
Creativity as the Exchange of Symbolic Capital in the Transactions 

between an Art Teacher and his Senior Art Students 

  

Kerry Thomas 

College of Fine Arts 

The University of New South Wales 

PhD candidate 

  

Abstract: This paper, reporting on a current qualitative study, investigates 
creativity as an exchange of symbolic capital in transactions between an art 
teacher and his senior students who are making artworks for the NSW HSC 
Visual Arts Examination. 

Following Pierre Bourdieu's theories of the habitus and symbolic capital, the 
study mounts a challenge to more conventional views of creativity. It argues 
that the micro-history and peculiarities of the cultural context and the linguistic 
exchanges between the art teacher and students at moments of creative 
origination may be highly significant to conceptions of creativity. It asserts that 
in the exchanges of symbolic capital between the teacher and his students, 
his agency will be misrecognised in his own and their thinking, actions and 
artworks. Further it claims that students' artworks will evidence degrees of 
originality that vary consistently with the subtlety of misrecognition transacted 
in these exchanges. 

The study identifies the teacher's critical function as a creative and intentional 
presence in the students thinking and performances and in the artefacts they 
produce. It concludes that there are very good social reasons why this 
misrecognition occurs which cannot be reduced to low inference 
explanations. The design, methods and emergent results of the study will be 
reported. 

Background to the study 

The literature of art education 

Creativity is posited variously within the literature of art education as typologies of behaviour 
(Eisner, 1996), as normally distributed properties of talent (Clarke and Zimmerman, 1984). It 
is also theorised as a type of symbolic innovation within prodigious individuals (Gardner, 
1982; Pariser, 1995), a set of dispositional factors that can be measured (Torrance, 1969), 
and as a fragile animistic motivation (Lowenfeld, 1949). The literature of art education 
describes the teacher variously at different historical moments as one who fosters, 
collaborates with or even appropriates the students' creativity. While the teacher's presence 
is recognised respectfully within the literature there is little convincing explanation of how the 



teacher functions as an intentional presence and as a creative faculty in the student nor in 
the students beliefs about the teacher's agency in the production of the artefacts they make. 

Art education in NSW in the final years of schooling 

The identity of art education in NSW is a reality that exists as a complex, inter-woven 
composition of culture, language, knowledge and values. Various institutional agencies 
shape its character including the senior Visual Arts syllabus, the HSC examination 
consisting of practical submissions of artworks and a written examination and 
ARTEXPRESS, the public exhibition of selected artworks produced by students for the HSC 
examination. Other agencies are also at work: teachers and students as researchers and the 
artefacts themselves. Each of these agencies exerts a force in this field of practice. 

The Visual Arts syllabus and HSC examination 

The senior Visual Arts syllabus and HSC examination requirements developed by the NSW 
Board of Studies and implemented by art teachers in school and classroom programs 
function as social agreements or 'institutional facts' (Searle, 1995). As a system of collective 
intentional understandings and as a system of constitutive rules, they play a causal role in 
the structures, collective intentions and motives of teachers and students in the classroom 
and examination, and the very possibility of particular things happening (Searle 1995:27). 
For the expert teacher who is used to this institutional environment of school and state wide 
examination these constitutive rules are followed as the modus operandi or habitus as a 
dialectic within the structures of the opus operatum or rules of law (Bourdieu, 1990). 
Internalised in teachers' tacit knowledge of what to do and how to deal with situations within 
these institutional structures, these constitutive rules offer strategies for action by the agents 
in unconscious capacitates and dispositions which are sensitive to the rule structures of the 
institutions (Searle, 1995; Bourdieu, 1977). 

ARTEXPRESS 

ARTEXPRESS, the high stakes public exhibition of student art selected from HSC 
submissions scoring in the top 14% of the state exerts a powerful force on how art education 
is represented in the public arena in schools, educational systems, the mass media, in state, 
national and international contexts and in gallery and museum sectors. A successive and 
popular cultural event in NSW since the late 1960s, ARTEXPRESS at the Art Gallery of New 
South Wales alone attracts audiences in advance of 100,000, many of whom are students 
and their teachers anticipating the possibility of future students exhibiting in the exhibition. 
To the public, the exhibition represents students stylistically as autonomously originating 
subjects and their artworks as significant tokens of youth culture. This aspect of the 
'spectacle' of ARTEXPRESS in turn become a powerful cultural presence in the practices of 
art teachers and their students and, to a considerable extent shapes beliefs, desires, 
competitive expectations and the direction of classroom thinking of teachers and students. 
On the one hand the exhibition offers considerable kudos in the recognition afforded to 
students, their teachers and schools in the artworks that are selected. On the other and 
perhaps inadvertently, the orthodoxies of the exhibition impose limitations on the kinds of 
artworks that can be publicly viewed and valued. 

The artefacts produced by students for their HSC examination 

Artworks made by students for the HSC examination are intentional artefacts in the minds of 
students and teachers within this taken for granted system of constitutive rules. The 
artefacts produced have physical, mental and intentional properties that, to a greater or 
lesser extent, accord with the social agreements embodied in the purposes, goals and 



values of this system. Artworks exhibit enormous diversity in their conceptual complexity and 
in the expressive forms in which they are produced including digital media, sculpture, 
photography, printmaking, painting and graphics. Generous size, weight and volume 
restrictions constituted by the Board of Studies enable students to make and submit works 
that are comparable with the size of works that might be shown in a group show in a public 
or commercial gallery. 

Teachers and students as researchers 

In this final year of schooling students are offered opportunities to research and experiment 
to produce artworks that demonstrate their originality and creativity. Many students believe 
that this is there right, their ideas being critical to what art is about. Art teachers are in many 
respects complicit in this view. They defend the value of the creative autonomy of their 
students', their artistic performances and the artefacts they make. Their narratives contain 
references the powers of their students' ideas and life experiences are often cited as central 
tenets within the artworks they produce. Yet, these same teachers will recognise that 
artworks need to genuflect to some extent to the contemporary artworld, traces of which are 
selectively woven into their students' production. Further, and perhaps unexpectedly given 
the voracity of the teachers views on students creative autonomy, teachers recognise how 
artworks need to satisfy HSC examination conditions, students' desires for the competitive 
edge in their marks for artworks in the examination, the subsequent possibility of favorable 
university entrance indexes (UAI) and the very real hope of being exhibited in 
ARTEXPRESS, possibly more important to students than any other contributing factor. 
Reputations of particular teachers and schools are made in this way. There is little doubt that 
the events of previous performances of students, teachers, schools and the distinctions in 
these artworks are consumed by teachers and students and invade the economy of the 
classroom effecting choices, language and the potential directions of emergent artworks 
(Baudrillard, 1996). 

In many schools art activities and exhibitions in years 7-12 years rehearse the HSC 
examination in a localised way. Students' artworks within particular schools may, over the 
years, develop a characteristic style, intensity or complexion that is connected to what the 
teachers believe is expected within the HSC and from students in their school. The style of 
artworks produced by students for the HSC may be recognised by the astute marker as a 
work from a particular school or even more surprising, attributable to the repertoire of a 
particular teacher. These symptoms pose a threat to the teacher's narratives of the creative 
originating student. 

Theoretical and explanatory framework of the study 

It is Pierre Bourdieu, the French social theorist and realist, who provides the socio-cognitive 
framework for this study. His theory of practice, including his consideration of 
the habitus and the exchange of symbolic capital, are demonstrably relevant for 
understanding creativity as a social transaction between art teachers and their students. 
Bourdieu would never deny the importance of the psychological disposition of the artist in 
the making of art and the development of his/her individual style. Yet his theories suggest 
that there could be more to creativity than an individual's creative psychology, disposition or 
behaviour which has been the focus of much of the literature in art education. In other 
words, while the students' disposition or behaviour may be significant in the making of art 
other factors may be at work which have been either previously misrecognised or 
disqualified from previous explanations. 

 



The habitus 

Bourdieu offers a way to understand the practical realities of creativity as a social transaction 
between art teachers and students in his explanation of the habitus. The habitus is explained 
as a: 

'socially constituted system of cognitive and motivating structures in which the 
agents' interests are defined and with them the objective functions and 
subjective motivations of their practices' (1977:76). 

The strategies of the habitus are like those of players who have 'a feel for the game', without 
being the product of a deliberately strategic intention (1977:11, 1990:62). The habitus is 
embodied, loaded with incipient anticipation and contextual meaning. Strategies resist 
universalisation and mechanisation. They occur as a product of history at a certain time and 
with a particular tempo in a social domain such as art education. The habitus produces, 
amongst agents who are disposed to enter and play the game, a common sense world-view 
that is objectively secured by a consensus of meaning (1977:80). This logic, with its stylistic 
unity that is immediately perceptible, has neither the rigour or constancy of logical logic, nor 
the strict, regular coherence of the concerted product of a plan (1990:102). Nevertheless the 
habitus maintains a practical, symbolic and economical coherence that can be applied in 
different social contexts in sensible, foreseeable and reasonable ways. This is highly 
relevant to practices within the art classroom in the transactions between art teachers and 
students. 

The exchange of symbolic capital 

Bourdieu's explanation of the theory of symbolic capital extends his theory of the habitus. 
Symbolic capital is explained as the primary currency of exchange in a social economy and 
as a capital of credit used in the day-to-day economy of social transactions. It is any property 
recognised as having value by the social agents who contribute to a field of practice and can 
only be perpetuated to the extent that it succeeds in obtaining belief about its existence 
(2000:166). It is a denied economy, an economy of 'good faith' that refuses to declare itself 
as such. Bourdieu notes that in the symbolic economy, agents are forced to devote almost 
as much ingenuity and energy to disguising the truth of the economic acts of their exchange 
as they expend on performing them. These are the economy's best-kept and worst kept 
secrets (1990:112, 113). 

The project of the gift 

Bourdieu's explanation of the 'project of the gift' further illuminates how the exchange of 
symbolic capital functions economically. Although infinitely varied, it operates as a series of 
successive choices, 'performed on the basis of a small number of principles within the logic 
of a social practice', played by agents of honour who are capable of 'playing the game... and 
playing it well' (1990:99, 101). 

Explained as a twofold truth, the objective exchange of the gift and the subsequent counter 
gift, is experienced as a discontinuous series of free and generous acts between agents 
despite the simultaneous self-deception and denial that occurs about the truth of the 
exchange. This self-deception and denial is supported by a collective self-deception that 
misrecognises the inaugural act and subsequent acts as singular acts rather than as stages 
in a relationship (2000:192). Bourdieu recognises the illusioof the collective activity of agents 
who will deny the labour devoted to maintaining this misrecognition. He explains how 'this 
collective self-deception is repressed through the lapse of time' which masks the 
contradiction of the exchange. This contradiction is exposed when a gift is returned too soon 



revealing the objective mechanism and truth of the exchange (2000:192, 1990:105). Playing 
with the tempo of the exchange through the interval of time offers an accomplished agent 
unlimited scope for strategy, delay or forcing the pace and playing on the resources whilst at 
the time strengthening their hand in how they bargain and underwrite 'the agreement once it 
is concluded' (1977:15,1990:116). 

The habitus and the exchange of symbolic capital in the practice of art education 

The art classroom becomes the site for creativity to function as an exchange of symbolic 
capital in between art teachers and their students. This capital, denied like that within the 
archaic economy, is unable to recognise the economic ends to which it is objectively 
orientated (1990:113). It is therefore not surprising that teachers maintain the narrative of the 
creative originating student, which is agreed to by students and thus for both teachers and 
students alike, misrecognise and deny the teacher's pedagogical role. It is in this repression 
that the non-creative pre-suppositions of the creative narrative can take place. 
Consequently, it is in the maintenance of the subjectivist narrative of the autonomously 
originating student that provides considerable scope for strategy on the part of both teachers 
and students in the exchange of symbolic capital within the classroom (Brown and Thomas 
1999). 

Hypothesis of the study 

The study hypothesises the following: 

• misrecognition about creative autonomy in various emergent forms take place in the 
transactions between the teacher and his students, the students and each another 
and the teacher and other teachers. 

• social reasoning relative to maturity is inferentially sensitive to different contextual 
"points of view" in the expression of both "denial" or "open secretiveness" as a 
function of misrecognition in the classroom and in wider educational exchanges. 

• creative artefacts will evidence degrees of originality that vary consistently with the 
emergent subtlety of misrecognition on the part of protagonists in the exchange of 
symbolic capital. 

Design of the study 

It is Pierre Bourdieu and his theories of the habitus and the exchange of symbolic capital 
and the misrecognition entailed that suggest the idea for the study. His theories offer a 
compelling way to revisit teacher-student relationships within the cultural context of the art 
classroom at moments of creative origination as a series of transactions or symbolic gift 
exchanges. The design and methodology seeks to uncover the concealed practices of 
creativity, symbolically exchanged in the transactions between the teacher and his students, 
and through various means attempts to catch out the respondents. This does not imply that 
there is any reproach intended towards the teacher and students for their actions. On the 
contrary, the study seeks to understand the social logic of these transactions and their 
causal functions. 

Population 

Initially the study was to be conducted in two high schools with a focus on two elite teacher 
respondents and their students in senior art classes. A small group of potential respondents 
was proposed, each of whom satisfied criteria including: 



• meritorious performance with senior students judged in terms of students' HSC 
examination results 

• artworks over time being repeatedly selected for ARTEXPRESS 
• the teacher's participation/contribution to HSC marking 
• contribution to advancing the domain of art education in some recognisable way. 

Diversity was also to be represented by taking into account the school's socio-economic 
composition, schools being selected from different sectors, and the selection of female and 
male respondents. 

The study did not proceed according to the initial design. The investigation in the first school 
required further time due to its complexity and emergent nuances of meaning. Relationships 
between the teacher and different students were multifaceted. The qualities of the emergent 
artworks were of great interest. There was also the emergent realisation that commencing 
with a second teacher and students might potentially corrupt the results because emergent 
findings from the first school might inadvertently be used either as a way to anticipate the 
context of the second site or to foreclose on findings too quickly. 

Timing of the study 

It was estimated that the fieldwork would be conducted in the two schools during 2000. 
Timing was renegotiated as the investigation progressed. 

Respondents 

The selected visual arts teacher who became the elite respondent in the study, is referred as 
R2. He has taught for over ten years and has a specialist degree. He is the Head Teacher, 
Visual Arts in the school. He has a reputation amongst art teachers as an expert performer 
in the classroom. He teaches in the school with three other art teachers and shares the 
collective interests of the profession in wanting to advance the field of art education. His 
grasp and strategic interpretation the Visual Arts syllabus, the HSC examination and 
ARTEXPRESS are highly relevant to his practice within the classroom and the transactions 
enacted with students. His record of student achievement in the HSC examination and past 
performance of students in ARTEXPRESS is noteworthy. His students' works are regularly 
represented in the top 14% of HSC marks and qualify for preselection in ARTEXPRESS 
each year. On average one or more of his students' works are included in the exhibition 
annually. 

His students, whom we shall refer to as S1-20, are in the vast majority highly motivated, 
academically able and competitive in their HSC studies. Around one third of the class is from 
non-English speaking backgrounds. Many students claim their 'passion for art' and are 
dedicated to making their artworks utilising resources both in and outside the school to 
enhance their artistic production. Almost all will pursue tertiary study, many in fields related 
to the visual arts and design. 

The object of the study 

Ontologically this study seeks to understand the exchange of symbolic capital within the 
senior art classroom at moments of creative origination in the ways that the elite teacher 
respondent and his students go about making art within in their cultural context. The 
intention is 'towards understanding the peculiarities of particulars' in the cultural context of 
this classroom in the transactions between the teacher and his students through the 
diagnosis, recovery and explanation of the pattern of practice and social logic at work in this 
cultural context (Baxandall, 1985). The study seeks to understand what has shaped the 



practice to be as it is and what are the causes of it being like this. The circumstances that 
surround the actions, motives and intentions of the protagonists in the making of these 
artworks and the kinds of social agreements that exist between the teacher and his students 
that cause and effect the material and mental properties of the creative artefacts produced 
are investigated (Boyd, 1984; Searle, 1995). 

The role of the investigator 

In ethnographic studies of this kind the investigator must be sufficiently knowledgeable to 
distinguish the significance of events and actions of respondents within the complexity of a 
cultural context (Rosaldo, 1993; Geertz, 1984; Bourdieu, 1998). This is not to say the 
investigator perceives in precisely the same way as his/her respondents but functions more 
in the role of the spectator of the events and actions within the cultural context. The 
investigator is suitably qualified with a certain reflexive awareness to undertake this research 
as a PhD candidate and a professional member of the field of art education with a public 
profile amongst art teachers in NSW. During the period of the fieldwork she was employed 
as the Creative Arts Inspector at the NSW Board of Studies. These institutional links were 
highly relevant to the access and involvement of respondents and to the discrimination and 
attribution of meaning to particular events and actions within the classroom. 

The investigator's use of a digital camcorder 

The use of a digital camcorder is a significant aspect of the design of the study. The 
technology lends itself to a rich description and contextualisation of respondents, the 
artefacts produced and respondents actions and exchanges with one another. The digital 
footage is built up over time in episodes of the visible, aural and oral systems and culture of 
the classroom. The recording of events offers an ostensive acquaintance with the visual and 
semantic transactions between the teacher and his students, the students and each other, 
the teacher and other teachers and so on. It allows for the capturing and analysis of the 
linguistic force of the native language used in for example, comments, jokes, commands, 
suggestions and inferences and offers a way to take account of the significance of non-
verbal gestures and expressions. It is highly suited to capturing the visuality and materiality 
of the artworks and the processes associated with their production and other material data 
within the classroom - its spacial organisation, the display of selected images and student 
artworks, the material resources used and other ephemera. Morphy and Banks (1998:18) 
note how visual anthropological methods extend the possibilities for ethnographies: 

'Visual recording methods [and sound recording methods] have properties 
such that they are able to record more information than memory alone, or 
notebook and pencil... they are indexically related to the reality they encode' 
(1998:14). 

Documentation offers a relatively permanent record and assists in the triangulation and 
corroboration of data. Digital footage offers the possibility of honing in on different episodes 
and events of the teacher, students and their exchanges, the emerging artworks and the rich 
detail of the classroom. The use of the digital camera contributed to the further time required 
in the first school and in how the data could be reflexively analysed and interpreted. 

Confidentiality 

Protocols of confidentiality are observed as part of the design and reporting of this study 
(Punch, 1994). Confidentiality of the digital records was not raised with the teacher or 
students at the commencement of the study. However, it has become more pressing to keep 
this detailed information confidential as the fieldwork and development of results has 



emerged to protect the interests of the teacher and his students. The identity of the 
respondents, including the school at which the study is conducted, is withheld. Each 
respondent's identity is disguised and all respondents are only identified by codes. 
Confidential transcripts correspond to information transcribed from the digital records. 
Therefore, this documentation, of critical importance to the study, remains unavailable for 
public scrutiny. Only the investigator and her Supervisor have viewed this footage of 
interviews and observations. Confidentiality remains a constraint within the study. 

Methodology 

The study is an ideographic and ethnographic study augmented by visual means and uses 
an emergent qualitative design methodology. As an ideographic study it is post structural 
and culturally situated. It focuses on the unique singular sample with all of its complexities 
and is highly inferential in its focus embracing the investigator's reflective mind in what is 
observed. It seeks to investigate the particularities of existence in the cultural context of this 
classroom in the rich description and characterisation of emergent events, actions and 
objects and their interpretation. It seeks to uncover the subtle, psychological and social 
reasoning and opinions of respondents who speak on their own behalf and recognises the 
complex theorising that takes place in the local cultural context. It takes account of the 
different points of view of the respondents and the personal differences amongst the agents, 
which dispose them to act in certain ways, under certain conditions and in pragmatic 
circumstances. It focuses on teleology, narrative, and the history of events and their causal 
explanations within the selected classroom. As a study of the complex detail of social 
transactions it requires the use of multiple approaches to the singular sample. These are 
sufficiently objective to produce results that are independent of their theoretical explanations. 

This study rests on two planks of validity: triangulation and semantic analysis. Triangulation 
subjects a variety of discreet observational methods to cross-checking and mutual 
reinforcement, assisting in objectifying the interpretive methodologies and keeping them 
independent of their theoretical explanation. Semantic analysis offers the advantage of the 
systematic recovery of local or folk definitions used in particular cultural contexts. Following 
Spradley's premise outlined below, semantic analysis does not force interpretations of 
documented texts but brings out the system of micro-cultural references that underlie the 
local usage of language and other texts in the classroom. These methods assist the 
investigator to avoid imposing their own ethnocentric, naïve or self-realising interpretations 
or biases in what respondents have said (Brown and Thomas, 1999:13). 

Instructions and materials 

The teacher respondent agreed, somewhat cautiously, to be interviewed and observed with 
his senior class. This was initially proposed for a period of around six weeks. In the 
preliminary discussions and at the time of interviews the confidentiality of the investigation 
was confirmed although the significance of the video documentation was not realised at that 
stage. Students also agreed to participate in the observations and to be videoed following an 
initial observation. The teacher sought the Principal's agreement before proceeding. The 
investigator indicated that she was interested in finding out what was going on within the 
classroom and to observe his interactions with students. Students were also aware of these 
intentions and whilst not altogether sure of the reasons were willing to proceed. Ongoing 
observations were renegotiated with the teacher and students over time. 

The ethnographic interview and observations 

The approach to interviewing the teacher respondent within the classroom context draws on 
Spradley's explanation of the 'ethnographic interview' as a 'particular kind of speech event' 



involving both unstructured interviews and follow up structured interviews (Spradley, 1979, 
80). Spradley extends the range of ethnographic methods to include participant and non-
participant observation which are well suited to qualitative studies. Through observations 
over time the investigator develops a heightened awareness of actions and events, which 
are pieced together and consequences considered (Spradley, 1980:54). 

Observations included the scrutiny of the transactions between the teacher and his students 
at moments of advice, direction, clarification, discussion, reference and suggestion as 
students went about making their artworks. Students responses to the teacher were also 
closely observed including their questions, desire for reassurance, jokes to gain his attention 
and so on. Student diaries and the emergent artworks were also scrutinised over time. 
Observations captured the abrupt changes to artworks in their direction, form and meaning. 
Other observations entailed close scrutiny of the materiality of the classroom spaces and 
students' process diaries. The students' intentions for their artworks were discussed and 
observed. Each observation was digitally recorded and other backup notes kept. 

Transcripts of interviews and observations and timeline 

Transcripts were made of each of the interviews and observations. An unstructured and 
structured interview was conducted with the teacher respondent in early 2000 and a further 
structured interview, following the observations in early 2001. An unstructured interview was 
conducted with the co-teacher of Year 12 Visual Arts in late 2000 as the investigator became 
more accepted as a spectator within this cultural context. Further follow-up interviews were 
conducted with four of the student respondents in early 2002. Observations during 2000 
were conducted over eight months in fortnightly to three weekly intervals. 

Semantic analysis 

Semantic analysis, based on Spradley's relational theory of meaning, offers the advantage 
of the systematic recovery of local or folk definitions used in the particular cultural contexts 
of the classroom. Spradley argues that the meaning of any symbol is its relationship to other 
symbols. Cultural knowledge - intricately patterned symbol systems within a culture - is 
made up of the meanings of symbols related to other symbols within the same culture (1979: 
97). It follows that the task of the investigator is to uncover the relationships between 
symbols and their use within the culture of the art classroom, the premise being that 
respondents' cultural knowledge is not random but organised into categories that are 
systematically related to the entire culture (93). Unstructured interviews and observations of 
the teacher and his students, and exchanges between the students and investigator and 
teacher and investigator over time form the documented texts (Spradley, 1979, 1980). These 
were subject to a semantic analysis involving selecting extracts of texts from interviews and 
observations indicating an exchange, or series of exchanges of interest to the investigator 
(Guba and Lincoln 1975, 1985; Spradley 1980). 

The method of semantic analysis involves the use of a system of recording each word or 
short phrase used by the teacher or particular student on a separate index card (Carroll, 
1998). Each of these words or short phrases is then analysed to uncover a semantic 
relationship. Spradley identifies twelve universal relationships (for example, X is a kind of Y, 
X is a way to do Y), which were used as the basis of the analysis. These semantic 
relationships assist the investigator to decode the meanings of symbols used within the 
classroom culture, lying hidden beneath the surface of apparent folk terms for things and 
actions and offer great subtleties of meaning. Cards are reconstructed into emergent 
domains under the guidance of their shared local meanings or folk domains that 'reveal the 
organisation of cultural knowledge learned by informants', identified by emergent cover 
terms (Spradley, 1979:112). Emergent cover terms are used for the purpose of developing 



structured questions for follow up structured interviews and assist in the reporting of results. 
Structured questions were presented to the teacher during early 2001, designed to validate, 
verify, extend elaborate or falsify the emergent cover terms and challenge the consistency of 
the respondent's reasoning (including the extent of their understanding of concepts as 
intentional relations). 

The illocutionary force of utterances 

Austin (1981) and Searle (1984) provide further insight into the force of illocutionary 
utterances existing within speech acts of relevance to the exchanges between the teacher 
and students in this classroom. Austin's differentiation of verdictives, exercitives, 
commissives, behabitives and expositives as distinctive kinds of illocutionary forces within 
speech acts assisted the investigator to not only distinguish the semantic relationships (after 
Spradley) but to tease out the their intentionality and directionality in the utterances between 
the teacher and his students. Searle's further distinctions offered a means of understanding 
the 'necessary and sufficient conditions' under which these kinds of utterances are possible 
and to make sense of how they are 'successfully and non-defectively performed in the 
utterance of a given sentence' (Searle, 1984:54). Of particular importance for this study is 
his identification of the predication of future action as a consequence of the utterance, the 
preferences of respondents, the belief in particular propositions, the non-obvious nature of 
future acts within the normal course of events, obligations of both the speaker and hearer, 
intentionality and sincerity. 

Descriptions 

The development of descriptions of the students' artworks and the events and episodes that 
contributed to their production as 'cultural facts' in the exchanges between the teacher and 
selected students draws on the work of Baxandall (1985). He notes the 'cause suggesting 
features' of the narrative of the artwork' entailing analytic episodes - the normal and general 
conditions and the circumstances within the minds of the actors - that have led them to act in 
the way they have done. Identifying the 'triangle of reenactment' Baxandall establishes how 
the descriptive construct can be used to ascribe motives and infer reasons in the 
construction of the narrative taking into account the features of the artefact, the problem at 
hand, intentions and the culturally determined possibilities available to respondents (1985: 
33-34). 

Further semantic analysis and triangulation 

Current research focuses on the production of results from the further semantic analysis of 
interviews and observations and the rich description of significant events and episodes 
which will be triangulated with one another and other documentation including digital video 
and images of artworks, diaries, classroom resources, ephemera and objects displayed. 
Connections between events and episodes continue to be uncovered. These connections 
are vital in the bringing together of different symptoms, which provide conviction for the 
emergent results and narrative within the cultural content. This activity is critical to the 
validation of the research. 

Independent observer analysis 

The Supervisor of the study has had a particularly important role. As a qualified observer 
and as an outside auditor, he has functioned as an independent observer and analyst of the 
project. He has coached and trained the investigator in qualitative methods prior to, during 
and following the fieldwork and provided regular advice. 



Problems encountered 

Three broad areas were problematic. The first was the semantic analysis of texts. There 
appeared to be great inconsistency and ambiguity in emerging terms. Selected extracts of 
text were analysed and re-analysed for cover terms to be retrieved. This was in part due to 
the virtuosity of the teacher's practice, which does not disclose itself easily and due to the 
investigators limited experience. Each emergent cover term will be subject to further scrutiny 
and checking and triangulated with other data. The use of a digital camcorder in the 
classroom raised the possibility that the respondents' responses were framed for the 
camera, which may inauthenticate the data. However, other qualitative methods, including 
the use of structured questions with the teacher and observational notes developed 
independently of the digital records of the teacher and students, ensured that data can be 
cross checked and corroborated. Qualitative studies of this kind generate a significant 
amount of complex data that must be closely analysed. The additional data generated by the 
use of the use of digital camera further contributes to this. The results of qualitative studies 
do not lend themselves to abbreviated formats of conventional reporting. 

Emergent Results 

At the time of writing this paper emergent results from the semantic analysis of texts remain 
subject to further scrutiny. Rich descriptions and characterisations of two of the students' 
artworks and significant episodes observed through the study are provided. The first focuses 
on how the work is viewed by R2 following its HSC examination. The second focuses on 
events leading up to when the artworks needed to be finalised prior to examination. These 
descriptions will contribute to the formulation of results and triangulation and verification of 
data with other emergent results from the semantic analysis of texts. They will subsequently 
be interpreted relative to the hypothesis of the study and in terms of their broader 
implications for the field of art education. Descriptions exemplify the detail and complexity of 
the transactions taking place within the cultural content of this classroom between the 
teacher and students at moments of creative origination. This is reiterated in other 
observations and descriptions and in the semantic analysis to date. 

Events in these descriptions can be retraced to transcripts and digital video recordings. 

Cultural history and the ancestors - S9s 2 Unit drawings 

There were seven large A3 drawings in this series although they may not have been strictly 
regarded as drawings. There was the possibility that the mixed media additions of small silk 
pieces, computer text printouts, silk screened areas and use of calligraphic inscriptions 
might confound more conservative markers on the look out for drawings that could be 
interpreted in a more conventional sense. Such markers would be looking for works that 
were more in line with the images on the marking scales in drawing. 

R2 would have been aware of the riskiness of the inclusions of the mixed media. Motivated 
by the possibility of an enhanced assessment in the examination for the student, and 
indirectly contributing to the esteem in which he was held, he would know that for some 
markers, these additions would be viewed as a welcome innovation and important to the 
domain of drawing. To others, these additions might be viewed as outside of what they might 
conceive of as acceptable under the terms of the examination. S9, as revealed in the 
observations, suspicious of the teachers claims to authority on more than one occasion had 
nevertheless gone along with this deliberate provocation for examiners, buoyed up by others 
in the class who were making works which were even more audacious. 



The drawings, an exploration of the student's Chinese cultural history and migrant 
experience, included large portraits of Asian women - the student, her mother and 
grandmother - the older women possibly in their hey day as suggested by their dress and 
accessories. Although more immediate than the other works in the series they alluded to the 
effects of a changing world. The grandmother, with a very modern beaded headdress for the 
1930s-40s was draped in a fur, hair arranged in a very modern style for the period. Frontally 
posed the image was one of prosperity, assuredness and confidence. The second image of 
the students mother suggested a youthful woman, one who had had been affected by the 
Revolutionary zeal of the communist revolution and dressed according to a new age, 
paradoxically the figure appearing more vulnerable and less confident. The third was 
undoubtedly the student with her braces and pig tales but an idealised view of a confident 
young woman in a period of rapid technological change. Other works in the series were 
images of large auras, their silhouette shapes derived from the three female figure drawings 
but embellished and impregnated with printed red areas, a delicate silk addition, a computer 
printout and daring calligraphic inscriptions, resembling the calligraphic texts of poetry from 
ancient Chinese scrolls. 

The aura drawings were particularly interesting. These images were mask like with traces of 
Magritte like shapes, static and devoid of expression. Each image had been superimposed 
with calligraphic inscriptions, which provided a rich pattern of regulated black and white 
contrasts which were made the more interesting by the infrequent drips of the ink down the 
surface of the paper. Underneath the calligraphy in each of these works there were further 
subtle variations which suggested the richness of the ancient Chinese tradition, the 
revolutionary forces in twentieth century Chinese history and computer technologies of the 
contemporary world. Motivated like others in the class by a view that art should be personal 
and meaningful, a view regularly reinforced by the teacher, S9 had accepted the challenge 
and used her family history and migrant experience in a meaningful way and to advantage in 
the concepts for this work. 

The images were drawn in pen and ink and enlarged using an overhead projector from small 
photographs that the student would have had access to from the family collection. This 
technique was commonly used in both senior art classes in the school and was viewed by 
teachers and students alike as quite a reasonable way to proceed to maximise the potential 
impact of an image. Pragmatically, R2 would know from his experience of working with 
others in the class and previous groups of students that the overhead projector reduced the 
strain of producing a large image in proportion. Resemblances to the referents, in this case 
the student, her mother and grandmother, could be more reasonably assured enhancing the 
student's sense of her own abilities in artmaking and contributing to her readiness, in spite of 
her caution, to try other effects. R2 would argue that the technique was regularly used in the 
artworld, which he believed further contributed to his authority in suggesting the technique 
as an option to students. 

The starkness and size of the images relative to the paper size was no accident. There were 
more subtle areas of shading on the portraits, possibly to suggest to markers that S9 had not 
simply enlarged the images without thought or as a quick solution. Quite the contrary, the 
boldness, sparseness and subtle variations in tone and line in the well-handled use of the 
ink by the student heightened the dramatic effect of the images. R2 expressed his grave 
concern that the student's enlargement technique may have met with some prejudice on the 
part of the HSC markers distorting their assessment of her work. He had been mindful of 
how the students in his class should consider, as one of the criteria for HSC marking, their 
use of techniques and the formal qualities in their works. Using this criterion in an 
authoritative sense, he had defended his position on suggestions for the students' works by 
claiming his command of the examination and marking procedures. The students including 
this one, in their desire to be competitive within the examination and keen to maximise their 



marks, could do little other than to follow his advice. He was nonetheless alarmed when this 
student's work was not preselected for ARTEXPRESS. Bemoaning the conservatism of 
markers and their limited interpretation of what she had achieved in the works he had 
momentarily lost confidence in his own predictions and questioned his own standing within 
the process. R2 indicated his exasperation and sense of injustice as he lamented 'what else 
do they want?' following the HSC marking of the works maintaining his position that this 
student's authentic exploration of her personal lived history should have at least qualified her 
artwork for ARTEXPRESS. 

The sequencing of the works was critical to how they were read. The works had needed to 
be set up in a long line to be 'read' properly by markers. R2 had been deeply concerned that 
they had not been read the right way and he was of the view that the student may have been 
further disadvantaged by markers who had not taken the trouble to look at the works in the 
series as they had been intended. He conceded that space had been a problem within the 
classroom but nevertheless the markers could have looked at the works in relation to one 
another if they had placed them on the tables and the floor or even looked at them in smaller 
sets. These limited spacial conditions were part of the constraints in which he and his 
students worked and he now wondered if this further disadvantaged his students in how they 
were examined. He had also been incensed that the markers had not required the student's 
diary to seek a translation of the calligraphy. Knowing that meaning, under the terms of the 
examination, was considered in a multi-layered way, he believed markers had not attended 
to this aspect of the work in their assessment as thoughtfully as they may have done. 

While the student's choice of subject mater had a particularity, the approach she adopted to 
exploring her Chinese culture was one often that had been used before in this classroom 
and by R2s students for the HSC examination. Two other students in the current class had 
taken on a similar approach in the exploration of their own cultural histories and experiences 
and they too punctuated their works with recognisable cultural symbols in a similar yet 
different way to S9. Students from the other class had also made drawings overlaid with fine 
muslin of family members. A large drawing of a Chinese ancestor, made by a previous 
student, had been on display in the room for many months. And a painting of an other 
ancestor had been exhibited high above the works at the time of marking, reinforcing the 
standing of this approach in this teacher's classroom. 

The Dancers - S1s 2 Unit large photographs 

The photographs were of different sizes but large for a HSC student's artwork, figures of 
ballet dancers and details of their faces, necks, shoulders and costumes. Backgrounds were 
dark adding focus to the lithe and sensual bodies - some athletic and muscular while others, 
full of poise and grace. According to the diagrams in S1s diary it was planned that in the first 
tier of photographs, images of swaying figures waving long ribbons to rhythms of an unheard 
music, would form a semicircular arc to the left and right of the central figure that was more 
frontally posed. In the photographs planned for the lower registers the images of the 
dancers, including the panoramic works and others, were closer in view: physical, 
passionate, and highly charged. Within the overall arrangement these images would 
contribute to a sense of near ecstasy, faces and bodies suspended momentarily in time and 
space. This overall organisational effect, although highly contemporary in its intention, was 
hauntingly reminiscent of C15 altarpieces where artists had made use of compositional 
devices in the positioning of angels in a diagonal stance to lead the viewers gaze into the 
main drama of the biblical scenes beneath. 

S1 had been motivated for some time by the sensuality and physicality of bodies explored 
early on in her sculptural figurative works, in part derived from her study of Giacometti's 
sculptures. This interest in beauty and the power of the body was not surprising given her 



age, her own beauty and events in her own life that had lead her to pondering issues of 
endurance, suffering and human dignity. These ideas had over time been transformed and 
reoriented in these studies of dancers. R2 could take her interest and by different proposals 
and suggestions that she was sensitive to, extend the possibilities available to her. This was 
complemented by his expert knowledge of photography, which he in an almost effortless 
way, could offer in the form of directions about photographic procedures and quick 
assertions about the time she would need for prints. The overall dramatic effect of how the 
images would look, individually and collectively, as well as R2s beliefs in the value of subtle 
references to iconic artworks from contemporary times and the past, further motivated and 
orientated his discussions with her. She, without really realising, caught up in the tasks 
before her and a deadline, had adopted his advice and his suggestions were now, to varying 
degrees, manifest in her images and in the overall arrangement of her work. 

Each photograph was highly manipulated adding to their 'atmosphere' as R2 had described 
it to S1 as they had discussed the works as the deadline neared. Selected images had been 
ripped, sewn and overlaid with the same part of the image and tonally reworked. There were 
a large number of small works in S1s diary that revealed her experimentation with the effects 
of different photographic toners and the tearing and cutting of images, which had been 
reassembled to create a layered effect. She had also made a number of larger 'practice' 
works where she, employing some initiative and supported by the teacher, had used one of 
the sewing machines in the school to experiment further with different stitching effects. In 
stark contrast, but complementing the more subtle tonal images, the panorama prints of 
close ups of the dancers had been washed and splashed with broad gestural strokes of 
developer resulting in the images being only partially visible, adding to their allure. 

Possibly not obvious to this student, the techniques of the layered surfaces and more 
gestural manipulations were not only similar stylistically to successful HSC photographic 
works of the past that R2 would be familiar with but to action painting and the layering 
effects used by Raushenberg. R2, knowing that these references to late modern art and 
previous students' artworks would be familiar to HSC markers, could anticipate a positive 
effect in their thinking and judgement about her work, although there was always the chance 
that markers would not pick up on these references. R2 would believe that this layering of 
technique through a range of manipulative strategies would augment the meanings of her 
works and demonstrate a kind of virtuosity of performance. This he would calculate would 
give her the benefit of a competitive edge amongst her peers and even more importantly in 
how the markers may judge the merit of her performance and the works in the examination. 

S1s uncertainty about her own knowledge of photography including the technical qualities of 
the photographs and how they would be viewed by markers was unexpectedly revealed in 
the last observations and confirmed in diary entries around the same time near to when the 
works were due to be completed. S1 had excitedly agreed to show me her photographs 
commenting that all she needed to do now was to mount them. She had realised, in a 
horrifying moment that one of her large photographs had fogged. Whilst she was unable to 
identify the exact cause of the problem she knew the photograph was damaged and was 
bewildered as to how this had occurred. Desperate in her concern, she wondered how she 
would break the news to R2. 'Oh God, when I show it to him', she had said as she had rolled 
up the photographs and hurried back into the main classroom to talk with him. He, 
recognising her anxiety underplayed his own concern commenting 'oh noooo' instructing the 
student to return her print to the fix immediately where it would remain over night. Directing 
the student to bring in gloves the next day, they would wash and re-tone the print. There was 
no hint of animosity towards the student despite the pressure that he and other students 
were under to finalise the works in around two weeks time. This day was particularly critical 
for at least two others in the class: One student was setting up her installation on this 
afternoon and another silk screen printing calligraphic seals on her drawings. 



S1, despite her great commitment, revealed considerable anxiety about letting the teacher 
down with this unanticipated but obvious problem that had emerged in her photographs. R2, 
on the other hand, sensitive to her personal circumstances beyond the strain of the 
immediate technical difficulties, the impending deadline and the competing demands of other 
students, revealed his more fundamental concern for her well being. Respectful of the ethics 
of the teacher-student relationship, he was nonetheless motivated by the pleasure they both 
enjoyed in one another's company and acutely aware of how early experiences in his own 
life paralleled her current anguish. He would regularly inquire about her well being and she, 
on some occasions not always prepared to be objectified in this way, would toss off his 
concern publicly, but privately nourished by his interest and on other occasions be quite 
prepared to recognise his good will towards her. 

Would the works, which were larger than most photographs submitted for examination fit 
within the size limitations set by the Board of Studies? S1 recognised that each of her prints 
needed to be trimmed down before they were mounted. R2 had quizzed her previously 
about whether she had made the necessary calculations. She had retorted that she knew 
what she needed to do. But there was an anxious moment when she realised that the overall 
work would be larger than the six square metres available for flat works in the HSC 
examination. 'Omigod' she panicked in a diary entry. Yet, an earlier diary entry showed a 
diagram where the structure for her photographs was clearly established. Resembling the 
approach that other students in her class would adopt in using a format with larger and 
smaller images often set out in separate mounts or tiers and where a larger image was often 
complemented by a number of smaller ones placed directly below or above. She too would 
use this structure but it appeared that S1 had lost her way momentarily. The student's panic 
could be understood in terms of her forgetting what had previously been devised for her 
works although the direction had been clearly discussed and documented by her in her 
diary. Relying on her own resources and missing the implications of this previous exchange 
she had been at this time exposed in her reliance on the teacher's expert advice. 

As S1s large images were near to completion, R2 had indicated that they would have a 'little 
look and chat' about her photographs. Suggesting in a quiet, positive and reflective tone that 
he liked the drapery and the sewing in her works, he confided that he was 'a little worried 
that they [the photographs] were just a little too similar' in their overall effect. S1 had 
responded by suggesting in a light hearted way that a red coloured toner could be added. In 
a counter comment, slowly and carefully annunciated, he advised her to think about the 
atmosphere she was trying to provoke tacitly acknowledging how the markers would view 
the photographs. He further elucidated that the red would be too violent and advised her to 
continue with the blue toner. By way of easing her load, he had suggested they meet 
following her trial exams to print the three large panoramic images and all she would need to 
do would be to do some further sewing and blue toning of the works. Eventually the large 
panorama prints would replace at least one of the large images that had been worked over 
with a soft vaseline finish. S1 had commented previously, as we had worked on exposing 
and developing this print, that the effect had been beneficial because it had reduced the 
negative impact of a blurry and out of focus image in the first place. 

R1s calculations about S1s photographs at this point revealed his broader knowledge of the 
HSC marking context for her works, never far from his thinking in the advice offered to 
students. Although the works might be quite appealing, they must, in his view have that edge 
that he anticipated and so adjustments and additions would need to be made to the 
manipulative techniques she had used in the images to date. He would offer his assistance 
recognising the pragmatics of the moment. For this to occur would require a considerable 
amount of effort on both their parts but the desire for the student's success in the 
examination was uppermost in his mind. This would more indirectly contribute to his success 



and to the esteem in which he was held by his students, other teachers, senior staff in the 
school and his senior marker colleagues. 

Throughout the year contemporary photographic references had been used regularly with 
students where the photographers interests were unambiguously different from the fine 
photographic prints of the modern masters - despite their works also being valued highly in 
the classroom evident in the reproductions of Max Dupain and others. The fractured and 
disturbed surfaces of images by Carson, Henson and Korean photographers amongst others 
were viewed as having a contemporary aesthetic. With these references in mind other 
students in the class had blistered and disturbed the surfaces of their photographs 
deliberately, cutting, ripping and tearing into images and experimenting further with graphic 
possibilities using Photoshop, sewing, stapling, shellacing, and reworking the surfaces with 
toners and combinations of these. R2 had indicated that these types of images showed a 
little 'more manipulation' which in his view created a little more 'visual interest' than a black 
and white print. The contemporary references had a number of advantages in R2s strategic 
thinking. These photographs were, he believed more exciting in their contemporary 
references and orientation. Secondly, they would have the effect of surprising and 
interesting markers in the students' artworks, which could lead, he would anticipate, to their 
competitive edge in a positive assessment. Thirdly, this tactic, in a pragmatic sense could 
make a virtue of defects of students photographic compositions and their limited skills in 
printing the photographic image by masking them in works that appeared new and artistically 
important within the context of the examination and in relation to other artworks that markers 
would have viewed. 

Discussion 

The descriptions provided in this paper offer some initial support for the claim that the social 
reasoning employed by the teacher is sensitive to the maturity of students and adaptive to 
different contextual points of view. They point to the micro-historical events and relations 
between the teacher and students and the complex motives and purposes that have been at 
work over time effecting the intentions of the teacher and students, and the mental and 
physical qualities of the finished artworks. They also point to the denial and open 
secretiveness in how the teacher plays a significant intentional function in the students' 
artworks, to varying degrees, which is misrecognised by students and the teacher alike in 
the classroom. 
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