the teachers involved, this had
real impact on student learning as articulated by Paula Huett, “Each student, at their
own level, has a sense of the global impact of consumerism and has begun to
contemplate their individual impact on the world”.

Student-led inquiry. A second feature was the level of student-led inquiry,
agency, and ownership. Rather than having the artistic decisions made by adults,
students had to create their own story within the parameters provided by the

70 5 The Story of a SmartPhone (Systems Thinking)

aaprill52@gmail.com



teaching team. As Paula Huett indicated, “Janiene and I planned specifically to
make the process as organic as possible, merely giving our students the hook by
showing them the YouTube clip, The Story of Stuff”. Because students were given
significant control of their own learning through inquiry processes, they encoun-
tered systemic thinking at two different levels. On the one level, students had to
learn about and explicitly represent systems of global production and consumption.
On another level, they experienced systems thinking themselves as they applied and
negotiated the elements of the different art forms to create meaning aesthetically.
This inquiry-based approach involved students in their own learning processes
while simultaneously creating a quality performance that impacted on the broader
school community. As Brett observed, “Students were ‘buzzing’ about what they
were doing and the process they were going through”.

Whole school change: The third feature of the ELPS program was how it
aligned with and was supported by the wider school vision. Brett attested to how
successfully the P-Arts program reinforced school-wide learning and teaching
priorities such as 21st Century Learning Design (21CLD) and New Pedagogies for
Deeper Learning (NP4DL). This relationship between the P-Arts project and the
broader school goals had important implications: learning in and through the arts
need not be confined to specific programs or projects; arts pedagogies can be
integrated across multiple formats to build skills and competencies such as those
associated with the NP4DL program and education for sustainability; and sus-
tainability is everybody’s business and it requires a broad range of skills, knowl-
edge, and competencies to take action for positive change.

A sustainable future depends on our ability to reflect upon, research, interpret,
and analyse the systems that govern our world. One of the key functions of edu-
cation is to illuminate the systems that exist, to imagine the systems that could be,
and to foster the agency to make the changes that are necessary. This is why
systems thinking is so important in the classroom.

Embedding an explicit awareness of systems thinking in the making and pre-
senting of art gives students licence to examine and experience change safely. It
gives an opportunity for students to experiment with the effects and impacts of
change and take part in their own decision-making. In the case of The Story of a
SmartPhone, the art is informed and motivated by the social, environmental, and
technological changes the students themselves are living. In making art together,
students foster the skills and dispositions to recognise, manage, structure, and adapt
to change. When this is done in the light of big picture thinking—a responsibility of
teachers in this context—arts and education for sustainability become well inte-
grated. As our case example shows, systems thinking can be integrated in every
facet of making and presenting in the arts because it is already inherent in the
creative process itself. This is quite distinct from a product-oriented view of arts
education that, in some respects, has historically positioned students as reproducers
or recipients of sanctioned dominant culture—an educational approach that locks
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history, society, and culture in a static mould without recourse to some of the
broader complexities of culture and life.

Identifying how systems thinking is and can be embedded across the arts cur-
riculum is not the only way to realise the potential for an integration of arts and
sustainability in the classroom. For systems thinking is also central to the pedagogy
of arts teaching and learning itself. Systems thinking is enacted in the kinds of
emergent practices of creative pedagogy that are employed in quality arts teaching,
enabling teachers to be free from claims of having “complete knowledge” (Warren
et al. 2015). In a systems thinking approach to pedagogy, teachers recognise that
students are engaged in the co-creation of new knowledge—that is, in the process of
creating art that “does not yet exist”. This means that the dynamic of the classroom
is one whereby change is being constantly explored. Students become aware of
their own role in the learning encounter through tasks such as devising a role-play
or creating a mixed media artwork infused with systemic thinking processes,
inquiry, and problem-solving potential. These arts and sustainability pedagogies
enable the critical dispositions and skills needed to manage lives of uncertainty and
to engage in active citizenship towards more sustainable futures.
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Chapter 6
The Festival of Wood
(Envisioning Better Futures)

With Kim Schneiders

…this became an opportunity for the students to connect with
others in the community in an image-based conversation about
what was significant to them about the past, present, and future
of Lilydale.

Kim Schneiders, Artist and Teacher

Fig. 6.1 Students upcycling books for the tree of knowledge installation. Concept by Ritchie Ares
Doña. Photos by Kim Schneiders
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Lilydale is a rural community in northern Tasmania that is experiencing a signifi-
cant shift in its economy. The timber industry was one of the major employers in
the region, but the community is transitioning out of a reliance on old growth
logging. The Festival of Wood celebrates the region’s connections to the forests that
have been central to Lilydale’s history. For the Lilydale District School, an invi-
tation to participate in the festival became the focus for an inquiry about envi-
sioning better futures. Led by the school’s visual arts teacher, Kim Schneiders, the
students partnered with artists and local community members to visually map their
community, create public art on the town’s lampposts, and collaborate on an
installation that repurposed old books and paper as a gesture to their community’s
changing resource base. In this chapter, we first consider the visionary capacities of
arts–sustainability pedagogy in addressing the principle of envisioning better
futures before discussing the Festival of Wood in greater detail (Fig. 6.1).

Why Envision Better Futures?

What does the future hold for us, for future generations, for the planet and for all
living things? At a surface level, we engage with questions of the future regularly,
yet for many employed adults in wealthy countries, futures thinking translates as
saving for retirement or paying off a mortgage. How often does our futures thinking
stretch beyond these temporal and relational frameworks to consider futures in 50,
100, or 500 years time, or account for communities (perhaps unknown) in distant
(or near) places? How many people, when filling a car tank of petrol, consider the
future ramifications of the carbon their vehicle is emitting into the atmosphere?
When drinking a coffee or grabbing a chocolate, how many people acknowledge the
exploitative nature of global commodity chains and future impacts on food secu-
rity? These issues of intergenerational concern require foresight beyond the
taken-for-granted, the immediate, and the personal. Thinking about better futures as
a sustainability principle means more than planning to survive into old age. It
requires commitment to imagining and taking action for life beyond currently living
generations and addressing how humans in the present best sustain future life in
a multispecies, more-than-human world.

Futurity is a core idea that informs the way we think about sustainability the-
oretically and has practical implications in terms of pedagogy. Thinking creatively
and innovatively about the future forces us to critically examine the present, and
take action in the here and now, in order to work towards a more sustainable future.
A key element of futurity is the notion of equity, particularly as it relates to future
generations. This is known as intergenerational justice or equity (Thiele 2013)
which sees the natural and cultural capital of current generations as being shared or
in common with past and future generations. Envisioning better futures therefore
involves more than just passing things on. It considers how resources are shared
within generations on the basis of social justice, human rights, animal rights, and
environmental protection. It involves providing access to opportunities and services
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within and across diverse communities. As we think about the future, it is important
to have both inter- and intra-generational equity in mind, as well as an under-
standing of humanity’s impact on a multispecies world.

So, what are the implications of envisioning a better future via arts–sustainability
pedagogies? ARIES (2009) provides some useful guidance on this principle sug-
gesting that, in education, envisioning a better future provides a dual purpose of
linking future thinking with actions in the here and now, therefore engaging people
through “harnessing their deep aspirations” (p. 3). According to ARIES, the process
of envisioning a better future should involve “identifying relevance and meaning
for different people, explor(ing) how to achieve change … and ownership of
visions, processes and outcomes” (p. 3).

Envisioning a better future is about an emergent and creative process, rather than
a predetermined goal or outcome. As we have discussed in Chap. 2, arts–sustain-
ability pedagogies eschew instrumental behaviourism in favour of process-based
emancipatory pedagogies which help to build capacity and critical thinking “that
will allow citizens to understand what is going on in society, to ask critical …
questions, and to determine for themselves what needs to be done” (Wals 2011,
p. 179). This point is important to the process of envisioning a better future through
school-based education. Futures are co-created by social actors positioned within
particular social and cultural milieu. Different people and groups will often have
very different, sometimes conflicting, visions of what the future will or could be.

That is not to say we advocate a particular way of seeing the future or a specific
road map to get there. The creative processes for envisioning better futures through
arts–sustainability pedagogies must involve different groups of people in diverse
contexts working together to critically examine the past and present, and to
imaginatively explore possibilities for the future in both global and localised ways.
As illustrated in the case example below, this was the intention behind the Lilydale
District School’s involvement in the Festival of Wood—demonstrating that such
collective visioning out of a diversity of experience and opinion is possible.

The Arts and Envisioning Better Futures

In Utopia in Performance, Jill Dolan considers the capacity of theatre to provide a
place where people come together, embodied and passionate, to share experiences
of meaning-making and imagination that can describe or capture “fleeting intima-
tions of a better world” (Dolan 2010, p. 2). The same could be said of the capacity
of dance, music, and the visual and media arts within the classroom setting. What is
interesting about Dolan’s perspective is that in this visioning for the future, the arts
are seen as capable of holding and contesting the complexities and uncertainties that
accompany processes of change. Engagement with the arts becomes not only about
imagining possible futures, but a way to “encounter the unknown and unimagin-
able, a place that necessarily teaches the necessary humility of not knowing”
(Chaudhuri in Dolan 2010, p. 2).
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On the surface, the task of envisioning a better future seems a natural fit with the
arts. The opportunity to express and explore new meaning, symbolically and
socially, through the arts can be translated into exploring new futures, symbolically
and socially. Beyond this, however, we suggest that integrating arts and sustain-
ability education allows for a greater depth of interaction and engagement with
futures thinking. The processes of arts making and responding have the capacity to
hold within them the unsettling (but arguably more sustainable and effective) ten-
sion between visioning the future and accepting that life will always present us with
degrees of uncertainty.

Being able to envision a future with more resilient systems of environmental and
social sustainability can help motivate contemporary action for change and counter
the helplessness we sometimes feel in response to the overwhelming evidence of
the planet’s unsustainability. But the change that utilises the arts requires more than
colouring bright pictures of an idealised community, society or way of being. It
involves teachers and students engaging with difficult and incomplete knowledge.
Furthermore, the task of envisioning necessarily embeds a multilayered process of
critical thinking, participation, partnerships, and systemic thinking (the other
ARIES identified principles of sustainability education). This process mirrors that
of creative art making itself. And while it may be going too far to suggest that
educating for sustainability is in and of itself a creative act, the act of creating a
better future begins not only with imagining it, but imagining the steps necessary
for moving towards it, with all the messiness and uncertainty that may imply. Arts
education therefore shares with sustainability education common tensions of
intention and diversion. The participatory nature of the arts can both motivate and
honour the complexities of change: marrying planning and vision with a human
openness to the uncertain, while valuing diversity of perspective and tradition and
the impacts they may have.

This capacity of the arts is evident in the Lilydale experience, as shared here by
visual arts teacher, Kim Schneiders.

Arts, Sustainability, and Envisioning Better Futures
in Action

I started the organisation Interweave Arts in 1998 and at the time I was a Department of
Education Curriculum Officer for the arts, so I suppose my role has always been as an arts
educator. I was looking at going beyond the school environment and offering structures and
opportunities in the arts for community. So, currently we run a studio at Inveresk [in
Launceston Tasmania] which provides arts education and has a focus on culture, sustain-
ability, and environment. I also run the visual arts program at Lilydale District School for
years K-10. These roles are intertwined and the idea is to provide authentic arts opportunities
and creative opportunities – making little artists and big artists, making art and being
creative.
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The idea is that it’s real – that we create opportunities both within the studio and the school
environment where artists and students design, make, and create work that is seen by
audiences. That it’s seen as art, not just work that goes into the folder. It’s important for the
art to be recognised and celebrated not buried or lost. We try and broach projects which are
about lifelong discussions on issues that are really pertinent. One thing we’ve been talking
about and are developing further is the impact of art and its ability to heal, thereby creating
environments and artistic cultures that are really healthy and nurturing.

Kim Schneiders

Joining Kim at Lilydale District School was Ritchie Ares Doña, an artist-in-
residence for the Festival of Wood, whose work uses the patterns of his childhood
and found objects of the present to transform discarded books and brochures into
intricate paper sculptures. The woven fibres in Ritchie’s work are reminiscent of his
growing up in the Philippines where homes and everyday utensils and packaging
were woven from fronds and leaves. Ritchie believes there is a freedom in looking
at discarded objects with fresh eyes and seeing their possibilities.

Local artist and educator Paula Crook was also involved in the project, as well as
being a grandparent to some of the Lilydale school students. Paula embraces life-
long learning and seizes opportunities to work in new artistic ways in new media.
Together, Kim, Ritchie, and Paula worked with students on exploring concepts of
place, space, time, and wood as a way to connect with community and engage with
new understandings of the future of their region.

Mapping and “Posting” Our Place

The Lilydale Festival of Wood became a stimulus for students from Prep through to Grade
9 to think creatively about their town. Students looked at maps of the town, viewed
photographs of its buildings and landscapes, and created their own visual representations of
places in their town that were significant to them. Some drew their own homes, while others
chose to depict parks, playgrounds, the market and old shops. Students combined their
individual representations of place in creating their collective map of the town of Lilydale.
The main road was the central feature of the town and students located Lilydale’s famous
painted poles on the map.

These painted poles in the town’s main street are part of Lilydale’s heritage and students
contributed to this tradition. In doing so, they made their own mark on their place as well as
provided new perspectives of the community’s present and future. The Festival’s compe-
tition for the best painted post became an invitation to link into the Lilydale community.
Posts were decorated in a theme which represented some play upon the word ‘post’ and this
became an opportunity for the students to connect with others in the community in an
image-based conversation about what was significant to them about the past, present and
future of Lilydale.

Kim Schneiders
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New Ways of Knowing “Wood”

Another project for the Festival included a collaboration by older students from
Lilydale District School on an installation titled The Tree of Knowledge. Led by
Ritchie, this work became the centrepiece and signature of the school’s participa-
tion in the Festival by inviting new questions about Lilydale’s relationship with the
timber industry. Students explored these questions symbolically through activities
using discarded books and paper as a product of timber. Students worked with
Ritchie to learn about the art of folding paper and the opportunities possible for
repurposing discarded books.

Richie came in with his skills and we talked about what we could do with those beautiful
books. But the students and their involvement lead to a different way of installing for him.
The Tree of Knowledge was designed by one of the students as an actual tree to hang the
repurposed book sculptures on. The tree went on to win the people’s choice award at the
Art from Trash exhibition and then Drysdale Restaurant (TasTAFE) exhibited it in their
foyer. The Tree of Knowledge was exhibited in the community library at the school as well.
To me art is not about the awards, but that achievement came through the students’
engagement and their focus and the collaboration.

Kim Schneiders

Envisioning New Relationships

We linked with the Festival of the Wood at the beginning of the year and developed a
curiosity about why the festival was in place and what we were going to do about that. We
approached other artists to input into that and they each had their own individual
approaches, depending on what [materials] they used or how they created. Richie came in
one day a week in second term, and Paula came in all year. My ultimate aim as an educator
is that the world becomes a better place and how do we do that? That’s a question for
everyone to answer. I think it’s a continual process through everyone’s life – the envi-
ronment and where we live. You have to acknowledge that we are all coming from different
perspectives and it’s important to keep the conversations open through that process.

Kim Schneiders

Starting with New Voices and Diverse Insights: Better
Futures Begin Now

Kim’s leadership of the Lilydale District School’s engagement with the Festival of
Wood situated students in a broader social ecology and embedded them in wider
community debate concerning the sustainable use of Tasmanian old growth forests.
This arts and learning partnership provided a series of interconnected arts
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experiences whereby students moved beyond gridlocked conversations about the
town’s future into a constellation of new relationships. This raised the potential for
young people in the region to be involved in investigating problems and repre-
senting their thought through image rather take a particular position arguing for or
against the future of the logging industry. The school’s Festival of Wood partici-
pation did not provide steadfast solutions or particular visions of the future. Rather,
it offered a first step in imagining what could be beyond dichotomous thinking. It
helped students invest in new sets of relationships that destabilise assumptions
about what can or cannot be done—all in order to successfully imagine for positive
futures. With her partner artists and community members, Kim pursued this by
exploring such questions as: What new narratives might begin if young people’s
own images of the town were displayed as public art on the town’s timber lamp-
posts? How can the products of logging (such as the lampposts) be repurposed?
What are our personal mappings of the spaces and places of Lilydale? Participants
in the project noted that new voices were heard and new relationships were forged
as a result of the school’s Festival of Wood projects. The school’s teachers, stu-
dents, families, and visiting artists worked to enact community by re-storying its old
narratives. They envisioned better futures by grounding their arts-based activities in
dialogue with people with diverse and divergent beliefs and perceived need, finding
expressive ways of representing that diversity, and making those representations
public.
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Chapter 7
Reorienting Teacher Professional
Learning (Partnerships for Change)

[I want to] continue to become more informed about issues,
exploring multiple perspectives, looking for the voices that are
silenced or marginalised, and to speak up when I think there
are issues that matter.

Teacher participant, Arts and Sustainability Professional
Learning Day

Fig. 7.1 Participation in the Arts and Sustainability Professional Learning Day. Photograph by
Damien Walker

© The Author(s) 2018
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This final case study is an exploration of the sustainability education principle of
partnerships for change. It focuses on our (the authors’) experience planning and
hosting a teacher professional learning event on the integration of arts and sus-
tainability education. With our discussion of this event, we hope to illustrate how
committing to these ARIES sustainability principles means enacting them in one’s
own daily spheres of activity and influence; and, for us, this is in working with
teachers, artists, and researchers. Here, we describe our process of planning for the
event to illustrate our own partnership for change. We then address this principle in
greater detail through examples from the day’s events (Fig. 7.1).

Our initial idea was for a professional learning day for teachers on how the arts
can play a role in the growing field of Education for Sustainability. Mary Ann
Hunter and Sherridan Emery were drawing on their experiences and research in the
arts and interdisciplinarity in education. Allen Hill was contributing his experience
and knowledge from the field of Education for Sustainability, and Arnold Aprill had
just arrived at the University of Tasmania for a six-week visit as a Fulbright Senior
Specialist in the area of teacher–artist partnerships. In our planning for the event, we
were holding true to a principle of “mixed tables” (Aprill 2005), in which partners
with differing knowledge bases and access to different resources and collegial
networks, come together to challenge each other, thereby developing new per-
spectives on persistent problems.

But something in our approach to planning was not sitting quite right. We knew
we could easily produce a program of lectures and demonstration workshops with
outstanding artists and teachers to promote sustainability education in schools. But
we also knew that however well crafted the presentations, and to whatever extent
the teachers found the event to be relevant to their day-to-day work, the event was
still likely to be seen as a show and tell with limited longer-term impact. This would
not do! We had developed our own international partnership and we were keen to
explore integration of our different areas of experience and expertise. But the
teachers needed to become more than an audience to our collaboration if the value
of an integrated arts and sustainability pedagogy was to become meaningful to
them. Sustainability education had recently become an Australian Curriculum
cross-curriculum priority but we were mindful of teacher “change fatigue”, espe-
cially in terms of educational policy. Having experienced multiple policies and
initiatives disappear after limited life, teacher response can understandably be
dismissive with a sense that this too shall pass. If the participants in our program
were to be convinced that this was not just another idea of policymakers and
academics, they would need to have their own stake in the event as co-investigators
of a promising practice. They would need to become partners in the proceedings.

The date was coming up quickly, so we went back to the drawing board. We
identified an array of artists who would be open to collaborating with teachers
(rather than “training” or role-modelling for them). We also drew on a number of
K-12 classroom teachers known to us for their sustainability interests. We called on
a number of Faculty researchers and interstate colleagues such as drama educator
and researcher Meg Upton to share their existing inquiry-focussed arts work in
sustainability education. We were gratified to find that this shift in strategy—from
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making presentations to making partnerships—made a significant difference to our
own and others’ investment in the day. A number of new relationships and part-
nerships among teachers, artists, and researchers were established—some of which
are evident in this book.

Why Partnerships?

Creating partnerships makes good sense—in education, business, health, and
everyday social life. The adage of we do better together ideally leads us towards
sustainable ways of pooling resources and making the best of diverse skills. In the
process, partnerships can also contribute to the social fabric of communities or
organisations, as well as contribute to intra- and inter-community social cohesion.
The act of partnering evokes principles and practices of cooperation, collaboration,
and care. Given that this book is bringing two fields of educational curriculum and
enquiry together (arts education and sustainability education), the practice of
partnership has been fundamental to its very premise.

But not all partnerships are the same in intent or application. There are dis-
tinctions between partnerships that bring parties together to be more efficient, and
partnerships that explicitly seek to capitalise on diversity to foster new discoveries
and instigate broader change. This latter kind of “partnership for change” is the kind
envisaged by the ARIES (2009) framework and is demonstrated by the case
example in this chapter. Unlike other case examples situated in the school envi-
ronment, this chapter focuses on a day-long series of workshops where teachers of
all school and university levels explored the intersections of arts and sustainability
by talking, thinking, making, and doing together. It was less about profile pre-
sentations on best practice with experts, than accessing the everyday creativity of
classroom work and artists’ curiosity for identifying and imagining what and how
this intersection of fields might work. In this chapter, we seek to reveal the com-
plexities of partnership for change: that is, the layered opportunities and challenges
that partnerships for change provide beyond the surface good sense rhetoric of
partnering. We also explore how arts-based processes in this example served to
support and enact such a partnership for change.

Why Partnerships for Change?

There is no proven recipe for success. Sustainability is an ongoing learning-by-doing
process that actively involves stakeholders in undertaking change.

(DEWHA 2009, 1)

As detailed in earlier chapters of this book, the complex and wide-ranging social,
economic, and environmental pressures that currently face societies around the
world can appear to be insurmountable in scale. As individuals, it is all too easy to
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be daunted, to dismiss action as too difficult, to think that one person cannot make a
difference, or to lose hope. Partnerships for change speak to these issues through
employing collective energy and creativity to work together with other people to
facilitate change towards a more sustainable future. Partnerships for change build
hope in situations which can seem impossibly difficult. When partnering with
others, hope can lead to powerful and transformative actions. As Orr (2011)
reminds us, “hope is a verb with its sleeves rolled up” (p. 324).

We do not need to search too far to find examples of effective partnerships for
change. Throughout history people have worked together to bring about change, and
the purposes or goals of these partnerships are often as diverse as the contexts in
which groups work. It is important to recognise that sometimes partnerships, often in
the form of strategic political or economic alliances, can work to maintain position,
power, and policy frameworks that actively work against the processes and principles
of sustainability. Examples of cartels, plutocracies, and oligarchies may leave many
of us uneasy about the power that can be exercised through various political and
economic partnerships in particular. It is also important to note that all partnerships
involve some kind of allocation of resources, whether they be financial, material,
natural, or human resources. Conservative partnerships that seek to maintain a status
quo, for example, tend to be concerned with operational changes that allow existing
practices and belief systems to continue unimpeded in an environment of dwindling
resources. Environmentally and even socially, they hark back to amythic era in which
unlimited resources offer themselves up to be consumed. Yet, there are significant
examples whereby partnerships have brought about substantial and sustainable
social, political, and ecological change. Partnerships for change need to be concerned
with re-imagining our relationships with resources so that the partners play a role in
the renewal of the resources themselves. Through this case example, we are interested
in exploring the key facets of arts and sustainability-focused partnerships for change,
and how these might look in educational contexts.

The concept of partnerships for change is positioned as one of the key principles
or components of sustainability education within Australian policy documents
(DEWHA 2009). ARIES (2009) suggests that partnerships for change strengthen
“ownership and commitment to sustainability actions through formal and informal
opportunities for learning” (p. 3). Specifically this “builds a shared vision amongst a
diverse range of stakeholders” and “motivates and adds value to initiatives” (p. 3).
Building on this foundation, we suggest that effective partnerships for change in an
educational context have the following characteristics:

• They involve committed learners, school communities, and other agents or
agencies (e.g. artists in residence) who have a shared purpose or vision for
change.

• Through formal and informal collaboration, these groups engage learners in
taking action for a more sustainable future.

Such partnerships provide space for building motivation and hope in ways that are
creative and empowering. We are conscious here of the emergent properties of arts
and sustainability pedagogies, and recognise that partnerships for change in diverse
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educational contexts should look different in different places. They focus on situ-
ated processes rather than predetermined outcomes, and seek to build capacity,
creativity, and critical thinking.

In contemporary educational and social governance, the term partnership can
sometimes refer simply to “working together”. While a common goal or common
responsibilities may provide the foundation for successful partnerships, the pro-
cesses and qualities of partnership are complex, depending on intentions and
context. As Benn (2010) points out, partnership is often an umbrella term for
collaborative relationships, but for social partnership models (i.e. models that enact
social policy), they are an emergent process “by which organizations collectively
deal with growing complexities, involving some interdependence on the part of the
stakeholders” (Gray in Benn 2010).

The ARIES education for sustainability framework is explicit about this pro-
cessual nature of partnerships in its definition of partnerships for change. Moving
beyond the concept of working together, they are about opportunities for learning
and for building shared visions which may lead to unknown outcomes. What might
such partnerships look like on the ground and how can their emergent and uncertain
aspects be understood specifically through an arts-based case example?

Partnerships for Change and Arts-Led Teaching
Professional Learning

In an era defined by constant change, increasing standardisation of curriculum, and
greater pressures on teachers to report and perform, professional learning is
sometimes wearily perceived as merely a means of keeping up with policies and
new reporting requirements. As such, many events in the name of teacher profes-
sional learning prioritise acquisitional knowledge rather than experiential learning.
While certain kinds of professional learning may also aim to provide model lesson
plans and units as resources for teaching, this approach may also result in what
Hatcher describes as surface or acquisitional learning (Hatcher 2011). He argues
that “professional learning for creativity is not reducible to the transfer and
acquisition of pre-programmed knowledge” (p. 404). In the context of artists and
teachers partnering in professional learning, Hatcher contends that quality learning
takes place not in simply applying skills or adapting lesson plans but in under-
standing underlying principles in order that teachers “generate their own subsequent
creative teaching and learning” (Hatcher 2011, p. 405). Hatcher draws attention to
the need for teachers in such contexts to do “rich intellectual work” in “recon-
ceptualising” the processes of others (be they colleague teachers, artists or “ex-
perts”) to make “new pedagogical sense” (p. 405).

We therefore sought a reorientation to teacher professional learning: one mod-
elled on the ARIES (2009) principles of sustainability education in both topic and
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process. We hoped to infuse creative approaches to professional learning design
and support teachers’ “rich intellectual work” to explore, alongside peer teachers,
artists, and teacher educators, their deeply situated practice. The Arts and
Sustainability Professional Learning Day was therefore anchored in creating and
enacting partnerships for change, whereby questions of change and an openness to
new partnerships of all kinds drove the planning for the day. There were multiple
change agendas at play and here we highlight each of these before addressing how
the impacts of the day were evidenced via a set of criteria derived from the ARIES
framework.

Change Agenda One: Teachers Partnering in Rich Enquiry

Our approach to the professional learning day was predicated on the belief that
educators should have the opportunity to generate rich enquiry in a community of
supportive others. Rather than lecturing about the principles of best practice, or
even role-modelling exemplary lessons, teachers were invited to discuss and
examine the ARIES principles of sustainability education. The event provided the
space and facilitated the meeting grounds for teachers to work and learn with artists
and researchers. The teachers and artists were already entering into a partnership by
their choice to attend—the very fact of their voluntary weekend registration indi-
cating their openness to new learning experiences and connection with others
working towards more sustainable approaches to education. Our intention in
planning the event was to host opportunities for participants to therefore connect
with each other, via material enquiry, into the synergies between the ARIES
principles and arts practices in education. As agents of their professional learning,
the teachers entered a “no-lesson-plan” zone of professional engagement with each
other and wider communities of partnership (artists, policymakers, teacher educa-
tors, researchers), with an arts–sustainability pedagogy used as both the means and
subject of enquiry.

Change Agenda Two: Partnering Professional Learning
with Action

The day began with Allen Hill and Arnold Aprill sharing a dialogue about some of
the core principles behind quality arts education and sustainability education. The
keynote discussion upturned expectations of conventional keynotes in which a
presenter offers a perspective from their positioning as “expert”. Rather, Allen and
Arnold sought to give examples from their own situated practice and experience—
Arnold as an arts practitioner and organiser based in Chicago, Allen as a New
Zealander lecturing and researching in sustainability education in Australia.

88 7 Reorienting Teacher Professional Learning …

aaprill52@gmail.com



The ARIES principles of sustainability education provided the organising frame-
work for their discussion, with Allen fleshing out the principles as they were
articulated in research and policy, and Arnold enquiring into and demonstrating
how he could see the principles manifest in action in his own projects with Chicago
Arts Partnerships in Education (CAPE). Local teachers, Leigh Price and Ros Lewis,
and Melbourne-based researcher Meg Upton shared further projects and thinking in
this area. As workshop leaders, we were determined to walk the walk of both
participation and partnership, so the learning day was designed to be immersive,
interactive, collaborative, and characterised by dialogue and reflection, with
everyone valued as an expert in their own situated context. Together, as co-hosts
within an emerging community of practice, we intentionally blurred lines between
presenting and participating.

Change Agenda Three: Partnering Awareness of Resource
Use with Sustainability Actions

Every decision around the use of resources for the professional learning day was
considered with regards to sustainability practices and principles. Participants were
requested to bring their own cups for beverages and USBs for transfer of documents
shared and generated. Workshop facilitators were strongly encouraged to only use
renewable and recyclable materials, and documentation of the day remained digital.
Participants walked together across the campus to share lunch at the university
cafeteria rather than rely on waste-intensive on-site catering. This thereby offered
social opportunities to connect outside the learning space and left a much smaller
environmental footprint in our limited use of disposables.

Change Agenda Four: Partnering Pedagogies
of Sustainability and the Arts

Recognizing that the sustainability education principles are already embedded in
arts education practices, we were confident that there was no need to superimpose
them, or to narrow our focus to the arts and the environment (which is a common
way that sustainability is approached in school-based cross-curriculum contexts).
Instead, we approached these areas—arts and sustainability—as a partnership
between pedagogies. In the course of the day, teachers and artists worked together
towards reconceptualising their own understandings of how they address these two
areas to make “new pedagogical sense” relevant to their own contexts. The focus
therefore was not on the arts as a tool for sustainability education, but as a site of
educational practice already deeply embedded with sustainability principles and
open to possibilities of curricular and pedagogical integration and partnership.

Partnerships for Change and Arts-Led Teaching Professional Learning 89

aaprill52@gmail.com



Change Agenda Five: Partnering Multiple Dimensions
of Sustainability

In evaluating the day, one teacher remarked that for the first time, she had under-
stood that sustainability education was much more than providing a focus on the
natural environment: “It encompasses environmental, political, social, and eco-
nomic aspects.” Our intention was to provide the conditions for teachers to stretch
limits and habits of knowing around sustainability, and openly address broader
configurations for how they might define and examine key principles and concepts
in their work. To that end, we randomly pre-assigned the registered teachers in
workshops that may have not been in their primary area of experience, interest, or
skill. This allowed for rich interdisciplinary perspectives to emerge as participants
were given the task of questioning how each ARIES sustainability principle might
manifest in the doing of—not just the talking about—visual arts, drama, Aboriginal
arts, and media arts.

Arts, Sustainability and Partnerships for Change in Action

The Arts and Sustainability Professional Learning Day offered a new view of the
role of artists in artist–teacher partnerships. Gradel (2001) discusses a continuum of
artist roles in school partnerships, such as “performing artist”, “interacting artist”,
“collaborating artist”, and “master instructional artist” (p. 2). The role of artists in
this professional learning event went beyond these, as they participated in an
investigative process with teachers to expand collective thinking about the con-
nections between the arts and the ARIES sustainability education principles. While
participants learnt new skills, there were no preconceived end goals or distributed
model lesson plans. The focus instead was on capacity-building among both the
educators and artists as they engaged in interactive and emergent experiences and
thought experiments.

Together we sought to share skills, insights, and questions. The intention—as
distinct from the goal—was to collaborate on expanding our educational agenda,
locally and globally. This was an explicit attempt to co-generate new knowledge
and seek explicit change in practice and understanding. This was not just part-
nership to work together as teachers and learners, but to work as “many among
equals” as partners for change.

Using the key terms used in the ARIES definition of partnerships for change, we
derived a set of criteria to enable a self-evaluation of the day’s effectiveness, as
charted in Table 7.1.
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Table 7.1 Evaluation of the Arts and Sustainability Professional Learning Day as a partnership
for change

Partnerships for change
criteria

Features of the Arts and Sustainability Professional Learning
Day

Strengthen ownership Workshops did not attempt to model “best practice” by offering
reproducible lesson plans, but encouraged thinking in action and
a co-construction of frameworks for teaching and learning.
Partnerships were exemplified in open-ended conversational
presentations and exploratory practice-based workshops.

Strengthen commitment In feedback surveys, a number of participant teachers
commented on their new (or renewed) commitment to:

• “think specifically, not too broadly in order to try to affect
change”

• “challenge the misuse of the term ‘sustainability’ and the
potential marginalisation of cross-curricular priorities”

• “offer a broader view as to what sustainability is to my
colleagues”.

Take action for
sustainability

The event produced almost zero waste, as well as provided ideas
for teachers to be mindful of the resources they use. It
encouraged teachers to take action in the ways they identified
during their workshop investigations.

Create formal opportunities
for learning

The event provided a formal opportunity to learn more about the
arts content area and the cross-curriculum priorities of the
Australian Curriculum.

Create informal
opportunities for learning

Informal opportunities to learn from each others’ practices and
experiences were available throughout the day, including during
the shared mealtime and group activities in workshops.

Build a shared vision Comments from participants’ survey feedback demonstrated an
aspiration for collectively sharing hope and vision for the future,
including remarks about their “takeaways” for the day:

• “we can build our sustainable practice with many small
steps”

• “it is an ever deepening and widening area that we need to
continue to inquire into”

• “[we can engage in] networking with the local community”.

Inclusive of diverse
stakeholders

Teachers, students, pre-service teachers, teacher educators,
artists, and government workers were all participants in the day’s
presentations and workshops. While the event did not cater for
children, the documented artwork and voices of students were
foregrounded in the day’s presentations and workshop materials
and examples.

Motivate
initiatives

The following feedback from a teacher participant offers an
insight into the motivational impact of this partnership for
change:
“[What I am going to do differently is] continue to become more
informed about issues, exploring multiple perspectives, looking
for the voices that are silenced or marginalised, and to speak up
when I think there are issues that matter”
The day further initiated this co-authored book.

Adds value to initiatives The act of documenting the work of the PL day adds value to the
initiative. It provides a resource for attending and non-attending
teachers, as well as further data for researchers.
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Valuing Artists’ Ways of Knowing in Making Partnerships
for Change

In this chapter, we have discussed a teacher professional learning event as an
example of a partnership for change that hoped to instigate further partnerships for
change. It was an event in which sustainability principles were explored with
arts-rich examples and experiences of practice. Shared learning is a primary
intention of partnerships for change, more so than predetermined outcomes.
Partnerships for change (more so than partnerships generally) value partnerships as
a journey rather than a destination. As Benn argues, a focus on mutual learning is
the most important factor in partnerships becoming partnerships for change. This
makes partnerships messier for stakeholders and participants: learning does not
necessarily result in, and can sometimes be thwarted by, preconceived outcomes.
This approach values educators as researchers of their own practice, reflecting
together upon their teaching in an ongoing partnership of collective growth. This
requires a self-reflexive capacity which, when it comes to sustainability under-
standings, requires a “self-reflexive irony in that participants must recognise the
possibility of failure but proceed as if success were possible” (Jessop 1998, p. 44).

The role of artists in partnering with teachers became paramount in this project.
Participation in the arts is often touted as an opportunity to develop problem-
solving skills, but it can do more than that. Artists are not only problem solvers,
they are primarily problem seekers to support their curiosity and onward creative
growth: “What would happen if we re-purposed found objects to create a sculp-
ture?”, “What if I tried to represent the past, present, and future simultaneously on
stage?”, “What new insights about place would occur if we choreographed a dance
in an outdoor space?” Artists’ ongoing motivation to both offer and address chal-
lenges in their art making and explore complexities in their work is a sustainable
resource in itself. An understanding of how artists motivate themselves to be
continually creative can inspire educators to similarly sustain their own continuing
practice of creative enquiry and embracing of change. The confidence in knowing
that something interesting will happen when we work with interesting constraints or
risks can be inspiring for artists, teachers, and learners alike. This conviction builds
competencies that are important for making change.
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Chapter 8
Towards a Radical Compliance

Throughout this book we have called for an integration of arts and sustainability
education and documented a number of case examples. We have highlighted the
values underpinning the partnerships of teachers, students, artists, and others at each
site, and we have discussed the concepts of change as they relate to arts and
sustainability principles and practices. We have been curious about these examples
as everyday innovations, not as major interventions or grandly funded projects. But
when we speak of the future and “innovation”, we wish to distinguish our meaning
from the widespread co-option of the term as part of the metrics of a neoliberal
education agenda. In this final chapter, we explore the ways in which innovation
might be reclaimed from such an agenda and instead operate in a politicised
everyday way to bring creativity and teacher agency to the fore. This is an approach
of radical compliance that can enable and sustain arts–sustainability pedagogies,
and is evident in the case studies in this book.

Re-appropriating Innovation

The origin of the word innovation derives from the Latin innovatus, meaning “what
has been renewed”. We conceive of innovation as a tool for renewing and restoring
resources in ways that are essential for environmental, social, and cultural sus-
tainability. This is a very different interpretation of the term from how it is applied
in neoliberal discourse—whereby innovation is sought to improve economic effi-
ciencies, whatever the consequences (see Harris 2016 for critique). Continuous
commercial innovation may give the illusion of forward movement, but as we float
free from immediate experience in the pursuit of the new, the innovations them-
selves exhibit a tendency to reverse their function. Widespread dissatisfaction with
what were advertised as innovations in the recipe for Coca-Cola, for example,
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resulted in the next “innovation” being a return to the Classic Coke formula, but
with new packaging and higher prices. McLuhan (1988) theorised this reversal
effect by describing four social processes that accompany the emergence of any
new technology that extends the functions of the human body: enhancement,
obsolescence, retrieval, and reversal. For instance, we might look at automobiles
and highways as extensions of the human foot—enhancing freedom of movement,
making obsolete horse drawn carriages, retrieving familial connections to distant
relatives, and reversing freedom of movement through urban sprawl and congested
traffic.

We see the commonly praised innovation agenda in industry and government as
having the potential to both support and undermine sustainability practices and
principles. The emergence of digital technologies, for example, has opened up
exciting new possibilities for student learning both inside and outside of schools.
This includes access to real-time observations of distant phenomenon; mechanisms
for international student collaborations; tools for student publishing, exhibiting,
composing, and designing; interactive programs for independently acquiring new
skills and knowledge; and access to a wide range of original sources. At the same
time, digital technologies have spawned an entire industry of what are all too often
educationally questionable online worksheets whereby, for example, many
computer-based reading programs provide little value for literacy development
“beyond simple phonemic awareness and decoding” (Wootton 2017, para. 6).
Perhaps even more disconcerting is the increasing use of digital platforms to
monitor the achievement of both students and teachers—arguably accelerating the
amount of testing, measuring, and sorting in the name of data-driven educational
“value”.

Thus, if we apply McLuhan’s framework, and think about large-scale stan-
dardised testing as an educational technology, we end up with the following tra-
jectory of reversal. This testing thereby:

• extends our capacity to become informed about the progress of large numbers of
students;

• makes obsolete information about student progress from more discretional
direct contact with students and their creations;

• retrieves access to information about overall student achievement being avail-
able to publics and to educational policymakers in an era of diminished direct
contact with schools; and

• reverses our capacity to become informed with any nuance about the progress of
individual students.

A focus on large-scale, high-stakes testing leaves individual students—and the
whole child—potentially unknowable, unseen, and unheard. So what is an alter-
native to these kinds of educational technologies that risk depersonalising students’
minds, hearts, and bodies as products of a systematised input/output education?
What innovations in the name of sustainability can be made without reduc-
ing complexity in a rapidly changing world?
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Change and Anxiety

This book and its case examples investigate the possibilities for an integration of
arts and sustainability education to affect positive change in our schools. The works
of these profiled teachers and artsworkers were innovations that focused on
restoration and renewal (rather than on reversal). They cultivated new generative
zones in an educational landscape preoccupied with compliance, measurement, and
sorting, by exploring practices and partnerships intentionally developed to support
richer, more creative, and more expressive learning communities. Teachers, school
leaders, artists, and teacher educators made localised change in their own spheres of
influence and possible action and, in doing so, contributed to a collective response
to the question of how to educate for sustainability in a more-than-human world.

Change can engender anxiety, however. Circumscribed worldviews that value
certainty over curiosity can foster denial, so that encountering people whose
experiences and worldviews differ from our own can be challenging. As research on
climate change denial reveals, “people usually select information lining up with
prior beliefs and attitudes to preserve their existing worldviews, self-concept and
self-worth” (Bernauer and McGrath 2016, pp. 682–683). Yet, as humans, we are
complex creatures whose worldviews are fluid and can be informed by intercon-
nected networks of communities and experiences. As the case examples in this
book show, arts and sustainability pedagogies embrace the complexity and anxiety
that change can engender. Acknowledgement that this is natural and that there are
processes for working with change is reassuring and facilitates the community
building that sustains us.

Why Arts and Sustainability Education?

So, we return to the question of why an integration of sustainability and arts
education might be a significant strategy for revitalising our schools. The arts are
now part of the national curriculum in Australia, with such advances also apparent
internationally. As noted in Chap. 2, the benefits of arts education are many and
varied, with a growing body of international evidence supporting its inclusion in
school curricula. Participation in arts education has been shown to:

• improve achievement and raise test scores in other subject areas
• provide a tool of emotion regulation and self-management for young people
• sustain young people’s engagement in formal learning
• support the kinds of creativity needed in an information economy and
• give students otherwise failing in mainstream academic schooling environments

a chance to succeed.

(Deasy 2002; Ewing 2010; Hunter 2005; Martin et al. 2013)
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Each of these findings is interesting; however, it is worth noting that there is still
limited investment in the arts by teachers and schools leaders (Ewing 2010). This
may be due to the prevalence of deeply held beliefs: such as the conviction that the
arts are an extra to the mainstream curriculum, that the arts are only for the “the
talented”, that they should only be taught once literacy and numeracy have been
mastered, and that arts experiences are at best a classroom reward or a standby
activity for rainy days. These perceptions keep arts education from assuming the
powerful role it could and should have in children’s lives. Similarly, sustainability
education has a place as a cross-curriculum priority in the Australian Curriculum and
has been promoted in the USA through slogans like Reduce, Recycle, Reuse. But
evidence suggests that sustainability remains an incidental activity in school culture
(Australian Education for Sustainability Alliance 2014; Dyment et al. 2015; Hill and
Dyment 2016). When it is present in a school’s practices, the implementation is often
full of contradictions. Many a school has made exhibits about the importance of
recycling while displaying them on non-recyclable Styrofoam boards.

What can be done to genuinely activate an integration of these two areas of
learning to provide a central locus for school transformation and change? The
works of educators and organisers profiled here focus on providing students with
opportunities to interact with the material world, with each other, and with many
communities of reference beyond their school settings. The projects demonstrate
the abilities of teachers and students to access a range of media for exploring,
representing, and sharing images, ideas, thoughts, and experiences. They are
examples of schools becoming generative spaces of creative action as diverse
learners engage in new discoveries.

What was so interesting to us—as the curators of these teachers’ reflections and
voices in this book—was that there was consistent alignment with the ARIES
sustainability principles despite their being highly diverse projects. And while we
are cautious about making generalisations from this documentation of a small
number of initiatives, we remain curious as to how an integration of arts and
sustainability education holds promise for both creative resiliency and change in
schools in times of continual policy movement. We see the possibilities for arts and
sustainability education as:

• inviting learners into thinking about change and addressing real-world chal-
lenges and wicked problems

• acknowledging young people as capable, useful citizens—with powers and
responsibilities that are revealed in arts-based play with questions of what if and
so what leading an integration of school-based arts learnings with thoughts and
actions about everyday lives

• acknowledging that digital access provides creative opportunities for integrating
small world experiences with big world ideas and communities

• supporting the embodiment of students’ diverse ways of knowing via aesthetic
means of representation and interpretation

• opening a flow of social and cultural engagement with the more-than-human
world.
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Emergent Practice

In each of the chapters, we have chosen to focus on one sustainability principle per
project. In reality, the individual case examples engage with multiple dimensions of
sustainability while also integrating a range of aesthetic education processes of
forming, presenting, responding, and transforming in context. As we observed
teachers in action, some patterns emerged from across the case studies, including
the willingness to engage with complex real-world issues and create student
opportunities to question and encounter social inequities. Teachers intentionally
planned cooperative, inclusive, and collaborative learning experiences, providing
platforms for community members to be in meaningful relationships with schools.
By prioritising inquiry-based learning and conceptual frameworks that invited
localised thinking and doing, students had opportunities to connect to and share
their work with wider communities.

The case examples revealed possibilities for expanding beyond “test-driven”
models of education that objectify both students and teachers. The teachers
explored a wide range of opportunities for students to represent their knowledge,
desires, capacities, and needs, and provided innovative ways for them to interact
with their peers and with the wider world. We also observed that the projects
demonstrated a capacity for engaging students of varied ages, backgrounds, and
competencies. This resonates with Scripp’s (2013) findings on learning outcomes in
arts-integrated schools working with Chicago Arts Partnerships in Education.
Contrary to an assumption that an arts-infused, inquiry-based teaching and learning
approach would be ineffective in raising traditional academic achievement scores,
Scripp found the opposite to be true. Not only did overall academic achievement
improve in CAPE-supported schools, but the gap between low-achieving and
high-achieving students was minimised. Students were learning more in these
schools and more students were learning.

There are, of course, challenges in opening space and time in the classroom for
this kind of exploratory work within schooling cultures that demand compliance
with testing regimes. Such regimes can often lead to a default prioritising of
summative data-driven evaluations of learning, thereby minimising attention to the
actual processes of teaching and learning. How can we open up the learning
encounter when our tools for doing so—such as the arts—become constricted? As
Eisner points out, “the tools you work with influence what you are likely to think
about” (Eisner 2002, p. 8).

An Educational Dilemma

Educators are caught in a contradiction of working within educational policies that
subscribe to linear, hierarchical worldviews while at the same time educating stu-
dents who live in intensively hyperlinked and interconnected ways. Schools are
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expected to manage these tensions while providing evidence of student progress
against standardised benchmarks, regardless of the diversity of cultures, classes,
contexts, and geographies from which students come. There is substantial gov-
ernmental reliance on measuring and comparing educational achievement through
the most efficient way possible—high-stakes standardised tests. This in turn
demands teachers’ compliance with standardised curriculum and, increasingly,
standardised modes of instruction. The outcomes are therefore often largely the
opposite of the intended purposes. Students who have a right to equal opportunity
and access get sorted into winners and losers, and many teachers find their values
clashing with the systems in which they operate. Very few educators enter the
vocation of teaching with a goal of administering and teaching to tests. In large
bureaucratic systems, compliance becomes an end in itself. Creativity and
risk-taking become rare.

At the same time, school policies and education bureaucracies speak of the value
of innovation, creativity, and entrepreneurship to ensure students keep up with the
ever-changing demands of twenty-first-century (working) life (Harris 2016; Harris
and Ammermann 2016). Risk is valorised and invited, but rarely commended. So,
teachers (and school systems) are placed in a double bind, a state of permanent
dissonance. They are expected to be simultaneously compliant and exploratory and
to be risk-takers in a risk-averse environment and encourage their students to think
outside the box while remaining inside the box themselves.

Radical Compliance and Dilemma Management

One approach to managing this dilemma is to assume a stance of “radical com-
pliance”, a term coined by Arnold Aprill following 20 years of working with arts
and education authorities in the USA and internationally as founder and former lead
consultant of Chicago Arts Partnerships in Education.

Radical compliance is the practice of critically examining and repurposing
policies and standards that are enforced in ways that limit options. Radical com-
pliance reconceives of such standards and policies not necessarily as mandates to be
satisfied but as levers for opening up closed systems, thereby redirecting the energy
required to comply in new and creative ways. The embracing of standards helps
teachers avoid the trap of assuming an endlessly oppositional stance in order to
expand student options. Radical compliance takes the spirit of civil disobedience
and applies it as civil obedience with a liberatory intent.

Standards, like those found in national curricula or district mandates, are
themselves derived from lived experience and accumulated human knowledge. Yet,
in large bureaucratic systems, the lived experience of teachers and the vibrant
complexity of students’ learning can remain absent, leaving desiccated documents
drawing the richness out of teaching. As sustainable and sustaining action, radical
compliance instead:
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• recasts standards as springboards for inquiry rather than solely as markers of
expectation and achievement

• unearths big ideas, enduring understandings, and essential questions that are
implicit in content standards

• reflects on the history and social meaning of curriculum and opens up questions
concerning the nature of that knowledge development (including past and
present controversies and contradictions) and what ways of knowing are being
assumed and valued

• organises students into interdisciplinary research teams to explore different
aspects of a standard, presenting their findings in classrooms that value net-
worked peer-to-peer interaction in addition to teacher-to-student instruction and
assessment

• accesses a variety of original sources generated from students’ own research and
experience beyond school-based texts—for example, through interviews,
observations, experiments, and excursions

• creates documentation of students’ shifting understanding of inquiry questions
over time presented, for example, as works-in-progress (not work completed) in
school forums, assemblies, online, and in school hallways

• accesses a variety of art forms, including digital media, as vehicles to com-
municate developing insights with various school stakeholders and publics

• frames content as an expression of unfolding knowledge generated over time
from multiple points of view

• extends school work into after-school informal settings that can be valued as
curriculum laboratories and

• does what supervisors require teachers to do, but with educational purpose as
the driver, not the standard itself.

Strategies such as these, which also surfaced in the case examples, ensure that the
responsibility for learning is shifted to learners by focusing more on
capacity-building than compliance. In an ideal school setting, this would further
liberate teacher time from overly detailed reporting and assessing to open up
opportunities for genuine responsiveness to student needs and for creating the
conditions for students to encounter and generate new knowledge. This requires
teachers to alter a common perception that education is best “done” when achieving
best test scores. Instead, curriculum content standards can be perceived as frame-
works that compel teachers and students to explore. This approach welcomes and
recognises students’ and teachers’ curiosities, interests, and motivations to learn as
the most sustainable resources there can be.

Radical compliance supports teachers and students in taking education more
seriously and more holistically than solely covering content. Real engagement with
content standards requires mining what Wiggins and McTighe call the “enduring
understandings” (2005) inherent within content—the streams within the streams.
For example, learning about syncopation requires more than a concrete operational
description of a rhythmic pattern. What is syncopation really about? Is it about
sudden silence? Is it about balance and imbalance? Is it about our hearts skipping a
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beat? One of the ironies of a rigid allegiance to standards is that a singular focus on
meeting them can be at the cost of paying attention to what they are actually about.
Complying with standards is not the same as engaging with the standard’s content,
which returns us to a core dilemma of contemporary educational policy and culture:
a well-rounded education is promised to all students, while only content that is
testable is treated as content that matters. What gets lost in this contradiction are the
very skills, such as visual thinking, systems thinking, and design thinking, that are
becoming increasingly necessary for success in the contemporary world.

Radical compliance supports teachers (and learners) in collecting a wider range
of data about student change and achievement than tests can provide. Radical
compliance thrives on the collection of artefacts from the processes and products of
learning. In particular, radical compliance supports students in collecting data about
their own development through a wide range of media (video, audio, photography,
drawings, journals, etc.) at different times during the work process, in different
modes (qualitative, quantitative), from different proximities (inside the work, close
to the work, outside the work), and in formats that speak to different audiences and
stakeholders (learners, teachers, artists, parents, philanthropists, general public,
policymakers, etc.).

As a construct radical compliance grows out of two interlocking postulates:

• That standards are double edged: As they appear in curriculum and national
assessment frameworks, they can both inform the necessary structures for
teaching and learning and stifle opportunities for meaningful educational
encounters that open up and challenge students’ (and teachers’) regular
worldviews

• That coercion is the reversal of intent: When the resources available to comply
with a standard have, for whatever reasons, become directed primarily towards
the testing of that compliance, enforcement, coercion comes into play, and the
standard suffers a reversal from its original purpose to the opposite of its intent

Radical compliance can reclaim the living core inherent in a standard if its appli-
cation has tipped over into deadening coercion. This is accomplished by recasting
curricular standards as provocations, rather than as inert curricular requirements.
This values curriculum as something to be uncovered rather than covered. Radical
compliance takes standards that have been reduced to tickboxes and reconceives of
them as launching pads for exploration by both teachers and students. By insisting
on a standard’s rigorous application, radical compliance can renew teaching that has
lost vitality—teaching that has become unsustainable.

Necessary Failure and Risk

An attitude of radical compliance encourages educators to simultaneously follow
requirements and think beyond them. But not every attempt to follow the rules
works. When a lesson or a student “fails”, radically compliant teachers see
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opportunities for exploring what went wrong. This idea of “inquiry as stance”
(Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2009) reframes our definition of failure itself.

Teachers’ capacity to rethink failure can be charted on a continuum between risk
aversion and risk addiction:

• risk-averse educators tend to be fearful of making mistakes (which are seen as
failures) and experience accountability as surveillance by external bodies

• risk-friendly educators tend to value mistakes by seeing failures as learning
opportunities and experience accountability as an internally motivated respon-
sibility negotiated with external bodies

• risk-ambivalent educators tend to wait for risk-friendly colleagues to take risks
for them, and to only own those risks when and if they prove worthwhile

• risk-addicted educators tend to see their mistakes as evidence of their supervi-
sors’ failures, and similarly to the risk-averse educators tend to experience
accountability as surveillance by external bodies.

A school’s teaching staff, or any one individual teacher, may identify with any
aspect of this risk continuum at different times. The question is how we might
recognise and utilise the strengths in each approach to collectively achieve change.

What Have We Learned?

So, what have we learned from this study? How can our schools become places in
which teachers can deliver the curriculum and meet professional teaching standards
in ways that build all students’ creative and critical capabilities, as well as their own
abilities to take risks and initiate necessary actions for sustainability? By conceiving
of learners as makers and inquirers, with powers and responsibilities for the
stewardship of the worlds they live in, the case examples demonstrate radically
compliant solutions to this challenge. For example:

• The Billy Project: Transition to full-time school is an important time for stu-
dents and their families. Making school a positive place to be is an especially
important task for schools in areas where there is social or economic disad-
vantage and where school may not have been a positive experience for parents.
By radically complying with requirements to both generate parent and com-
munity involvement and engage disengaged learners, the Billy Project was
proactive in turning what might seem a burdensome challenge into a creative
opportunity.

• The meenah neenah Cultural Arts Program: Schools have important respon-
sibilities to educate students about cultural histories, values, and experiences. In
Australia, this is highlighted in the need to integrate the cross-curriculum pri-
ority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives. By radically com-
plying and extending this requirement, the meenah neenah project positioned
students as active explorers of cultural meaning and cultural community. They
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were supported in developing a creative criticality in thinking about their own
lives, and the lives of others, in the friendships and communities of which they
are a part.

• The Story of a SmartPhone: Schools have a responsibility to educate students
about different economic systems. People who grew up in America in the 1950s
and 1960s, for example, may remember being assigned homework to draw maps
adorned with icons of different nations’ economic products: little sheaves of
wheat for wheat-producing countries, little oil derricks for oil-producing coun-
tries, etc. Our maps tended to be identical, cribbed from the same Encyclopedia
Britannica. Most of us had no idea what the processes and products of these
economic systems were, such as flax, copra, sorghum, or a host of other national
products. Nor did we care as there was no framework for understanding what role
these commodities played in complex social, economic, and biological systems.
The Story of a SmartPhone, by contrast, was a radically compliant project that
meaningfully applied systems thinking to the same subject and placed an
importance on understanding the compelling sustainability issues at the heart of
economies. The students appeared energised by investigative arts-based peda-
gogies rather than static representation of facts and figures.

• The Festival of Wood: Schools are charged with the task of supporting civic
pride in local histories and local industries, while at the same time advocating
for the conservation of natural resources. The tensions between these commu-
nity narratives may be challenging for schools to negotiate and can often remain
unaddressed and unresolved. The radically compliant approach in the Lilydale
project was to dive into the contradictions themselves so that students partici-
pated in wider community discourse about regional identity, jobs, traditions, and
respect for the natural world. They created public artefacts that spoke to and of
children and young people’s experience of now.

• Teacher Professional Learning Day: Professional learning days are for teacher
capacity-building, but all too often consist of direct instruction that may be
intended to model teacher agency, but instead treat participants as passive
audiences. The radically compliant approach in this project was to reverse this
convention by partnering educators and artists. Together, they become
co-explorers of on-the-ground change strategies. Everyone is a teacher and
everyone is a learner in partnerships for change.

It was not our intention when writing this book to provide a “how to” guide for
integrating the arts and sustainability in the classroom. There already exists an
ever-growing number of projects that are devoted to integrating the arts, and there
are many initiatives dedicated to providing frameworks and resources for education
for sustainability. The authors had each worked within one or other of these two
educational reform efforts over time. But what we had not seen was work designed
to integrate these two approaches in conceptually aligned ways and we were deeply
curious as to what would happen if we tried to uncover these concepts and prin-
ciples in existing teacher work. We coached ourselves to avoid predetermining what
would happen, and we did not pretend to know exactly how it should happen.
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Instead we provided resources, discussions, and opportunities, and served as wit-
nesses and curators to the emerging ideas and practices of colleagues—both
teachers and artists—in school settings. It was in this spirit of inquiry that we
conducted our study, with the express intention of expanding our curiosity, opening
new discourse, and catalysing further exploration. We were moved by a sense of
urgency, but tried to avoid jumping to hasty neat conclusions. We aspired to work
with a commitment to paying more attention to the actual making and doing of
teachers and artists, than alignment to our own passions, assumptions, and growing
theories. And while each case example is quite different, each site showed evidence
of students being energised in new ways in and through the arts, and in and through
sustainability practices. This suggests to us that the practice of bringing
together questions of what if and so what offers students a stake in their own future
and tools them with the creative means to develop and represent their thought and
action. It is an approach we believe deserves significant further exploration.

Non-concluding Thoughts

Radical compliance is a political act. While the aspiration to “educate” necessarily
implies the creation and delivery of curriculum in school contexts, the idea of a
radically compliant approach to arts and sustainability education is one that can
liberate teaching practice and learner experiences. Like a child steering a billycart
for the first time, learning requires enthusiastic interactions with the world through a
series of informative failures. In Lewis Carroll’s classic fantasy, Alice in
Wonderland, Alice avoids her required lessons by falling down a rabbit hole in her
dreams. She encounters many curious creatures and mysterious objects, including a
bottle bearing the label, Drink Me. She pauses for a moment, remembering, “if you
drink much from a bottle marked ‘poison,’ it is almost certain to disagree with you,
sooner or later”. Then she gulps it down, with disturbing results, as she shrinks
down to ten inches in height. The omniscient narrator comments: “She generally
gave herself very good advice, (though she very seldom followed it)”.

We are often in the same position as our Wonderland heroine. We generally give
ourselves very good advice (“be creative, participate, think critically, think sys-
temically, envisage a better future, find partners for change”). But we seldom follow
it. We have drunk our share of poison, and it is almost certain to disagree with us,
sooner or later—although the weight of data on the sustainability crisis tells us
probably sooner.

So if we know better, why don’t we act on our knowledge? Part of the reason is
that we swim in a sea of disinformation, an Orwellian through-the-looking-glass
world where seemingly disparate snapshots of contemporary life are related in their
underlying commitment to unsustainability. It is unsurprising to now find ourselves
in an era of post-truth. Private interests increasingly control public services, income
gaps are expanding into income chasms, homelessness exposes private lives to
public scrutiny, and global industrial food providers use images of small family
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farms to advertise beef patties made from the combined body parts of thousands of
geographically dispersed cattle raised in unsustainable ways.

So what are we to do? As educators, what can we do in our own everyday
spheres of action and influence? What does it mean to practise agency as a teacher?
These case studies show not only how we can integrate arts and sustainability
education, but how we can become agents of sustainability in the ways we
encourage, instigate, and manage change in the classroom and beyond. They show
how we can make visible records of what we find—demonstrating to ourselves and
to others that there are options besides the unsustainable future that threatens us.

In the animated Disney version of Alice in Wonderland, when Alice is trying to
escape the sentence of execution by the mad Queen of Hearts, she encounters a
locked door and pleads with the doorknob to let her out. The inanimate but
loquacious piece of hardware tells her to look through the keyhole, and to her
surprise, she sees that she is already outside. The door may be locked, but the
keyhole is still there.
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