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The Aim of the ReseARch

In this thesis I will investigate the impacts of an arts-based collaborative method of 

reflection on the community engagement experience of students in the School of Arts 

and Sciences at the St. Patrick’s Campus of Australian Catholic University (ACU). This 

method was introduced to provide a means of reflective practice within the context of 

tertiary education and to provide a way to create an environment where students might 

feel more valued and connected as a community of learners.

I will document my process of introducing this arts-based inquiry method into the 

curriculum of the Volunteer Community Engagement Experience Unit and in the 

Bachelor of Visual Arts and Design Internship Program at ACU, and use the same arts-

based inquiry procedures to articulate my own learning as Campus Minister at ACU. I 

will explore the power of an arts-based reflection on practice as a pedagogical tool. 

Impetus foR the study 

In 2002 a new unit, Community-Based Experience, became compulsory for all students in 

the Bachelor of Arts course at ACU. The aim was to provide students with a wider variety 

of learning experiences than those available in a formal lecture or tutorial setting, and to 

assist students in gaining a heightened awareness of the ethical and social responsibilities 

of decision makers in business and community organisations. Another important aim 

was to enable students to reflect on and communicate the impact of their community 

engagement experience with regard to their values, attitudes and assumptions. 

In 2011, several of the ACU courses incorporated community–based experience units 

which link to appropriate course work and personal reflection. The understanding is that 

these activities benefit both the student and the service provider. Holland and Robinson 

(2008) maintain that the benefits of service learning for students can be clustered around 

“personal, social, civic, academic, and career learning outcomes” (p. 20). This involvement 

can help students to understand their role as community members and also integrate 

social justice concepts within academic units of study. Reflection is a key component of 

community-based learning. Holland and Robinson (2008) argue that “through reflection, 

adult learners see the value in learning in community based settings” (p. 22). This study 

addresses the impact of arts-based reflective practice in a tertiary setting. 
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The impetus for this study arose because I saw a gap in student support in community 

engagement, especially in the area of structured reflection. One of Campus Ministry’s 

2001 goals was to provide opportunities for the development of social responsibility 

within the wider community. Since 2001, our primary aims have been to:

foster the development of university community •	
develop spirituality and faith•	
support student leadership and promote the values of justice and outreach•	
(Campus Ministry Goals 2001)•	

One way I promoted outreach was to encourage students to become involved in the local 

community. In the early days, students from ACU and I visited a Fitzroy community of 

homeless women to engage in conversations and art work with the women.

In 2003, the ACU Community Engagement Advisor Committee (CEAC) was 

established to advise on the further development and implementation of community 

engagement and to act as a focus for ongoing discussion within the university about 

opportunities in this area. 

In 2005, I was invited to attend the CEAC meeting to represent the Campus Ministry 

team, to share the responses of the team and to make recommendations about a discussion 

paper circulated to all staff by the CEAC. They invited feedback from the different faculties 

and departments on community engagement in a Catholic university. One of the Campus 

Ministry recommendations was that personal and group reflection provides valuable 

opportunities for enrichment and growth and that this be a central feature of all community 

engagement work (A. Ferguson, personal communication, January 15, 2003).

Encouraged by this recommendation, and with the support of the Dean of Student 

Services, I then initiated a pilot project in 2006 to work with a small group of students 

to reflect on their community engagement experience. An important emphasis on 

the reflection process was that we used the arts as a mode of inquiry. The small pilot 

study began with four student participants but, by 2009, all 120 students enrolled 

in the Bachelor of Primary Education Teaching course were actively participating 

in these multi-modal experiential arts-based procedures as an integral part of their 

pre-service community engagement work. The implementation of this method of 
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inquiry offered the students a significantly different experience of reflection from 

that previously available at the university. This innovation parallels the growing 

interest in reflective practice in higher education, evidenced in the literature 

(Eyler, 2002; Finlay, 2005; Freshwater, 2005; Kesson & Traugh, 2006). The ability 

to reflect on experience, seeking to understand and value personal and affective 

knowing is an important aspect of learning. Studies indicate that reflective learning 

is a positive and useful experience for many students (Bulman & Schutz, 2008). 

These authors highlight that “there is interesting educational work that advocates the 

importance and effectiveness of learning through experience” (p. 7). 

In 2007 I made a presentation to the Australian Universities Community Engagement 

Alliance [AUCEA] called “Making Community Engagement Mission Based - 

Exploring a Vision and Rationale.” In this I endeavoured to highlight the work we 

had already done, as well as the importance of using community engagement as a key 

to advancing the university mission. I emphasised the arts-based reflection process as 

integral to my work with students, as it values a comprehensive way of understanding 

and learning from experiences. Lett (2008) highlights that “successive explorations and 

approximations make connections across material held in different modes, and allow the 

feelings and emotions attached to this emerging pattern to be given structure, rendering 

it intelligible in an incremental and integrative way, not known before” (p. 15). This 

inquiry is therefore multi-faceted involving the body, the senses, a personal imaginative 

construction of knowing, as well as a co-construction of knowing shared by others.
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The BRoAdeR context foR the study 
- community engAgement in teRtiARy 
educAtion

Within the context of higher education, community engagement can take many 

different forms. During the 1990s, my own conceptualisation of serving the community 

in outreach work shifted from the idea of “service” which involved giving as a one-way  

provision of service to the clients, to “actions” that emphasise engagement with others 

in a collaborative, shared endeavour which is directed towards mutually agreed goals 

(Weerts & Sandmann, 2008). Community engagement initiatives aim to increase levels 

of engagement in communities where there is disadvantage, marginalisation, or social 

exclusion. Green (2001) found that such experiences offer opportunities for students to 

experience difference and to encounter diversity in a place in which economic injustices 

may have produced prejudicial attitudes.

In the past the nature of community engagement work within educational institutions 

has been variously defined. However, Bell, Scott, Jackson and Holland (2007) argue 

that “across the international literature, there is now a strong consensus” around the 

definition of university-community engagement (p. 4). The following definition they 

suggest has now been widely adopted:

The collaboration between higher education institutions and their larger 

communities (local, regional/state, national, global) for the mutually 

beneficial exchange of knowledge and resources in a context of partnership 

and reciprocity. AUCEA describe university engagement as a two-way 

relationship in which the university forms partnerships with the community 

that yield mutually beneficial outcomes. (Bell et al., 2007, p. 7)

Along similar lines ACU defines community engagement as the process through which 

the university brings the capabilities of its staff and students to work collaboratively 

with community groups and organisations to achieve mutually agreed goals that build 

capacity, improve well-being, and produce just and sustainable outcomes in the interests 

of people, communities and the university (ACU communityengagementpara.1. 

http://www.acu.edu.au/about_acu/community_engagement/ce_a_acu/mission/).
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The University of Western Sydney confirms this understanding, supporting the 

collaboration between the university and a targeted community (regional, national, 

global) “for the mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge and resources in a context 

of partnership and reciprocity” (Driscoll, 2008, p. 39). The outcome of working in 

partnership is that all aim to contribute to the development, wellbeing and prosperity 

of the communities with which they are involved.

It is argued that the impact of mutually beneficial partnerships enhances students’ 

experiences in tertiary learning (Gidley, Hampson, Wheeler, & Dereded-Samuel, 

2009). In fact, such partnerships are seen as critical within all schools and faculties 

of the university as well as between the institution and other agencies. As Bell et al. 

(2007) claim, universities gain from “improved student learning and research quality 

and productivity and the external community benefits from increased knowledge and 

capacity to address community issues” (p. 8). Recent research suggests that while the 

constructing of knowledge is the responsibility of students, learning must also be fostered 

by institutions and staff, generating conditions that stimulate and encourage involvement 

(Australasian Student Engagement Report, 2009). While community engagement was 

considered in terms of students’ ‘time on task’, contemporary perspectives now include 

“aspects of teaching, the broader student experience, learners’ lives beyond university, 

and institutional support. Students lie at the heart of conversations about student 

engagement – conversations that focus squarely on enhancing individual learning and 

development.” (Australasian Student Engagement Report, 2009, p. 3)

Vickers, Harris and McCarthy’s (2004) definition of service-learning is that it links 

“academic instruction with community service guided by reflection” (p. 131). This 

highlights the importance of reflection where participants in service-learning add value 

to their interpersonal and personal development, as well as to the service provider.

In addition, community engagement can facilitate opportunities for diverse objectives 

and draw benefits from partnerships. Holland (2011) affirms the core values behind 

community engagement and argues that:

The engaged institution is committed to direct interaction with external 

constituencies through the mutually-beneficial exchange, exploration, 

and application of knowledge, expertise, resources and information. These 

interactions enrich and expand the learning and discovery functions of 
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the academic institution while also enhancing community capacity. The 

work of the engaged campus is responsive to community-identified needs, 

opportunities, and goals in ways that are appropriate to the campus’ 

mission and academic strengths (p. 24).

Community engagement or service-learning requires establishing and maintaining 

mutually beneficial links with community organisations. Holland (2009) argues that 

if “community engagement relies on partnerships meant to promote mutual benefit 

and reciprocity, then external voices will be influencing the design of collaborative 

activities” (p. 87). Winter, Wiseman, and Muirhead (2005), make the important 

point that there is diversity in the form that engagement can take. Volunteer activity is 

common, but community based research, and alternative approaches to curricula and 

distance education are all forms of community engagement. Such initiatives provide 

empowerment in education, healthcare and welfare, where sustained commitment to 

the different organisations is vital for improving community well-being. All engage 

staff and students in relationships with persons from both similar and different life 

circumstances.

In addition, it can be argued that there are a number of organisational issues that need 

to be addressed so that a strong commitment to community engagement is established 

and understood by all involved. Structural barriers or imbalances of power between 

university faculties and community can impede engagement. Holland (2009) suggests 

that community engagement requires “change to organisational structures and values 

in order to ensure success” (p. 87). In effective university community engagement, 

the promotion of interpersonal relationships, support and having mutually agreed 

goals and governance structures between university and external partners from the 

different community agencies and organisations are crucial. Ongoing evaluation of 

these partnerships is essential and the understanding and valuing of each organisation’s 

mission establishes a sense of commitment to the engagement.
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The PARticulAR context 
- the ReseARcheR As A memBeR of the 
cAmPus ministRy teAm At AustRAliAn 
cAtholic univeRsity

For the past nine years I have been employed full time within the Department of 

Student Services as a Campus Minister at the Australian Catholic University [ACU]. 

Campus Ministry is about bringing the distinctive identity and mission of ACU to 

life. In my position I am responsible for developing and implementing initiatives that 

enhance the lived expression of the university’s mission.

The services provided to students include Campus Ministry, Counselling, Academic Skills, 

Disability and Careers Support. The ACU was formed in 1991 and is one of the few 

publicly funded Catholic universities open to students and staff of all religious beliefs. 

ACU has six campuses in Australia (Ballarat, Brisbane, Canberra, Melbourne, North 

Sydney and Strathfield). I am located at St. Patrick’s Campus in Fitzroy Melbourne. Here, 

Campus Ministry provides a variety of services and part of my role includes individually 

oriented pastoral care, group activities such as leadership and liturgical formation, religious 

services, mission induction workshops for staff and students, reflection and retreats.

Campus Ministry is diverse yet specialised work, where staff promote and enhance the 

university’s mission, especially the Catholic ethos. The Campus Ministry team aims to 

encourage a sense of belonging within an inclusive and diverse community. As both 

a public and Catholic university, we endeavour to foster an appreciation of the sacred 

within life, with particular focus on the Catholic tradition. I operate from a spiritual 

base incorporating contemplation in my day-to-day work. The contemplative space 

enhances all of my life which I value and take time to develop.

Within the Campus Ministry team I had a key role in the organisation of bi-annual 

national social justice, spirituality and social gatherings for students, and from these I 

saw opportunities for student involvement in community and social justice issues. Part 

of my role now is to encourage and support students in community engagement work 

at the Atherton Gardens Community, Fitzroy. This work will be described later in this 

chapter. Emphasising reflection, as well as action, has become a significant part of my 

work. A definition of spirituality will be articulated later in the thesis.
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ACU community engagement. 

As a university, ACU “is required to live by the Catholic ethos and also function 

according to the same academic standards as all other universities which operate in 

a pluralistic and tolerant culture of scholarly endeavours” (Sheehan, 2007, p. 4). The 

university’s mission values the centrality of the spiritual, the ethical, and the religious 

in all teaching and research. 

The university has an enduring history of work-based learning including pre-service 

teaching experiences and nursing practicums which have fostered relationships between 

the university and other government and non-government organisations across Victoria. 

The ACU mission statement expresses a commitment to serving the common good. In 

partnership with other organisations it is “guided by a fundamental concern for justice 

and equity and for the dignity of all human beings” (ACU’s Mission Statement 1998). 

The University Strategic Plan for the period 2009 – 2011, supports the development of 

student awareness of social responsibility. 

Such community engagement is a core activity at the university and most courses 

embody particular aspects of working collaboratively with community groups and 

organisations to achieve mutually agreed goals. Implicit in this is the expectation 

that all ACU members engage with the community and relate to others with respect 

and a valuing of human rights. At ACU, the development of the current model of 

community engagement represents partnerships characterised by relationships that are 

mutuality beneficial, equal in status, have clearly defined goals and seek outcomes, 

frequent communication and long-term commitment .

A recent Community Engagement Relations Coordinator at ACU St Patrick’s Campus, 

highlights the benefits of working in such partnerships:

As a university we are rich in resource, so instead of guarding our capabilities 

and expertise, it is our responsibility to share it with our neighbours but 

we can’t do it alone. Through our community partnerships, the culture 

of the university has moved from an exclusive and elite institution to an 

inclusive partner in reaching our shared goals. (M. Campbell, personal 

communication, April 29, 2010)
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In most courses, students are required to participate in twenty days of community 

engagement work with a not-for-profit organisation. It is an opportunity for staff and 

students to develop relationships with others that they might never have had. These 

encounters foster students’ ability to be culturally aware. This collaboration with 

community groups towards mutually-agreed goals works towards just and sustainable 

outcomes in the interests of people, communities, and the university (Boyle-Baise & 

Kilbane, 2000). The university documentation, including the goals of the Institute for 

Advancing Community Engagement at ACU, indicates the value placed on the notion 

of mutuality and reciprocity; the more the university is positively engaged with the 

local community, the more this will enhance the life of the university. To participate in 

community engagement is collaboratively to build knowledge and mutually beneficial 

interaction between universities and communities. Such engagement builds the social 

capital that creates strong, cohesive communities. This is acknowledged through 

Fleming’s experience, a PhD student at ACU Strathfield Campus: 

In the process of my engagement, my learning becomes more thorough and 

holistic which is of benefit to my students. Engaging with a community 

gives my knowledge a strong practical edge, which benefits me and the 

community. Everyone wins – me, my students and the community. 

(Fleming, 2011)

Engaging in the community requires the establishment of relationships, trust, respect for 

diversity and the development of partnerships with different community organisations. 

Students and staff become aware of the community in terms of its various cultures, 

economic situations, history, local community agencies, political structures, norms 

and values, demographic trends and this understanding forms the background of their 

engagement efforts. Lupi (2006) argues that the community engagement process is also 

a way to facilitate behaviour change that is acceptable to the community: 

Change will occur in relationships and in the way institutions and 

individuals demonstrate their capacity and strength to act on specific 

issues. Coalitions, networks, and new alliances are likely to emerge. 

Efforts will affect public and private programs, policies, and resource 

allocation. (p. 5)
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ACU is also committed to various international community projects. The university has 

been involved in communities in Baucau and East Timor supporting health care and 

education. The process for involvement and partnership also includes staff, students 

and the partners from community agencies coming together to share their overall goals 

and objectives, insights and learnings. An integrated planning infrastructure is required 

where “the stakeholders work as a team through a strengths-based approach which has 

defined roles to realise these goals and ensure sustainability” (M. Campbell, personal 

communication, April 29, 2010).  

Students have opportunities to learn through their community engagement experience, 

linking their academic theory to practice in a community or workplace environment, 

which can be mutually beneficial to student and partner organisations. Faculty 

members want to see evidence that community engagement is making a difference 

in the learning of course material and student development of social responsibility. 

Miron and Moely (2006) also examine the value of reciprocity and the perceived 

benefits for students engaging in service-learning. They propose that participation in 

community engagement leads to potential benefits such as a growth in confidence in 

the addressing of community issues, the development of interpersonal, organisational 

and leadership skills, teamwork and social inclusion. Benefits for ACU are seen to 

include a greater understanding of Catholic social justice issues and the acquisition 

of the skills required to influence policy development. Through the Institute for 

Advancing Community Engagement, ACU (2010) aims to “challenge the societal 

constraints that create inequities and social injustice for disadvantaged people and 

their communities by influencing public policy and practice and working to a create 

just and equitable society” (para. 16). The outcome of this is the development of 

ongoing relationships between community agencies and the university. Stoecker and 

Tryon (2009), however, are cautionary noting that there is a lack of evidence about the 

benefits of reciprocity from a community perspective and that more research could be 

done around how agencies benefit.
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It is critically important for all stakeholders that community engagement be well planned 

and that resources are managed. The infrastructure of the university needs to be able to 

sustain and foster engagement and have appropriate strategies developed to ensure that 

partnerships are maintained and regularly reviewed. Encouraging collaboration takes 

time and effort for the development of mutually beneficial relationships. The quality 

of community engagement can be enhanced by bringing together the various parties to 

ensure effective operation, involvement in goal setting, decision making, the sharing of 

resources, financial knowledge and accountability. 

Partnerships start with conversation, when shared goals and organisational 

values have synergy. It is a natural progression to then open up the 

possibilities of engagement. Making a commitment at ACU is formalised 

through a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between partners 

that ensures sustainability and strengthens the partnership. Evaluation is 

built into the MOU to ensure the goals are being achieved (M. Campbell, 

personal communication, April 29, 2010).  

I have promoted community engagement by inviting staff, students and community 

organisations to conversations about partnership and ways of sustaining appropriate 

strategies for the long-term flourishing of community engagement practices. Another 

aspect of the conversations I have had has been in response to the students’ requests to 

ensure adequate support is provided for them during their community engagement, 

including the allocation of time and the development of a timetabling structure that 

facilitates reflective practice.

Community engagement has now, at the time of completing this thesis, been implemented 

in most of the course streams at ACU, where there are a variety of opportunities available 

to students. The academic component of community engagement now provides 

the framework for deep reflection on the community engagement encounters. This 

learning leads to what Jude Butcher, the Director of the ACU Institute for Advancing 

Community Engagement, describes as “moments of transformation, which emphasise 

the interrelatedness of knowledge and phenomena, and focuses on social and personal 

change” (Howard & Butcher, 2007, p. 5).
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An example - The Atherton Gardens.

The Atherton Gardens is a public housing estate in Fitzroy, which is one kilometre 

from the ACU Campus. It consists of four 20-storey housing blocks constructed in 

1970 and 1971. Atherton Gardens provides welfare housing to the most disadvantaged 

in the community. An overwhelming majority of the people living there are from 

refugee backgrounds; from countries such as Vietnam, Afghanistan and Turkey and 

The Horn of Africa region. Most residents are also low-income earners. They are 

eligible for long term public housing through the Department of Human Services 

Victoria. They pay subsidised rent according to household income. The Smith Family, 

the Brotherhood of St. Laurence, the Public Tenants Employment Program, Fitzroy 

Police, Atherton Gardens Residents Association, Jesuit Social Services, Office of 

Housing, Ecumenical Migration Centre, Yarra City Council, and ACU are all involved 

in the Atherton Gardens community. We are trying to work together to build a more 

cohesive community and to reduce the evident social and financial inequalities. In 

2002, the Collingwood and Fitzroy high rise estates were recipients of funding for 

the Victorian Government’s Neighborhood Renewal Project. This funding was for 

eight years. Neighborhood renewal empowers local communities to shape their own 

futures, enhancing local skills and leadership. The emphasis is on working together in 

partnership with local agencies to:

increase people’s pride and participation in the community •	
enhance their physical environment and improve housing•	
lift employment, training and educational opportunities •	
expand local economic activities•	
improve personal safety and reduce crime •	
promote health and wellbeing•	
increase access to transport and other key services •	
improve government responsiveness •	

(Department of Human Services, 2002, p. 3). 
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The ACU contributes to the work with Atherton Gardens. The Community Engagement 

Relations Coordinator at St. Patrick’s, employed in 2008, focuses on developing 

partnerships so that these goals can be realized. “A key feature of these projects is the 

creativity required by the partners to marry the expertise of ACU staff and students 

with the local knowledge and strengths of the community members themselves” (M. 

Campbell, personal communication, April 29, 2010). In this instance, these projects are 

directed towards providing a fairer future for Atherton Garden’s residents. This is done 

through student involvement in the following programmes at Atherton Gardens:

homework support – support and mentoring for primary school children•	
breakfast club – which provides free breakfast •	
holiday fun day program at ACU •	
FASTA – healthy, positive, sporting opportunities for young refugees•	
Fitzroy Pageturners – the development of reading and literacy skills•	
community art program – for children and mothers•	
The Fitzroy Program – involving tutoring and mentoring.•	

At St. Patrick’s Campus, 120 Bachelor of Education students are tutors at the Atherton 

Gardens Fitzroy homework program as part of their third year course work program. 

The homework club aims to encourage and nurture social and study skills and the 

formation of meaningful relationships between tertiary students and the children from 

migrant and refugee backgrounds.

In addition, the Community Engagement Relations Coordinator at the Atherton 

Gardens and myself established a holiday program supported by the pre-service 

education students. The aim was to give the children from the homework programme 

an opportunity to engage in a wide variety of arts and crafts and recreational activities. 

The holiday program aims to develop language and art skills through these recreational 

activities. It also aims to create neighbourly awareness between ACU and Atherton 

Garden residents. To fund this holiday program, I initiated an event whereby students 

were invited to donate gold coins, placing them on a long strip of masking tape in the 

main foyer at ACU. One thousand two hundred dollars was raised and the money 

funded materials for the arts and crafts recreational activities which was held at ACU 

during the school holidays. 



25

At the time of writing this thesis, I am no longer able to be involved in this program 

and, in 2008, a Relations Co-ordinator at St Patrick’s was employed. I remain involved 

and committed to supporting the community engagement program at ACU, but now 

my focus is on facilitating reflective groups with students during and following their 

community engagement, as well as in developing other Campus Ministry initiatives. 

Learning enviRonments Beyond 
       the clAssRoom 

The recognition that learning occurs beyond the traditional classroom is a key 

component of community engagement programs and is reflected in research undertaken 

by Gleeson (2004). Her motivation for this research developed from her dissatisfaction 

with the impact of set-text study on student lives. Her findings clearly show the 

significance of factors well beyond the reach of the curriculum on students’ learning, 

and demonstrate that other possible education opportunities are not necessarily on 

campus. She highlights the importance of practical experience and attending to the 

lived experience of learners. The inter-relatedness of learning that occurs as a result of 

students’ prior and concurrent experiences with the school and university curriculum 

material has been a focus of both Gleeson, and Sumara (2004). Sumara is particularly 

concerned with the process of reflection outside the classroom on students’ capacity to 

make greater sense of their life experiences. 

Many students have taken part in structured experiential learning that has given them 

opportunities to strengthen their educational development, and these opportunities are 

often beyond university settings. The 2010 Australian Council for Educational Research 

(ACER) reported that, “beyond-class interactions play a formative role in student learning” 

(p. 21). Whilst such interactions are important, what is also required is a process for 

reflection ensuring the integration of life experience, work outside the university and work 

within the class-room. Students need to be provided with opportunities to explore and 

reflect on all these and the impact they have on their lives. Over my nine years at ACU, 

students have frequently talked about the extent of these challenges and the satisfaction 

they experience in overcoming them through structured reflection. Support is required 

for students in community engagement work, especially in the area of reflective practice. 

Research indicates that teachers and pre-service teachers who engage in guided reflection 

have the potential to improve the sustainability of changed systems (Power, 2010). 
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Many students report that they do not know how to reflect. Power (2010) suggests that 

repeated exposure to reflection without some assistance does not guarantee that trainee 

teachers will develop critical or higher levels of reflective thinking. Pavlovich (2007) highlights 

the lack of reflection within tertiary institutions and she argues that engaging in interactive 

and dialogical inquiry offers a “focus on self and one’s learning journey that is rarely explored” 

(p. 281). Gleeson (2004) too, advocates for self-awareness in education and states that, “if we 

are serious about recognising the diversity of learning styles ... then it behoves us as educators 

and researchers to attend to the day to day lived experiences of the learners” (p. 5). 

In addition to this lack of apparent skill in reflective practice, students know and represent 

their knowing in many different ways. As Eisner (2006) suggests, knowing understood 

as “the provision of warranted assertions, represented through language” is only one 

way of understanding the world. It has become increasingly clear that knowledge or 

understanding is not always reducible to words and this opens “the door to multiple 

forms of knowing including knowing through the arts as well as the knowing that derives 

from relational inquiry processes” (p. 5). This suggests the need for an effective learning 

environment where skills of reflection are privileged and multiple ways of knowing are 

incorporated into reflective procedures. There is now a new urgency in raising the position 

and status of the arts in education: many believe they have a significant role in humanising 

the world through developing citizenship and social consciousness by fostering tolerance, 

recognising difference, developing diverse ways of thinking and creating a supportive social 

environment for learning (Burridge, 2010). 

My exPeRience of the ARts in educAtion

The arts and education has long been an area of interest to me. My previous background 

was in primary teaching and I used the arts as a way of encouraging children to work 

together, whether this was through drama or in a group arts project following an excursion. 

We would often have visitors from other grades appreciating the display of the children’s 

work. I have used the arts in forms of community education and development too. I also 

worked in Catholic parishes for ten years as a pastoral parish worker. Prior to assuming 

my position at ACU, I was a community development worker, living and working for 

six years as an outreach worker in a community agency for homeless women. Thus for 

most of my professional life I have been engaged in working with diverse groups of 

people, aiming to find creative ways of bringing communities and individuals together 

to live a more spiritual, meaningful and connected life.  
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I have also been a student of arts-based education myself. In more recent years I have 

had the opportunity to understand more about life and foster my personal creative 

abilities through study undertaken at The Melbourne Institute for Experiential and 

Creative Arts Therapy (MIECAT). During my Graduate Diploma and Masters of Arts 

in Experiential and Creative Arts Therapy, I used the procedures and processes taught 

at MIECAT to aid my personal reflection. MIECAT was founded in 1997 by Warren 

Lett, Jan Allen, Andrew Morrish and Jean Rumbold to offer accredited postgraduate 

courses in creative arts practice. The MIECAT form of inquiry adopts an epistemology 

that values inquiring into lived experience. It uses multi-modality, collaborative, 

intersubjective, contextual, and relational approaches to learning. An inquiry into 

experience through the MIECAT procedures contributes to the “construction of 

personal meaning” (Lett, 2008, p. 12). These arts-based methods of inquiry engage 

in “artistic, teaching and research collaborations that contribute to the health and 

wellbeing of our community” (para. 3 [MIECAT] 1997).

My vision foR An ARts-BAsed 
         Reflective PRActice At Acu 

It was during my study at MIECAT that I became aware of this multi-modal form of 

inquiry, and an extended epistemology where presentational knowing such as drawing, 

painting, poetry, sculpture and movement emerge from experiential knowing (Heron 

& Reason, 1997). I came to know that this can access a much deeper and broader 

understanding of what we do, think, act and feel, and that this way of working could 

be applied quite directly and appropriately to reflection on community engagement.

Elliot Eisner (2006) is a longstanding advocate for the arts in education. In presenting his 

argument on the future of arts-based research he claims that “the arts provide access to 

forms of experience that are either un-securable or much more difficult to secure through 

other representational forms” (p. 11). The use of the arts provides access to emotions, 

thereby making vivid what has been hidden by the habits of daily life. The development of 

emotional understanding (intelligence) has been taken up by a number of educationalists 

(Elias, Tobias and Friedlander, 1999; Goleman, 1995; Mayer & Cobb, 2000). As Elias, 

Tobias and Friedlander (1999) note emotional intelligence is “dramatically and positively 

predictive not only of academic achievement, but also of satisfactory and productive 

experiences in the world of work and marriage, even of better physical health” (p. 2 ). 
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Rogers work on client-centred approach was ground breaking in the attempt to begin 

to focus on the full subjectivity of the client. He believed that therapy itself can be seen 

as a form of education (Rogers, 1961). Orange (1995), in her psychotherapy work, 

emphasises the desirability of emotional understanding and also argues that this is 

achieved through a process of “making sense together”. She notes that making sense is 

“an affair of memory, emotion, and anticipation, of past present and future … Making 

sense stretches the bounds of bivlaued logic and forces us to think about experience 

in more holistic but less neat categories” (p. 6). Further she argues that making sense 

requires collaborative effort; it is a process of knowing by participation in the emotional 

lives of human beings.

With all these influences and confluences, I became committed to developing a process 

of reflection whereby students would work collaboratively and creatively in small groups 

to make sense of their experiences of community engagement and to understand how 

these experiences related to their program of study, their values and aspirations. 

Bulman and Schutz (2008) wrote that there are no “universal definitions of reflection 

in literature” (p. 5). However, they do name some specific qualities in relation to it. 

Reflective practice should be characterised by creativity and open-endedness. This 

requires courage, an open mind and the ability to accommodate differences as one 

enters into a review of one’s experience and a consequent process of meaning making. 

As it involves inter-relationship with others in a group setting, it demands an ability to 

modify and expand one’s insights, and also to begin to see things differently. Its great 

value is that the reflecter continues to represent and to describe her/his behaviours (a 

process involving not only thinking but also the ability to feel) in order to come to 

greater personal and group understanding. Both Smith (1998) and Paget (2001) see 

this as a positive and useful experience, and my own experience of study re-iterates this. 

Reed and Canning (2010) suggest that one can develop into a reflective practitioner 

most effectively within a “learning community where individuals are actively listening 

and responding to the thoughts and experiences of others” (p. 10). In this context, both 

the co-constructing of knowledge and the sharing of understanding takes place.
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Some reflective models consider a “problem” as a possible starting point; other 

researchers provide well-constructed arguments for seeing reflection as problem-

solving (Korthagen & Wubbels, 1995). However, I and others believe reflection does 

not necessarily have to be problem-based. On occasion I can see that it is important 

to have a process that addresses a problem, but I believe it is much more than that; for 

example, I might reflect on the experience of having a meal together with close friends 

and something significant in the conversation. If reflection is assumed to be problem-

based, a negative attitude is implied, suggesting that something has gone wrong in one’s 

experience or performance. Pavlovich (2007), relating the development of reflective 

practice to a course on spirituality and management, reinforces that “understanding 

rather than problem resolution is the learning outcome” (p. 284). 

My first real experience of any sort of reflective process took place in the 1980s in a 

higher education setting. There, I was involved in small groups which were encouraged 

to map life experience through labelling of significant moments, either by journal 

writing or through visual art work. This personal work was shared with the group but 

there the process ended. We were left in the circle of individual and group experience 

being communicated, but with little possibility of moving forward in terms of greater 

understanding. Now, in my present work at ACU, the MIECAT processes give a 

flexible framework to enable deeper understanding and meaning. I have found this 

process offers a trusting long-term commitment that enhances both relationship and 

self-knowledge. 

Creating an appropriate high quality learning environment is not an easy matter, 

particularly within the university setting. Formal educational institutions are very good 

at providing resources for scientific and technical equipment, but the arts generally 

receive little resourcing, and those creating timetables assume that almost any physical 

space will do for the reflective process (Cross, 2009). Cross, however, comments that 

where the learning space between teacher and learners is not so hierarchical, there is 

a greater chance the learning space can be “genuinely shared more flexibly” (p. 37). 

This also supports my own experience where I have valued companioning students 

in reflection.
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Structure of the thesis 

As the focus of this first chapter, I have described the aims of this research and its 

professional context, presenting an overview of community engagement in a tertiary 

environment in Australia, at Australian Catholic University. This was followed by a 

brief overview of arts and education, reflective practice and an outline of an alternative 

approach to reflection that is grounded in an extended epistemology and arts-based 

and collaborative inquiry.

In Chapter 2, in order to locate myself as researcher and make clear the values base and 

forms of knowing in this inquiry, l present a brief biography of experiences that led to 

the development of the ideas I present here. I make public my personal recollections and 

my own understandings and practice of reflection, as well as my experience of working 

in the community prior to this study, to show the influences shaping this study. 

The choice of methodological approach is explained in Chapter 3. This chapter also 

demonstrates through arts-based inquiry how and where this study is located within 

the modernist and post-modern fields of research.

The data are presented in the next three chapters and I document in some detail 

the procedures and processes engaged in by the student participants. This allows the 

reader to understand how multi-modal experiential arts-based procedures have been 

implemented in the enhancement of students’ reflective skills.

Chapter 4 documents Helen’s work. At the time of her involvement Helen was a first year 

visual arts student from the School of Arts and Science. This chapter documents the arts-

based procedures and explores the benefits of reflection on community engagement.

In Chapter 5, I describe the introduction of these arts-based workshops for students with 

the collaboration of MIECAT students. With the consent of Peter, Misha and Renee, the 

ACU students involved in the group, I refer to their visual journals which illustrate their 

process and the benefits of arts-based procedures as a method of reflection.
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The sixth chapter highlights the work of another student, Robert, after he attended 

such an arts-based workshop. In particular, it describes his reflections related to his 

community engagement work in the Kimberley, Western Australia and highlights our 

companioning relationship in his emergent inquiry process. 

Chapter 7 deals with the themes constructed throughout the research, and I develop 

a dialogue with relevant literature in the light of the findings of this study to further 

amplify our understanding of this process of reflective practice. 

Chapter 8 reports on and explores my own personal reflection on the experience of 

working with students. This final chapter concludes with recommendations derived 

from the findings and outlines the significance of the study and its strengths and 

limitations.


