
  

THE VISUAL TRANSCRIPTION OF DATA 

WITHIN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN FINE ART 

  

BY 

  

NOMBEKO MPAKO 

SCHOOL OF APPLIED ART 

BORDER TECHNIKON 

P O BOX 1421 

EAST LONDON, 5200 

SOUTH AFRICA 

Nmpako@inyathi.bortech.ac.za 

  

AND 

  

UNIVERSITY OF NEW SOUTH WALES 

  

AUSTRALIAN ASSOCIATON FOR REASEARCH IN EDUCATION 

  

2001 FREMANTLE - PERTH 

AUSTRALIA 

  

  

  



 ABSTRACT 

The paper reports on the employment of a Fine Art orientated qualitative research 
procedure. Set within the framework of a broader project of Action Research in South 
African Art Education, this report explores ways in which qualitative inquiry can be 
adapted to the representation of Fine Art practice, without loosing its qualitative 
character through descriptive translation. 

A detailed outline will discuss the following: 

* Procedure of conducting and reporting on a programme of qualitative inquiry into 
the work of practicing artists. 

* Strengths and weakness in the value of this research approach to practicing artists. 

Examples of artworks produced by fourth year Fine Art Degree students in relation to 
whom this procedure is being developed may be shown during presentation. 

  

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

This study is set within the higher education and training and it is an Action Research on the 
fourth year Fine Art programme, with students who are conducting research projects 
towards the fulfilment of a B. Tech degree qualification. The main goal is to introduce these 
students to an ‘accepted’ educational research programme, which integrate Fine Art practice 
with conventional process of a qualitative research procedure. ‘Accepted’ refers to 
conformity with universal research community standards. It is hoped that this action research 
study will produce a more structured model of teaching Fine Art orientated research, which 
its relevance and validity will later be evaluated through implementation. 

Since 1994 South African Government, as a redress programme has been empowering 
personnel, specifically from the Historical Disadvantaged Institutions (HDIs) of higher 
learning to participate in academic research. A debate as to whether an exhibition of visual 
artefacts should be considered on its own right, as a product of such research is still 
controversial. Due to this dispute the Fine Art Discipline at post-graduate level, where 
scientific research is regarded as the main activity, is faced with a problem as the 
documents and artefacts produced are said to be lacking research components and validity. 

At the university of Fort Hare where I studied and in some of the South African tertiary 
institutions, Fine Art postgraduate students from fourth year to Masters level were required 
to produce a body of artworks, and write a long essay relating to their art practice. The long 
essay was mainly a critical review of literature on a particular topic and discussion on the art 
works produced by the student. The term long essay is used in this regard to refer to an 
academic document that does not employ all the ‘accepted’ research procedures, such as 
data collection, data analysis, interpretation of results, and so on. As a result the students 
had difficulties in obtaining admission to post-graduate studies in other universities that 
engage their students to research practice. Furthermore, these students were unable to 
engage in post university research because they lacked research skills. 

Educational research and Fine Art Practice in a South African context are still regarded as 
dichotomous, and the latter conceived as being subjective, telling a story in a singular 
manner, and lacks substance in terms of validity as seen in research terms. As a result of 
this criticism practising artists who are in academia are sometimes forced to compromise 



their time which would have been spent in creative practices into research projects, which 
have less to do with their artistic skills. One of the reasons for this is the availability of 
funding which is granted to mainly applicants whose proposed studies conform to universal 
research standard. This study tries to soften the boundaries between these two exercises 
into a congruent process, which would result into a harmonious research product in line with 
the ‘accepted’ research process. This would be achieved through integrating the creation 
process of visual artefacts with the educational research procedures. 

The study is based on the principle of negotiating an agreement between the two academic 
activities, (fine art and research practices) so that they can be carried out into a synchronous 
process, which would meet the curriculum requirements and still allow the students to 
practice as artists. This agreement is framed around Habermas’s theory ofcommunicative 
action, which states that human’s main element of their communication is that language is 
always used in a manner oriented reaching an "agreement through reason", Habermas 
proposes that "being human is bound up with a certain use of language", Brand (1990:11). 
The language is the vehicle to rationality and human beings make use of this instrument 
(communicative action), to make sense of the world around them and interact with one 
another. The act of ‘communicating" becomes a fundamental and valuable human activity, 
whether verbal or non-verbal, and it makes life meaningful. He stresses the fact that, the 
capacity of making a meaning of the world around us, appealing to others and expressing 
feeling is not a "human monopoly". What is "the typical human element is to be found in its 
communicative character", which is to arrive at an agreement, "in a situation in which all 
participants are free to have their say and have equal chances to express their views". 

The above notion of shared chances, or understanding is applied in this study through 
allowing the students to continue both as practicing artists as well as researchers without 
any of these activities having to lose its fundamental elements. This programme negotiates a 
common ground in which these two activities, (Research and Fine Arts practice) are brought 
together in an amicable way, communicating how they can be integrated towards a "shared 
agreement" in academic culture. This approach encourages the students to develop both 
their artistic and research skills and still enjoy both practices. 

Habermas further argues that, "the human species maintains itself by the socially 
coordinated activities of its members", Brand 1990:11. Brand restates Weber’s definition of 
social action that it "refers to other people’s behaviour and remains oriented to this while it 
proceeds", (1990:13). Based on the above definition Habermas argues that, "social action 
can be oriented to quite different things", oriented towards "achievement of shared 
understanding or" for achieving of "merely personal success". He refers to the latter as 
"oriented to egoistic calculation of success", and the former oriented "to reaching shared 
understanding". He then differentiates between two types of social actions oriented to 
achieving success, and these are "strategic and instrumental actions. An action 
is strategic when "oriented to subjects rather than objects", and "instrumental when 
oriented to objects". According to Habermas, strategic action is efficient in influencing "the 
decisions of rational opponents", that is the choice to make a decision is mainly influenced 
by the subject’s ego. (1982:264). 

He calls the action oriented to reaching shared understanding "communicative 
action", Brand (1990:15). Going back to his notion of coordination of activities he asserts, 
that the interaction between the partners in these types of social actions "is coordinated in 
basically different ways". He specifies that, 

Communicative action is that form of social interaction in which the plans of 
actions of different actors are coordinated through an exchange of 
communicative acts, through a use of language or corresponding non-verbal 



expressions, oriented towards reaching understanding", Brand (1990:15) 
quoting Habermas. 

Brand further elaborates that: 

To reach understanding means here that the partners in interaction set out, 
and manage, to convince each other, so that their action is coordinated on 
the basis of motivation through reason. 

The principle of negotiating an agreement between the two academic practices, is what 
Brands refers to as"the partners in interaction set out and manage, to convince each other". 
This action is what I call the negotiation process, which is what this study is about, in an 
effort to reach a consensus between these academic activities. Therefore, communicative 
action is being used here as an instrument to carry on the above negotiation. 

While the specific purpose of this study is to produce a teaching model that integrates Fine 
Art practice with accepted educational research procedures. Its secondary goal is to produce 
a model that can be used by any society to reconstruct, revive and retain the norms and 
values of a culture that is seeking cultural identity and preservation, recovering from a lost 
period. It is no doubt that such a model could be relevant to the South African situation in 
which the black society is currently trying to recover from a period of lost cultural identity. 
Bengu (1997: Press Release, pp. 1) commended that: 

The most crucial and strategic intervention to transform the education and 
training system would be through the notion of lifelong learning development, 
which provides an increasing range of learning possibilities, offering learners 
greater flexibility in choosing what, where, when, and how and at what pace 
they learn. This integrated approach implies a view of learning, which rejects 
a rigid division between academic and applied, theory and practice, 
knowledge and skills, head and hand. It will also link one level of learning to 
another, thus enabling successful learners to progress to higher levels 
without restriction from any starting point in the education and training 
system. 

The envisaged model tries to consolidate the above needs, as mentioned by Bengu, towards 
the achieving of lifelong learning informed by the learners’ decision making, and paving 
direction to higher levels of education without restriction, particularly in discovering new 
knowledge. The main aim of this lifelong learning among other things empowers the learners 
to be able to live a meaningful life informed by continuos discovering new knowledge. 

The specific objectives of this study include supervising forth year students. This supervision 
involves close monitoring of the whole process over a period of two years. These students 
are required to produce a body of artworks and a mini dissertation. Therefore, the 
supervision involves teaching them to plan and implement a research project from data 
collection, analysis, and interpretation of results up to the findings. The outcome of this 
process is, an art exhibition and a research report document. The whole process of 
supervision is also based on Habermas’s communicative action, whereby negotiation of 
agreement between the supervisors academic knowledge, and that of students’ indigenous 
knowledge are put together to unearth the cultural knowledge that surround the institution 
and region at large. The supervisors academic knowledge refers to the curriculum 
discourses and his/her experience in facilitation of achieving the goals of both the curriculum 
and the learners. The essence of this study is to systematically track the development of this 
model as it evolve with new knowledge and meanings in the Fine Art discipline and the 
entire Visual Arts Education. 



1. The School’s Background and its Narrative Focus 

The local focus of the school of applied art where this model is being developed is that, the 
Fine Art programme was established to become the creative centre of all Art & Design 
programmes offered by the school. This was not only essential in the Art & Design context, 
but also "in an institution and a society, which needs a creative refuge, a home for cultural 
and emotional expression", Rankin (2000:1 course guides). Since the school’ establishment 
it has worked on different directions. First, it worked with the publishing industry with the idea 
that education material particularly in the region would benefit from the creative enrichment 
from this collaboration. Later on this direction changed to a more specific focus on 
storytelling, and then to the current identity, which is referred to as "visual Narrative". What is 
common to all of this development is that it relies on local indigenous knowledge, and on 
content, which is valuable to the school’s regional community, Rankin (2000:1 course 
guides). 

The individual narrative becomes a central core in the three-year National Diploma 
programme. This relies on the re-telling of lived experiences using symbolism and metaphor 
to enrich student’s description process during the studio practice. This mode of expression is 
preceded by a strong technical foundation, which provides the skills needed for effect and 
durability. In addition, learners are taught to develop a critical approach to theoretical and 
social issues affecting their lives and Fine Art discipline. The students who informed this 
study are the products of the above tuition. 

2.0 THE RESEARCH PROGRAMME 

2.1 Preparation And The Field Work Process 

After the planning stage, which is culminated with the formulation of a research proposal the 
second stage is the effectuation and the deployment of the plan of action. The students used 
in this study are researching about the burning issues from their immediate communities. 
These include current debates on cultural identity and conflicts caused by inherited cultural 
values and many other issues. As one of the supervisors I assist these students with the 
focusing of the problem and my views as an insider have proved to be valuable in the 
development of the cultural related topics/ projects. The study then becomes an integration 
of views from various persons of different generations, who share a similar cultural 
background. The students, their respondents or informants or subjects of the study and 
myself as a supervisor/researcher share similar cultural background in terms of language 
and norms and values. The above element is very instrumental in achieving the secondary 
purpose of this study, which is to produce a model for reconstructing, reviving and 
preserving the lost cultural identity of the black South African society. 

As mentioned earlier that these students are encouraged to tell stories about their lived 
experiences their topics are about issues that have directly affected them in one way or the 
other. For instance the following topics were closely monitored by myself for the purpose of 
this study:- 

* A Reflection of the South African past Political Agonies Through Visual Art: A 
Reconciliation Process 

* Xhosa Traditional Folklore: A Method of Teaching Visual Arts 

* Xhosa Traditional Act of Abduction of girls with intention to marry 



* The implications of death of initiates on the Xhosa tradition of the rite of passage of boy to 
manhood 

During the planning stage students are encouraged to conduct a pilot study to ascertain the 
availability of the envisaged population and also to decide on the relevant medium of 
expression, with regards to the studio practice. Although the course is meant to be a one-
year programme, but none of the students have been able to complete in less than two 
years, and they are encouraged to do it over two years. The first two months of the year one 
is mainly used to refine the research proposal, which would have been started the previous 
year, at third level. The most part of this year is spent on data collection and visual 
transcription thereof (see Table 1). 

Triangulation of data collection techniques is encouraged to validate the truth, and this runs 
parallel with the creation of visual transcription of data. The data collection techniques 
include observation of real life situations, administering structured questionnaires, 
conducting interviews and documentary analysis of relevant, available documents on the 
research topic. 

The students are expected to have produced a reasonable body of work by the end of year 
one of the study programme. Towards the end of the first yea peer group discussion (video 
interviews) are administered on artworks, and the requirements for this is that the students 
must be having a reasonable body of works to be discussed. The purpose of this exercise is 
first, to put pressure on the students as they sometime tend to think that they still have 
another year ahead of them and need not to worry. Secondly, it provides them with 
constructive criticism from the peers and supervisors. This is geared towards the 
development of the creative abilities in terms of both the meaning of the art works in relation 
to the topic, and the technical aspect of the medium of expression. 

The discussion process first, engages the researchers-artists to an academic debate 
towards instilling critical thinking on the part of these students. Secondly is an evaluation of 
these students artistic expression in terms of both the meaning and technical skills on the 
use of mediums. 

Another important aspect of these video interviews is that they are structured to assimilate 
the basic procedures of data collection techniques, such as observation and unstructured 
interviews. Therefore, this exercise introduces them to a structured process of data 
collection informed by the artworks, and it forms the second stage of the fieldwork process. 
The responses from this exercise are referred to as the ‘Rich data’, and from these, written 
transcriptions are formulated. This means that the fieldwork is made out of two types of data, 
the primary data, which is collected using ethnographic methodology and the rich data as 
shown of table 1. 

  

  



DATA COLLECTION, PROCESSING AND MANAGEMENT 

  

 
 

Primary Data Collection 

(Qualitative/ethnographic methodology) 

  

ß 

 
Visual Transcriptions of Data 

(Creation of artefacts from the primary data) 

 
ß 

 
 

ß 

 
 
 

Reflection on practice 

(Analysis of artefacts and the rich data) 

  

ß 

 
 

Findings and Recommendations 

(Formulation of theory and Conclusion) 

  

Table 1 



2.1.1 The Structured procedure of collecting the Rich data 

This process is administered in three stages; first, the researcher/artist introduces his/her 
artworks to the group usually the three supervisors and the student researchers. The work 
has to be presented in the context of the whole project, explaining the envisaged process up 
to whether each piece is to be seen as independent or forms part of an installation and so 
on. Explanation has to be given about the choice of medium of expression, and reference to 
specific pieces in relation to the primary data. Detailed explanation about the main tools 
being used for primary data collection is required. Here an opportunity is given to the 
researcher/artist to express his/her role as a ‘research tool’ in terms of the mode of visual 
communication, such as realism, metaphoric, narrative, symbolism or illustrative. This stage 
has to be as informative and descriptive as possible in order to give the viewers a full picture 
of the process the researcher is employing and he/she has to display novelty and 
conceptualisation. 

The second stage of this process the researcher takes the role of non-participant observer. 
Burns (1994:258) refers to this type of observation as "the observer-as-participant", 
whereby, "the researcher’s identity is known to the hosts, but he or she remains a relative 
stranger". This gives the researcher time to take notes of non-verbal communication and 
other relevant cues to enrich the interpretation of this data. He/she remains in the room, but 
does not participate in the discussion of the work by peers and supervisors. This time the 
researcher listens to the conversation between the artworks and the viewers, and among the 
viewers themselves. The important point to mention is that these viewers are all visual artists 
and therefore understand the mode of expression and therefore their analysis is holistic in 
terms of the artistic meaning and technical aspects of the artefacts. These researchers are 
furthermore encouraged to administer a similar setting with viewers from another sub-culture 
for a different perspective about the artworks. 

The viewers discuss the artworks in relation to the presentation, given by the researcher in 
stage one. This exercise now becomes a very intense analysis of the artworks, which is 
informed by the diversity of backgrounds of the viewers. These viewers bring to the artworks 
valuable input in addition to the primary data that informed their existence. . Therefore the 
viewers become informers or subjects of the study. The artefacts that the artists produces 
represents empirical data because are informed by the data collected, but may have been 
expressed to tell the story from one perspective, that of an artist. The viewers input bring 
substance to the descriptive meaning of these artworks, with regards to the topic being 
investigated. While these artefacts are based on empirical data, but it is important to look 
beyond this empirical evidence to the background knowledge that informed them, both the 
primary data and this rich data, that makes the evidence believable. Therefor, the viewers 
bring to the works different background knowledge valuable to the understanding and 
interpretation of these ‘visual transcriptions of data’. This exercise subjects these visual 
transcriptions to rigorous testing of their meaning and relationship to the topic under scrutiny. 

The third stage of collecting the Rich data is whereby the researcher becomes a participant 
observer, the term which Burns refer to as, "the participant-as-observer. This is 
characterised by the situation whereby, "the researcher becomes more closely involved and 
identified in with the actors". He/she rejoins the group in the discussion of artworks. This 
time the researcher is given opportunity to respond to questions about the creative aspect, 
meaning and style, and also asks questions. Here the progress occurs through a process of 
both falsification and authentication in the structural composition and the meaning of the 
visual transcriptions. The artist-researcher has to make note of the constructive criticism 
towards refinement in the articulation of his/her artistic skills. 



The above three stages of collecting rich data represent what Habermas refers to as 
"socially coordinated activities of members", Brand 1990. She further states that, "this 
coordination must be brought about through communication which aims at share 
agreement". This agreement is reached through both falsification and authentication 
mentioned above, as an extension of data collection. The important character of this 
discussion is in its element, which aims at negotiating the agreement among the parties (i.e. 
the artist-researcher, viewers and the primary data) involve until a unanimous understanding 
is accomplished. Habermas describes this notion of agreement as, "the intention to reach a 
general and uncompelled consensus is pronounced unmistakably", Habermas, (1970:163). 
On the other hand Brand (1990:11) stresses Habermas’s description of this unanimous 
agreement and states: 

This human use of language implies a common endeavour to achieve consensus in a 
situation in which all participants are free to have their say and have equal chances to 
express their views. 

The whole process is video recorded and each student is given a cassette, which is then 
transcribed and analysed as part of data that informs the study. 

2.2 THE REPORTING PROCEDURES: DISSERTATION PRESENTATION 

This part follows the conventional procedure of a research report with the title page, 
declaration, abstract, and table of contents, introduction, literature review, analysis and 
interpretation of results, recommendations and conclusion. Introduction becomes a detailed 
section, outlining the background, motivation and purpose (problem statement), or 
hypothesis when necessary, stating of specific objectives and scope of the study. The 
design of the study that includes the methodology for data collection and data analysis and 
management, population and sampling, and ethical declaration are briefly explained, under 
this section. The reason for including this methodological section under the introduction is to 
limit the research report to a short dissertation, as this only form fifty percent of the fulfilment 
of the fourth year qualification. The visual transcriptions of data (the artworks) form the other 
fifty- percent. 

The second section is the critical review of literature, which is a written report of texts in 
relation to the researched topic. The students are encouraged to discuss these texts in 
support of the argument they are putting across in their studies. This section does not have 
to be titled literature review; it can be given any heading. For instance most students review 
literature under the discussion of the meaning of the main object of the topic being 
researched. Going back to the topics of the students whom are being used in this study, the 
review of literature is handled under the following headings as reflected on table 2 below: - 

  

  

  

  

  

  



  

The Research Topic Literature Review Topic 

A Reflection of the South African past Political 
Agonies Through Visual Art: A Reconciliation 
Process 

  

The role of visual imagery in the 

South African Society 

Xhosa Traditional Folklore: A Method of 
Teaching Visual Arts 

  

The value and meaning of the 

folklore to the past and 

present generation 

Xhosa Traditional Act of Abduction of girls with 
intention to marry 

  

The Xhosa Traditional Meaning 

of Initiation of boys to manhood 

The implications of death of initiates on the 
Xhosa tradition of the rite of passage of boy to 
manhood 

The meaning of Xhosa 

traditional marriage: different views 

Table 2 

The third section forms the cornerstone of the research report and is entitled ‘the reflection 
on practice’. This deals with the analysis of data and is presented in two parts, first, the 
analysis of the primary data (people’s responses and attitudes regarding the topic being 
investigated). This involves the categorisation and interpretation of the above responses and 
attitudes in relation to the achieving of the purpose of the research. This categorisation and 
interpretation of data is further explained in relation to the visual transcriptions, as these now 
becomes documents on their own right. Specific artefacts are analysed using both formal 
and iconographical analysis where, Formal analysis refers to the analysis of structural 
composition of the artefacts and iconographical refers to the analysis of the cultural meaning 
of the artefacts. The outcome of this section is the findings informed by the primary data. 

The second part of data analysis is that of the ‘Rich data’, which is mainly informed by the 
transcriptions of the video interviews of the peer and supervisors discussions on the 
artworks. The main objective of this section is to highlight the impact of the above discussion 
on the development of the holistic artistic skills on the part of the artist/researcher. Holistic 
refers to the understanding in communicating the cultural meaning through visual artefacts 
while maturing in technical development of the chosen medium. 

The fourth section is the interpretation of the results based on the reflection on practice. This 
is where the researcher has to make sense of the meaning of both the primary and rich data 



in relationship to the purpose of the study. This meaning will then inform the 
recommendations and the formulation of the theory as in any descriptive research. 

3.0 STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESS IN THE VALUE OF THIS RESEARCH APPROACH 
TO PRACTICING ARTISTS. 

The major value of this research approach is that, it does not only introduces these students 
to educational research procedure, but exposes them to a holistic academic development, 
both in research and artistic skills. As researchers they are able to comprehend the 
connection between the steps in the development of a standardised research practice, that 
could earn them acceptance to any higher level research programme. The consolidation of 
research and creative practices enriches these students’ conceptual understanding in 
expressing the meaning of their day to day living experiences through the Fine Art discipline. 
This in turn allows the academic development and practices of both the educators 
(supervisors) and these research students to become part of their way of life, that can be 
achieved effortlessly. 

While this research approach is challenging, but has proved to be too intensive especially at 
this level of education. The problems encountered were mainly due to the fact that the 
students have to compile the written text in their second language, which is not as 
developed as their visual language. For this reason they tend to spend a lot of time in text 
development and management, and still fall short in expressing their ideas and feelings in 
the written language as they can through the visual communication. However, as artists they 
are able to transcend beyond their ordinary creative expression into finding their self-identity, 
the rationale of their psyche and above all find their souls’ refuge thorough visual 
communication. 

Based on the above discussion it can be said that Fine Art Practice, as all other academic 
practices is not sensitive to a structured process. Any artist can still practice efficiently and 
meaningfully without loosing his/her artistic interests and development, under any set 
academic rules, for as long as he/she understands what is expected of him/her. 
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