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Intro 

While there is an increase of positive support in attitudes and policy for sexual/gender diversity 

among European cultures, simultaneously polarization of attitudes and perspectives and the support 

for extreme conservative views fuel hostility and further normalize systematic discrimination of 

perceived ‘diversity.’ The authors of this paper, Anniina and Tiina, believe that it is a foundational 

responsibility for art educators working in universities and other positions of institutional power to 

nurture the emerging climate of relational empathy and interest of large number of people to 

participate in various forms of educational and artistic encounters that build societies towards 

supportive, caring, meaningful cultures founded on non-normative gender-awareness.   

 

While it would certainly be more democratic if language, cultures, and societies were not built on 

binary divisions of gender and the heterosexual norms of sexuality, like many others, we have had 

to come to accept that completely deconstructing this discriminatory history is a much longer 

process than what might be realistic for us to undertake. Thus, we build our research and 

pedagogical aims on the idea that by fostering spaces founded on profound notions of acceptance 

and openness, the culture of care and support, and frame our co-learning by critical study of power 

structures and institutionalized discrimination, we can achieve immediate changes in our ways of 

knowing and working cultures (Cosier, 2017; Kumashiro, 2001; Roades, Davenport, Wolfgang, 

Cosier & Sanders, 2013; Wolfgang & Rhoades, 2017). 

 

The authors assert that through engagements with art, performativity, and public/activist pedagogy 

we can jointly renegotiate how and when we might accept, combat, and resist dominant, 

discriminatory attitudes and behaviors presence in our educational spaces and encounters. The 

authors’ research and pedagogical interests focus on articulating art education concepts and 

practices that are sensitive to complex cultural, contextual, and self-disclosed definitions of gender 

and sexuality. Also, in collaboration with their students and colleagues, the authors aim to explore 

how the frequently redefined, dynamic gender and sexual identities are performed willingly and 

against one’s preferences through research, teaching, learning and every-day encounters with 

others.  

 



Course: Platform for ABR & pedagogical inquiry 

Although the official starting point for this project was 2015, as is true to most of the arts-based and 

personally meaningful research processes, this one also began much earlier than the projects 

‘official’ initiation and the inquiry has its roots in long-term critical reflections on years of 

contemplation on how to facilitate education that is truly relevant and accepting of all diversity. The 

research project discussed here materializes in the “Gender and Art Education” course that has been 

offered at the authors’ university for a long time but had been inactive for several years. In 2015, 

several students approached Anniina asking why issues related to gender, sexuality, and 

performativity (performativity in the arts) were not present in the pre-service art teachers 

preparation program as a significant component of their education. Followed by this conversation 

Anniina invited Tiina to partner in redeveloping this course which was consequently reformulated 

as a co-learning and inquiry platform for the instructor/researchers and students. During the past 

few years, Anniina and Tiina have invited five other professionals representing the professional 

fields of art education and gaming industry, dance pedagogy, theatre pedagogy, choreography, and 

costume design to co-facilitate students’ performative processes and to run workshops within this 

course. 

 

The re/de/gender project and the on-going research carried out in collaboration are framed by 

sensitive and responsive to the collective contributions of the learning group that changes 

throughout the project. Contributions by each of the participating member is voluntary and the 

levels of engagements varies greatly. In general, the culture of this project is organic and open to 

anyone’s personal needs. The pedagogical approach has notions of radical democracy, feministic 

pedagogy and public/critical arts-based pedagogy (Sandlin, Burdick & Rich, 2016) which provides 

a frame for exploring the potential for non-binary (Sandlin & Letts, 2016, Kumashiro, 2001) and 

gender/sexuality-sensitive art education. Through arts-based pedagogy and learning centered 

around themes, such as gender and sexuality, the pedagogical intent is to build a) performances and 

b) learning units that are based on public pedagogy and radical notions of democracy. These 

learning units designed to be carried out in institutional settings or in public places aim to invite 

learners to expand upon knowledge-based thinking and willingly begin to employ emotional and 

embodied experiencing, knowing, and reacting as a basis for change.  

 

The participants of the course work through issues and themes that are time-sensitive and chosen as 

relevant to be processed. As instructors and researchers, Anniina and Tiina perceive themselves as 

senior co-learners who, by no means, know more than their student-co-learners but who are 



responsible for facilitation of schedules, resources, and materials.  Students bring the expertize from 

their personal lives and various interests in the themes relevant to the course. One of the key 

activities is to define and an agreed upon working terminology so that the group feels there is an 

operational language that is sensitive to experiences of all participants.  

 

During this elective course, students of art education combine critical and theoretical thinking, 

workshops lead by art professionals, artistic/performative work, and pedagogical practice (unit 

plans & educational materials) to explore the potential of rethinking gendered education. The 

structure combines pre-tasks (research texts, watching chosen films from a group of suggested film, 

written reflections that include personal accounts), intensive collaborative learning and work 

periods I and II, an independent & collective working period in between intensive periods, and a 

reflective post assignment. Although the structure of the course may seem rather mundane, the 

instructors believe that a learning that is otherwise intentionally open and reflective of the needs and 

strengths of each group, a structure that is fairly firm provides the needed framing. The 

instructor/researchers have found that while the combination of art and performative pedagogy with 

theory and developing practical knowledge has tremendous potential for learning, equally present is 

an urgent sense of responsibility that is highly demanding of the learners as a group and its senior 

members, the instructor/researchers. 

 

ABR as an essential orientation to pedagogy 

From the course materials, especially student lead performances, the documentation of those 

performance and the student and instructor/researcher reactions and reflections of these 

performances, create openings for rethinking possibilities for arts-based research in this project. 

During the initiation of this project these performances were conducted as semi-public events at a 

museum context. In addition, the course materials utilized and considered for the research project 

are:  

• Students pre- & post visual and written critical reflections in an essay format. 

• Photo- & video documentation of guest speaker lectures, workshops, critical discussions 

evoked by these experiences. 

• Student lead performances & documentations of the performances 

• Specialist experiences as articulated during the course and through follow-up interviews as 

part of the learner group and as partial outsiders perceived as critical reflective partners. 



• Audience & participant responses to student lead performances and pedagogical 

plans/learning units and related educational materials conducted and delivered in various 

settings. 

 

The instructor/researchers approach the research process by assuming an orientation of a holistic, 

radical relationality with their students and the learning situation as it evolves (Suominen, 2018). 

This means that the instructors approach their presence in the learning group recognizing their 

privilege yet orienting themselves to the position of not knowing and not controlling. Rather, they 

enter each encounter and engagement available and welcoming the potential for even radical 

changes in their core beliefs, their sense of self within educational spaces, and especially in relation 

to their understandings of the purpose and role of arts education. In a sense this being-with-others to 

learn is what forms the core of the arts-based research in within this project. While education is 

performed and experienced with others, the researchers can only truly gain access to the subtle and 

sometimes profound changes that take place within those nutrient, complex, and sometimes 

profound moments of not knowing (e.g. Suominen, Kallio-Tavin & Hernandez, 2017). Within co-

learning they rely on one another, their students, visiting professionals, and the reactions of the 

audiences. This is processed into the constant stream of sensing, analyzing, and altering one’s being 

with others. As the content of the course is demanding even as an understatement, the learning 

format that is open to all members’ contributions and needs leading one/everyone to areas of 

discomfort, struggling to understand, and having to rely on the whole group to navigate through. 

The potentially transformative learning events that is co-created and voluntary is unique to each 

encounter and may gain its shape differently for each participant (Ellsworth, 2005; hooks, 1995) 

This approach to pedagogical leadership deviates significantly from the authoritarian orientation 

that educators often struggle to rid from their pedagogical conduct.  

 

The course is built to as a research laboratory for all and the instructor/researchers intents are 

discussed openly. The ways in which pedagogy, arts-based learning, and arts-based research aims at 

unity rather than isolation of these elements or foci from one another. By centralizing 

performativity as an organic structure through which individuals or groups of students are 

encouraged to critically, empathetically, and emotionally explore gendered and sexualized 

education as an unresolved puzzle. This approach is believed to encourage and lead students to 

emerge themselves to explore problematic themes as a form of inquiry. Thus, learning about 

gendered themes in education are seen as a form of research inseparable from curriculum theory, 

didactics, and critical, embodied pedagogy. 



 

Exploring these themes of knowing and not-knowing, personal experiences and boundaries, 

privacy, intimacy with self and others, and what is shared and common become renegotiated and 

are seen as important themes for inquiry and re-evaluation. Liora Bresler (2017) advocates for the 

not-knowing or re-knowing which have emerged as key elements for our shared inquiry projects 

and beyond the authors’ research as these have emerged as key themes in the Masters’ thesis 

research conducted by some of the students involved in the project. Critically evaluating and 

deconstructing normative attitudes, institutions, and practices in the pedagogical context are jointly 

brought to the nexus of learning that is founded on the dismissal of certainty and emphasis on 

critical wonder.  In a sense, similarities can be found to “pedagogical tinkering” advocated by Kalin 

and Barney (2014) and to the performative assemblage antics by Lucero and Garoian (2016).  As 

Lucero and Garoian state: “Our being and playing with and through each||other’s utterances and 

actions constituted an exploratory, experimental, and improvisational event a pedagogical riffing 

and reformulation of our respective foundational understandings of art, teaching, and learning in 

accordance with the circumstances of what our students were saying and doing in the Course” 

(2016, np).  

 

The ontology of a performative artworks makes the studied material further interesting and unique 

as anything gained from the piece is subjective and only existing in the moment. No form of 

documentation captures the learning, inquiry, contemplations, emotional and embodied 

experiencing of the shared as it comes to be played in the moments of performativity. Leavy (2017) 

discusses the role of empathy in fiction as arts-based research. Within the performative piece, rather 

than between the writer and readers as discussed by Leavy, the boundaries and connection between 

the performer and the participants/audience blur in various, often unpredictable ways that may 

generate intertwined experiences of active participation and ownership or create further 

contradictions that may be fertile and fuel further thinking and action or generate further disinterest, 

even dislike and rebellion. Despite these challenges, Anniina and Tiina believe that the elements of 

performance art bound to holistic experiencing and either intentional surrender or accidental 

altering of one’s beliefs and values to be altered make performances and performativity substantial 

contributors to arts-based research in arts education.  

 

Contemporary artworks and constantly evolving forms of contemporary artists provide access to 

come-to-know in and altering ways of knowing and doing (e.g. Rosiek, 2017) but also bring ethics 

of arts-based research to the forefront in a different and highly demanding manner. In 



contemplating the role of disruptive queer theory in art education Cosier (2017) writes about doing, 

undoing, and redoing gender: “I am moved by an idea that disruptive queer femininities and 

masculinities may be productive in terms of expanding possibilities for gender identity” (p. 26) and 

continues referring to Greene (1995) “As artists and educators, we have a drive to make work and 

do work that helps others imagine the world as if it could be otherwise” (p. 26). The authors of this 

paper are nothing but mere beginners in studying gender and sexualities and how these may become 

performed in art education and perhaps lead to disruption of normative education but we whole 

heartedly support Cosier’s assertion that we may only achieve some of the utopias we work towards 

and that entail more just and equal societies if we dare to reflect on our processes openly and 

honestly. As researchers and pedagogues we may have not achieved anything yet but as our 

students emerge as leaders in thinking and working on these matters and begin educating us, we feel 

we may be doing what we set out to study.  

 

 

References: 

 

Bresler, L. (2017). Aesthetic-based research as pedagogy. The interplay of knowing and unknowing 

towards expanded seeing. In P. Leavy (Ed.), Handbook of arts-based research (pp. 

649-672). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 

 

Cosier, K. (2017). F-word fun home. The Journal of Social Theory in Art Education, 37, 4-27. 

 

Ellsworth, E. (2005). Places of learning: Media, architecture, and pedagogy. New York, NY: 

Routledge, 2005.  

 

Greene, M. (1995). Releasing the imagination: Essays on education, the arts, and social change. San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

 

hooks, b. (1994). Teaching to transgress: Education as the practice of freedom. New Yourk, NY: 

Routledge. 

 

Kalin, M. N., & Barney, D. (2014). Inoperative art education. Journal of Social Theory in Art 

Education, 34, 64-75. 

 

Kumashiro, K. (2001). “Posts” perspectives on anti-oppressive education in social studies, English, 

mathematics, and science classrooms. Educational Researcher, 30(3), 3-12. 

 

Leavy, P. (2017). Fiction-based research. In P. Leavy (Ed.), Handbook of arts-based research (pp. 

190-207). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 

 

Lucero, J., & Garoian, C. (2016) The performative antics of assemblage pedagogy. Visual inquiry: 

Learning and teaching, 5(3), #-##.   

 



Rhoades, M., Davenport, M. G., Wolfgang, C. N., Cosier, K., & Sanders, J. H., III. (2013). Big gay 

church: Sermons to and for an underserved population in art education settings. 

Studies in Art Education, 54(4), 349-363. 

 

Rosiek, J. (2017). Art, agency and ethics in research: How the new materialisms will require and 

transform arts-based research. In P. Leavy (Ed.), Handbook of arts-based research 

(pp. 632-648). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 

 

Sandlin, J. A.  & Letts, W. (2016). "I'm not a woman. I'm not a man. I'm something that you'll never 

understand:" On navigating and resisting social and educational strictures. Journal of 

Curriculum and Pedagogy, 13(2), 99-103. DOI: 10.1080/15505170.2016.1199153  

 

Sandlin, J. A., Burdick, J., & Rich, E. (2016). Problematizing public engagement within public 

pedagogy research and practice. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of 

Education, DOI: 10.1080/01596306.2016.1196343 

 

Suominen, A. (2018). Sensuous and artistic curriculum towards the disruption of the normative (pp. 

#-#). In W. Gershon (Ed.), Sensuous curriculum Charlotte, NC: Information Age 

Publishing. 

 

Suominen, A., Kallio-Tavin, M., & Hernandez, F. (2017). Arts-based research tradition and 

orientations in Europe. In P. Leavy (Ed.), Handbook of arts-based research (pp. 101-

122). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 

 

Wolfgang, C., & Rhoades, M. (2017). First fagnostics: Queering art education. The Journal of 

Social Theory in Art Education, 37, 72-79. 

 


