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Exploring European citizenship through contemporary art 
and blogging.  
Towards the analysis of pupils’ artworks from art education action                   
research project in elementary and secondary school levels. 

Abstract 
My research is focusing on the use of contemporary artwork examples, art making and                           
group blogs in an international action research project Creative Connections (2012–2014).                     
The project aimed to explore the European identity through analysing the examples of                         
contemporary art, producing visual works and communicating in the quad blogs. The                       
paper is based on still on going part of my doctoral research focusing on the questions:                               
What is the connection of the artwork examples to the pupils’ works? 

As art-based action research, visual art was in many roles in the process: in looking and                               
understanding artwork examples and others works, but above all in the pupils’ art                         
making process and artworks as the largest part of data and focus of the dialog. the                               
art-based action research as a method aimed in combining research, pedagogy and                       
methods of contemporary art in development work (Jokela, Hiltunen & Härkönen,                     
2015, p.271). 

In this paper I’m describing the art-based action research carried out in the project and                             
presenting a framework for the research in process by summarising theoretical                     
backgrounds and methodological approaches. This review serves as a starting point for                       
the deeper visual analysis of the pupils’ works in the next phase. As the main research                               
question I’m aiming to find out what were the roles of pupils’ artworks, contemporary                           
art concepts, art making methods and group blogs in building the understanding of the                           
European identity.  
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Context and the current stage of the research   
My research is part of a three year (2012–2014) action research project Creative 
Connections (CC) that was a co-operation of six partner countries in EU . The aim of the 
project was to develop and promote an active inter-country dialogue, specifically 
between children, to enhance understanding of different perspectives on European 
citizenship by means of contemporary art. The action research involved 25 schools, 
from primary to upper secondary levels with selection of pupils and teachers who 
collaborated with researchers and coordinators from six universities. (see Richardson, 
2014). In the core of the project were the quad blogs in the web environment, offering a 
space for pupils voices and dialog, and a web gallery, Connected Gallery (see Creative 
Connections, 2014), of contemporary European artworks selected and categorized to 
approach the theme and art producing methods. 
 
I have worked as a researcher in the project and on an article-based dissertation around 
it. I have been writing articles focusing on different aspects of the project at a time and 
analysing data according to specific research questions. I have now published two 
articles, that will be included to it (Manninen, 2015; Manninen & Hiltunen, 2017). Third 
one is undergoing the review process and the last one is in the making. The research 
questions that I’m focusing on are wrapped around the art educational practises and 
outcomes in the project including the use of contemporary artwork examples, art 
making methods and group blogs. I have studied the use of artwork examples and 
given art assignments through case study reports and lesson plans with the frame of 
Efland’s art education models (1983/1998 & 2002) and categories of the roles of art by 
Hiltunen (2009) (Manninen, 2015). I’m also exploring the participators experiences of 
the group blogs as learning environment from the pupils’ interviews in comparison to 
Online Collaborative Learning -model (Harasim, 2012). I have explored possible the 
differences of participating urban and rural schools with analysis of pupils’ postings 
from two quad blogs (Manninen & Hiltunen, 2017). From the outcomes I search for the 
effects of introducing different concepts of art to pupils and the possibilities of 
international dialog with artworks to develop multiliteracy (defined by Räsänen, 2015) 
manifested in this project case. In short my focus is to answer how contemporary art 
and group blogs were used in Creative Connections -project to explore the notion of 
European citizenship. This aim is in line with action research goals to produce models 
and guidelines for future practice (Heikkinen, 2007, p. 19).  
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Multiliteracy and blogs in education  
My research is situated in the marginal field of art education, where education theory, 
social sciences, fine arts and media education cross each other. In general the topics of 
blogs as learning tools, multiliteracy and contemporary art practices have been studied 
widely during the past decades. To bring something new to the field, I’m connecting 
these topics through a practical case and implementation on the school level. Blogging 
in teaching and learning have been explored mainly in relation to writing and written 
communication and effects on learning (O’Byrne & Murrell, 2014). There is less research 
on the multimodal and visual side of blogging of today, which is in my focus.  
 
Term of multiliteracy in research field is rarely connected to art education, but 
moreover to reading, writing and literature in multilingual contexts. This questions the 
applicability of the term in my research. However the Finnish national curriculum 
emphasizes multiliteracy as one of the goals of basic education (Opetushallitus, 2016).  
My aim is to proof how art education can contribute to multiliteracy, since it’s often 
overtaken in public discussion. I’m building on the profound theoretical basis defined 
by Finnish scholar and art educator Räsänen (2015) in her book about visual literacy 
and multiliteracy connected to contemporary art and visual culture. Räsänen (2015, pp. 
85–86) defines cultural, artistic and visual forms of multiliteracy connected to 
intercultural, technological, societal and historical knowledges. In art education the 
visual multiliteracy emphasizes multimodality, understanding cultural diversity and 
using art-based methods beside others (Räsänen, 2015, pp. 105–115).   
 
It is not uncommon to use social media in education projects. Close to Creative 
Connections -project have come for example Tate learning project Turbinegeneration 
(2009–2013), where schools from around the world were connected through a website. 
Pupils were producing artworks for others to see online with support from Project Pack 
-assignments provided by Tate Learning team in connection to contemporary artworks 
presented in Tate Turbine hall. (Unilever series: Turbinegeneration, 2013). Another 
Finnish project Finnable 2020 (2011–2014), developed the use of digital stories, that were 
shared and commented in common online application, as a form of intercultural 
collaboration. Finnable 2020 was more connected to develop digital tools for teaching 
and media literacy and lacked the emphasis on visual arts and art education. 
Connected to learning there are similar themes: Getting to know other cultures and 
countries and examining common and different opinions. Collaboration broadened the 
knowledge of the common topic and pupils’ language, interaction and online 
communication skills improved. (Harju, Viitanen & Vivitsou, 2014, pp. 224–231). 
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Creative connections -project can be distinguished by the international and participation 
scope and equal concentration on research, online communication, contemporary art 
and art educational practises, that rarely come together.   

Art-based action research as approach  
The use of contemporary artworks and art methods were the ways to approach the 
European identity and citizenship in Creative Connections -project. Finnish philosopher 
and art education scholar Varto (2012, p. 81) points out that contemporary art in art 
education has the potential to make a change since it has political function and is meant 
to collect people together to discuss, communicate and be connected. While Räsänen 
(2008) defines contemporary art as learning environment favorable for integration of 
different subject matters and aspects.  
 
Creative connections was defined in project plan as art education action research. The 
examined phenomenon was influenced by the intervention to normal school work with 
the proposed project and researchers were affected by the participation in the process. 
Both of these features are essentially defining the action research strategy (Kuula, 1999. 
And the origin of action research: Dewey, 1963.).As a large scale research project, 
Creative Connections produced several doctoral dissertations, post-doctoral studies and 
master thesis by participating researchers from all six countries with different 
approaches and focus points to art and citizenship education (see Jordan, King & 
Murphy, 2014). Thus the project was one but in reality a shared context to many 
projects, schools and several separate and individual research projects, connected 
together by the collaboration of researchers, common web gallery of artworks and 
online dialog of pupils and teachers. The research project was also built on the 
assumption of the art-based research that art can create and convey meanings and is 
thus useful in exploring identity (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Leavy, 2017, p. 5 & p. 10).  
 
From my point of view the speciality of CC was the close connection of contemporary 
art and educational practices. The contemporary art, artwork examples and art projects, 
were placed in the center of the learning process and action research process. The 
project produced artistic outcomes as the curated online gallery and pupils’ artworks 
and at the same time the process of making artworks and producing collection of 
artwork examples were the methods to produce new knowledge of the phenomenon: 
European citizenship. Both the outcomes and documentation of the process and dialog 
around the works resulting as data of the development project.  Thus I’m defining my 
research as art-based action research (Jokela, Hiltunen & Härkönen, 2015a). My focus is 
on the Finnish team’s part and schools participating in the project. With the 
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coordination from university of Lapland, where the art-based action research approach 
has been persistently developed during the last decades in Faculty of Art and Design 
(Jokela, Hiltunen & Härkönen, 2015b), this research strategy was a natural continuum to 
the existing collaboration with the art education field in Northern Finland. The aspects 
of the Creative Connections -project: dialog through contemporary art, emphasis on the 
agency of the participators and international and multidisciplinary collaboration, were 
already present in the art education and research approach developed by Hiltunen 
(2009) and Jokela (2013) emphasizing the use of relational contemporary art (see 
Bourriaud, 2002) towards decolonization and cultural-sensitivity in the diversified and 
international practices often dealing with cultural identity, environments and diversity 
(Jokela, Hiltunen & Härkönen, 2015b).  

Starting points and methods of visual analysis   
As following the action research approaches I’m aiming for triangulation of data by 
using participators’ interviews, case study reports and group blog posts (where pupils 
present their works) and comments. The different types of data are first analysed 
separately with methods of visual and qualitative analysis. Secondly the conclusions are 
drawn with the combination of results from different data forming the synthesis.  The 
current phase of the research process where I’m analysing the project through the data 
and building alone the understanding of the finished process and the products brings 
me closer to the hermeneutic research approach (Gadamer, 1997). The next phase of the 
research is the analysing of the visual data: the artworks from professional artists and 
pupils. The data consists of the blog posts presenting pupils’ art projects and dialog 
through commenting, the artworks of the online gallery, that can be compared then to 
the analysis of the case study reports, group interviews of the pupils and the statistics of 
the quad blog posts and comments.  
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Figure 1: Collage of all the posts (n=94) from one of the quad blogs. Manninen, 2016.  
 
The project included six group blogs (five quad blogs of four classes and one quint blog 
of five classes) with each 94 to 184 posts (figure 1) and from 92 to 143 pupils. Resulting 
all together in 673 participating pupils making 569 posts. The group blogs had 762 posts 
when included the ones made by the teachers and researchers too. This number doesn’t 
include the artwork database, the online gallery of 64 artworks. So one of the challenges 
is to handle the hundreds of images as data. As tools I have both printed images and 
digital ones of each post and artwork and a data based (grounded theory, Dey 2007, p. 
171) qualitative analysis program.  
 
The essential question is what new to the topic of using of contemporary artwork 
examples and the art concepts the analysis of the pupils’ posts including their artworks 
may offer and how? The results from the actual pupils’ works can be compared to 
research reports to see if they manifest the same ideas as the teachers and researchers 
experienced. Moreover I’m interested in the concepts of art demonstrated in the pupils 
works and their connections to the artwork database categories. The blog posts will also 
reveal another view on blogging, that has so far been analysed through blogging 
statistics and pupils’ interviews.  
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As interpreting the pupils’ works I have to acknowledge my position and background. 
I’m looking at the images as an art educator and artist, but also as participator of the 
project. I have visited the Finnish schools in the project, but when analysing works from 
the other five countries,  I have to rely on information given in the reports and by the 
other researchers and take count on what I have got to know of those countries, school 
systems and cases. In general the pupils’ works have also been made in school context 
and for the project, that limits and leads the expression by exposing it to the the social 
pressure, institutional expectations and unwritten rules of the classroom.  
 
Methodologically the visual data is analysed within several phases. The content 
analysis benefits as the first phase is the applicability to large datasets and the focus on 
the image itself (Rose, 2012, p.62 & p.73). Vallius (2012) draws close connections of 
visual content analysis to Panofsky’s iconology (Panofsky, 1993) demonstrating it in his 
art historical research on vast imagery of landscapes.  The first phase is the 
pre-iconographic describing to select relevant images, in other words sampling. Second 
phase is iconographic producing division to themes or coding to categories. Third phase 
of iconological interpretations deepening the understanding of the themes through 
examination of semiotic features and content. In content analysis this phase would be 
the analysing of coding results. (Vallius, 2012, pp. 165–168; Rose, 2012, pp. 62–70).  
 
To widen the scope of content analysis, I’m using some approaches from the analysis 
model of visual anthropology (Collier, 2001), that searches for pattern and meaning 
with consideration of contextual information. The basic analysis model consists of the 
following four stages: observation of the data as whole to see patterns and overtones, 
the inventory of all the images,  the structuring of the analysis through statistical 
information and search for meaning by placing the details into a context and returning 
to the whole (Collier, 2001, p. 39). 
 
As a method of analysis I use a combination of content analysis and visual 
anthropological approach. In the first phase I observe the structure and categorize the 
whole data to find the repeating patterns, before the selection of samples for closer 
study. The next phase is classifying, describing and close reading the selection, ending 
in the deeper analysis of defining meanings and relations by polarizing and contrasting 
images.  
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Figure 2: Up left the original painting “Signs”(1994) by Eduard Ovčáček , and pupils’ works 
inspired by it: drawing, photo (part of the work), installation and the partiture for a soundwork. 
Creative Connections -project (2014).  
 
The comparison of the individual images to artwork examples (figure 2) and others 
aims to a hermeneutic data interpretation by moving between the entity and details 
(Gadamer, 1997). In the synthesis with the case study reports and pupils’ interviews, 
I’m connecting the pupils’ works to the social modalities and experiences that the mere 
works would exclude. Thus covering besides the images, also the aspects of audiencing 
and production, also valid perspectives in the analysis of artwork or any visual product 
(Rose, 2012, p. 30).  
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Research goals and expected results  
In general my research will produce models for basic and secondary education for 
using contemporary artwork examples, roles of art and international online dialog 
based on the case of action research. With the description of the case and through the 
analysis, I will present the challenges and possibilities faced in developing art education 
practice in this project.The summary of analysis of case studies and pupils’ interviews 
showed the unquestionable meaning of art in the project. The artwork examples and 
categories presenting the different roles of art transferred into art activities conducted 
by the teachers and to pupils’ artworks. The case studies open the context of production 
of the pupils’ works. The pupils interviews give an insight to experiences of making 
and receiving as audience of the artworks and others’ blog posts. 
 
Through analysing the pupils’ artworks and posts from the group blogs, I aim to 
complete my analysis of art educational activities in the Creative Connections -project.  
My goal is to confirm the role of art education in developing multiliteracy skills of 
children and youth through the introduction to different roles of art and approaches to 
making artworks and engaging in dialog with artwork examples, production of own 
artworks and the international collaboration online.  
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