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Introduction
The following three chapters explore working with students, both individually and 

in groups, using mutli-modal art forms to reflect on their experience of community 

engagement as part of their learning at ACU. My research inquires into their experience 

of this whole arts-based process of reflection, exploring what they learned, what helped 

and what hindered the learning. 

As the reflection process was collaborative and emergent, I attempt to describe the 

process as well as show it presentationally, using (with their consent and ethics approval) 

some of their materials. This chapter therefore blends findings and some discussion of 

the findings, although reflection on all three strands of the inquiry is disscussed, in 

chapter 7.

Context
This chapter explores the use of multi-modal experiential arts-based methods with a 

group of three students from Australian Catholic University for the purpose of their 

personal and group reflection. In the Bachelor of Visual Arts and Design internship 

programme, students in the visual arts and design course were able to choose a particular 

area of interest for their internship. This program is intended to provide students with 

a hands-on experience that will develop their learning and understanding related to 

their area of specialisation. The unit aims to extend students’ awareness of professions 

which have visual arts and design as an element, thus allowing them to undertake work 

experience in art galleries or museums, in community arts programmes, arts therapy 

experiences or related areas of creative interest. The duration of the internship placement 

is 108 hours. It is possible for participating students to carry out their internship in 

small teams, such as those described in this chapter. My role within this programme was 

that of mentor. I companioned the students by providing opportunities for experiential 

multi-modal arts-based inquiry. 
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The nucleus of this strand of my inquiry came from the initiative of three students, 

Helen, Kim and Alanna, who were visual arts students from the School of Arts and 

Science. They expressed an interest in learning about arts-based inquiry as part of their 

visual arts internship. As students of ACU, they were already required to take part 

in 70 hours of volunteer community engagement in addition to an internship. I was 

aware of the need for volunteers at the Atherton Gardens Breakfast Club as I had been 

a member of the Atherton Neighbourhood Advisory Board. I discussed with the three 

students the possibility of their community engagement placement within this project. 

The idea was that this would provide students with a reflection reference point for their 

internship. One student had nearly completed her volunteer community engagement 

placement and the other two were just beginning.

I was not sure how the journey would unfold but was willing to work with them and 

to encourage them to trust each other and to develop their own capacities to share 

their experiences. I wanted to create a pedagogical environment, similar to that which 

Somerville (2010) describes, where, “our relationship to place is constituted in stories 

(and other representations); the body is at the centre of our experience of place; and 

place is a contact zone of cultural contact” (p. 335). She also maintains that the concept 

of story can be “usefully enlarged to embrace the expressions of visual artists, sculptures 

and poets, as well as scientists, policy makers and agriculturalists. Each discipline and 

artistic modality has its own forms and genres of place stories” (p. 336). I support 

Polkinghome’s (1988) contentions that by telling our stories to each other we make our 

experiences meaningful. The learning objectives for this group experience of storytelling 

were to enhance students’ self-awareness and their professional development, as well as 

develop skills in arts-based inquiry.
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Ethical considerations. 

As the participants in the research were students at Australian Catholic University, I 

applied for and received ethics approval from the Chair of the Ethics Committee at 

St. Patrick’s Campus, Melbourne. The students and I then approached the lecturer in 

charge and assessor of the students’ internship to consider the proposal that I use this 

reflecting group to contribute to my research. The lecturer supported all aspects of the 

project.  Ethics approval was also sought and gained from the head of the School of 

Arts and Science and the Dean of Student Services. The research was also conducted 

in accordance with the ethics requirements of MIECAT and passed by the MIECAT 

Human Research Ethics Committee. 

Conducting ethical research, of course, goes beyond simply gaining ethics consent. 

Conrad and Campbell (2008) suggest that ethical research “encompasses an ethic of 

personal relationships, human interaction and community engagement” (p. 256). It 

was important that all students were informed of their rights as voluntary participants 

in the research and students were treated with respect by each member within the 

group throughout the process. The students’ work from their journals is used with 

their consent. It was decided that assessment of the students’ coursework would be 

undertaken by the lecturer in charge of the internship, and we agreed that we would 

meet as a group with the lecturer at the end of the placement, in order to share the 

experience of the collaboration. 

Researchers often discuss “leaving the field” ethically at the end of one’s research (Snow, 

1980; Spindlers, 1970). Snow (1980) points out that when the researcher should 

“decide to initiate the disengagement process is not so obvious; for this decision and 

the factors that precipitate it and can render the process more or less difficult have 

received little attention in the qualitative literature” (p.118). I made an effort to create 

relationships of mutual exchange and reciprocity which was important for maintaining 

good rapport. I have continued to have contact with the three students as Helen and 

Kim in the following year continued their study at ACU, and Alanna went into the 

workforce and commenced her studies at MIECAT. As the programme drew to a 

close and these students completed their course work, new projects were initiated and 

continued in a similar vein with new student groups.
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The university, in recognising the importance and the value of such relationships and 

projects, has responded by employing and supporting a Relations Co-ordinator so that 

ongoing partnerships with Atherton Gardens can be maintained. I still have contact 

with some people in the Atherton Gardens Community. Where possible I continue 

to support some of these programmes, as I value ACU’s commitment to maintaining 

and sustaining the programmes which have been initiated in partnership with other 

organisations.  

Description of ProcEss

Another MIECAT doctoral student who had been employed as a Community 

Engagement worker at ACU for two days a week, for a period of eight months, also 

became part of the pilot project. Both she and I were eager to work with the three 

students, and after conversations with a community worker at the Atherton Gardens 

Fitzroy, we agreed to take on a small initiative to help the children paint new tablecloths 

for the Breakfast Club. After the weekly club session, the ACU students contracted to 

meet with us to reflect on their experiences of this community engagement. 

Personally, I wanted to use the opportunity to become more confident in using the 

procedures of the inquiry method described in the previous chapter. We were all 

learning: I was learning to facilitate and to teach these procedures, and the students 

were hopefully learning to make more sense of them and to integrate the volunteer 

experiences more fully into their lives. In addition, I saw the possibility of instigating 

this reflective process alongside other academic projects at ACU and in the local 

community. In the course of this project, students indicated to me that they had never 

received structured guidance in the skills of reflection. Journal writing, as undertaken 

in their secondary school education, was their preferred and only option, and they all 

had a very restricted understanding of an arts-based process for reflection. 

The remainder of this chapter shows the reflective process mainly using Helen’s material as 

she has made the procedures transparent in her diary. She allows the reader to see clearly 

how she entered into the process, and moved through amplification of her experience, 

to a reduction to key words and themes. Her entries highlight the open-ended quality of 

her inquiry and her emergent process. In addition to the transcripts from Helen’s diaries 

I intersperse additional material from Alanna’s and Kim’s experiences of the procedures.



107

Map of the process.

2006 - Application for ethics approval and approval from the School of Arts 

and Science

Volunteer Community Engagement

Sessions 1 - 3: Pre-community volunteer engagement experience  

Setting up the project with the Atherton Gardens’ Breakfast Club. •	

Representation and practice of procedures related to students’ understanding •	

of community engagement.

From April to October, students attended the Atherton Gardens’ Breakfast Club •	

weekly and also were involved in other community engagement placements.

Visual Arts Internship Programme

Sessions 4 - 5: Introduction to procedures and concepts of arts-based inquiry 

Sessions 6 - 8:  Reflective inquiry into the experience of attending the Breakfast Club  

Identifying a key moments and using the procedures to develop inquiry. •	

Session 9 - 11 meetings in semester break

Two six hour sessions to continue the above process.•	

Semester 2: Sessions 12 - 17 in semester 2.

3 hr weekly sessions to continue the above.•	

2007  September - Alanna and Mary  are panel speakers at an ACU community •	

forum in Brisbane

Table 1: Process of inquiry with an ACU internship reflection group
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Beginnings: sessions 1 – 3.

The first three sessions occurred prior to the community volunteer experience and involved 

setting up the project with Helen, Alanna, and Kim. The three students met first in 

March 2006. Initially, we met in a small room which was used for group discussions but 

it was not large enough to accommodate the art making. After two sessions we moved to 

the Visual Arts studio at ACU. Before attending the Atherton Gardens’ Breakfast Club, 

our first three sessions involved using the arts-based, multi-modal, experiential inquiry, 

to understand the concept of community engagement. The purpose of this was to explore 

the students’ personal understanding of this construct, their judgments, preconceptions 

and expectations, before actually commencing their community engagement. Knowing 

that they would be working in an environment with children from very economically 

and socially disadvantaged backgrounds, and that they would be confronted with many 

injustices experienced by these children, it seemed important that they be able to articulate 

how their previous experience might impact on their community engagement. I felt the 

task was also to learn to be mindful of what was happening to them, emotionally and 

cognitively (Kesson & Traugh, 2006). In these three sessions the students were introduced 

to the basis of this arts-based form of inquiry.

Visual arts internship: sessions 4 – 17.

After attending the Atherton Gardens Breakfast Club, we met weekly for a three hour 

morning inquiry session. During the midyear semester break, we met for two six-hour 

sessions, which included going out to lunch. This extended time offered an opportunity 

to stay with and share more fully what was emerging in each person’s material. Kim was 

unable to attend these sessions as she was overseas on holidays.

We gradually introduced the arts-based procedures during sessions three to seventeen. 

This method encourages attending to experience via the felt sense (Gendlin, 1981), and 

by representation or giving form to this experience. It supports reflection on experience 

through the description of representations (Betensky, 1995), the reduction to key words 

or images by intersubjective and multi-modal responding, and the identification of themes 

and making of temporary approximations to meaning. I provided a variety of art supplies, 

crayons, charcoal, postcards, magazines, a camera, coloured paper, found objects and clay 

which could be used for the representations, and each participant was given a visual diary 

to document their work. All of the sessions were audio-taped and then transcribed. 
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In each session students were asked to be present to a felt sense of something of 

significance from their volunteer community engagement placement which they 

considered important to inquire into. Such focusing enabled a special kind of internal 

bodily awareness since a felt sense is usually not ‘just there’, it must be formed. 

Individuals have to know how to let it form by attending, 

inside your body. When it comes, it is first unclear, fuzzy. By certain steps 

it can come into focus and also change. A felt sense is the body’s sense of 

a particular problem or situation ... It feels meaningful, but not known. 

(Gendlin, 1981, p. 10)

This process allowed each student the opportunity to get in touch with their feelings 

and to then attempt to give form to this by making an art representation. In some ways 

this provided an externalised amplification of a bodily experience that might then serve 

to re-form and in-form the experience. 

Helen, like most visual art students, usually plans her art work. After this first session 

she noted how being aware of a felt sense and then making a representation allowed her 

to become more spontaneous in her art work and then to engage with the art “object” 

as a phenomenon to make sense of experience. As McNiff (2004) suggests, “we must 

temper the tendency to see images as part of the artist who made them. To this end 

the artist needs to be re-visioned as co-participant in the creation” (p. 83). It is in the 

dialogue that the maker can listen to and allow the art as other to assert its viewpoint.

It was a challenging exercise, but I managed not to plan anything in my drawing 

(Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 2).

I found there was a whole story being told through the image, which I was unaware of until 

the dialogue. It was intriguing to see how effective the process really is (Helen’s Journal, 

2006, p. 5).

I felt a freedom. There was no pressure to produce anything in particular. I had the freedom 

to express myself. It is a journey. It’s about seeing what happened and what happens next 

(Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 7).
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This was a different way of working for Helen and she enjoyed the spontaneity of being 

able to express herself without planning her work. She appreciated becoming aware of 

her feelings, rather than experiencing the pressure of having to plan, and was able to 

allow new possibilities to emerge through intersubjective dialogues with her art and 

with others in the group.         

After the creation of a representation, I explained the processes of phenomenological 

description, reduction to key words and intersubjective dialogue and response. Some 

of the representations were verbally described in pairs, or by the group. Not all were 

recorded in their journals. Initially, the students were rather interpretive in their 

description. I attempted to use Betensky’s (1987) approach of an initial visual display 

of the person’s work then a distancing followed by intentional looking. Betensky (1987) 

suggests, when one asks, 

“What do you see when you look as if seeing it for the first time?”... 

[An object, or representation] ... can now be examined objectively, from 

a distance, and without preconceived notions. The powerful emotions 

contained in the visual product can now be viewed with a certain measure 

of detachment. (p. 158)

Helen described her experience of phenomenological description: 

The first stage in which I describe my work allowed me to see my image with a different 

perspective. It was difficult because I had already attached my own understanding to the 

image almost instantly once I had drawn it. But something else came up for me that I didn’t 

expect … it takes time and attention. It’s about seeing. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 6)

The process of reduction to key words, phrases, feelings, thoughts and images was then 

introduced. In this, students focused on what held some significance or value in the 

descriptive phase of the inquiry. Kim noted that the selection of key words required her 

to focus on the significant emotional resonance for her, that those words lead towards 

signification or meaning (Lett, 2008).
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Key words are another step to the narrowing down of what you are really seeking or feeling. 

They enable you to get a bit closer to this as they pull you down into another layer of feeling/

experience to explore. Key words are like some important parts in the story … they really 

stand out. (Kim in group audio taped interview, 2006)

I encouraged the group to focus on what drew their attention, as well as on what their 

feelings, thoughts, associations and memories were. I then introduced the concept of 

resonance and the practice of attending to the features that resonated with them as 

access points. 

Access points have really been helpful in clarifying in the process; you’re able to distinguish 

what was happening at the time, like windows to that moment in time in what you were 

going through, they are really helpful in trying to understand where you are at a certain 

point. So it was an important part of the process that I really appreciated. (Kim’s Journal, 

2006, p. 46)

Then intersubjective dialogues and responses followed as a further means of exploration. 

Kim found the process very helpful in clarifying what seemed to be emerging. 

I have discovered through doing the inter-subjective dialogue that it brought up childhood 

memories that I wasn’t even aware of which had come out of the experience at the breakfast 

program this week (Kim’s Journal,  2006, p. 12). 

Alanna also wrote in her journal about her experience of intersubjective responses, 

specifically of receiving a multimodal intersubjective response:

It’s so special to receive an intersubjective response. It feels like you’ve been listened to and 

that what you have shared matters and is worthwhile. It also creates a bond between the 

giver and the receiver, which is partly an unspoken understanding of each other. (Alanna’s 

Journal, 2006, p. 14)

Sharing their views about your experiences and reflecting and giving this back … is like a 

gift. It was participatory; we all worked together in the inquiry process. I felt that we were 

sharing all the time. We share through listening; responding, looking, creating, interacting 

… I have never done this before. It is great to get a response from others and also to create an 

intersubjective response ... and give them something … this was building on the relationship 
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as well, and this strengthens the bond in the group as well, giving and receiving. It had a 

great impact on me working together in a group. We were engaging together. (Audio tape – 

Group conversation 2006)

Helen shows in her journal how the collaborative process is so intimate and comments 

on the experience of being able to give an intersubjective response to another. 

One thing I noticed was, although our work was reflecting our experiences it was also an 

intense reflection of our personal lives and issues we each are facing at that point in time. I 

was moved to produce an intersubjective response (using music) for Alanna, and also for Kim. 

In fact, I am very excited about it. I also wrote a few things in response to Alanna’s dialogue, 

trying to link it to the musical composition. I enjoyed this exercise, very much, and once I had 

finished I felt a sense of completeness within myself. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 16)

session 4: An example of the process.

As I have indicated, following the initial three sessions as a group, we attended the 

Atherton Gardens Breakfast Club weekly. After each session we returned to ACU to 

engage in the reflective processes. Part of the challenge in this inquiry was to encourage 

students to focus on something significant they would like to inquire into; something, 

which at the moment, might be less known. Helen’s inquiry highlights how she stayed 

with a focus of what was not quite fully known and how she used the inquiry process 

to explore this. 

Helen’s experience.

Helen’s journal records how she experienced her first visit to the Breakfast Club.

Today was our first session at the Breakfast Programme. I was rather nervous and a little anxious 

at first. I was scared that the kids wouldn’t want to talk to me, and I was unsure of how to act.

... I hadn’t really had much experience working with children, and I was afraid I would find 

that I couldn’t do it. I was afraid of a group of children, yes- they intimidated me. At the 

same time though, I felt excited, because I had this opportunity to learn, to be in a situation 

I had never been in before.



113

The two girls next to me were playing a game of Connect Four while I watched. One of the girls (the 

more confident-looking of the two) then turned to me and said “You play too”. I smiled and agreed. 

I transferred this feeling into a representation. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 18)

Helen’s representation and description. 

In the reflection group afterwards (session 4 of the group) Helen represented this 

experience in the following way, and then described what she saw.

Figure 30 - Helen, 2006, oil pastel on paper, 297mm x 420mm

The paper size is approx. 18 x 25cm. The top half of the page, extending from the centre, has 

a large blue geometric shape with 4 sides. The bottom side is approx. 15cm in length and the 

top side is approx. 10cm in length. The left and right sides are approx. 13cm in length. 1cm 

up from the bottom of these lines begin the shapes. They are leaning inward at a 60 degree 

angle (approx). 5 rows of circles are within the blue shape, 9 of which are red, 7 are yellow, 

12 have a grey marking, and the remaining 13 are clear.

Above the blue shape and in the left corner are three elongated, curved brown shapes, with a 

cream coloured outside line. Grey curved lines of varying lengths mark the top left and lower 

left hand side of the page. Close to the grey lines and around the blue shape are eleven scattered 

circular shapes in varying sizes of yellow and red, each with a blue marking around them.

In the lower half of the page there is a large brown shape. It is predominantly squarish, with five elongated 

curved shapes extending from it. This shape is outlined by a cream marking. Grey curved lines extend 

from the bottom right side of the page and overlap the brown shape. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 21)
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Helen’s inner response.

Helen then amplified this by describing her inner experience and associations.

Nervous, anxious at first, scared the kids won’t want to talk to me- not sure how to act. 

Excited at the same time, to be starting something new, something I’ve never done before. I 

like beginnings and new starts.

Waking up at 5am is a challenge. It’s hard to get started - there is something about getting 

ready while it’s still dark. No-one else is around, and I have time to hear myself think.

Going into the room, seeing all the kids, reminds me of my primary school days - how do I 

get into their social sphere? Standing around - I want to fit in, to do something. When I sit 

down, I’m just observing, watching, waiting - enjoying this time. Then the girls invite me to 

play. I feel happy, excited and like a little kid again.

I relax more and find it easier to talk to the other kids. I like being a big kid. I watch them 

drawing and I want to draw too.

The hand-prints on the tablecloth are different colours, like the different cultures.

The girl is dancing - I want to dance too.

I’m feeling alive. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 22)

Key words and themes.

I then gathered key words, which were the words that stood out the most for me from my 

description and written inner response:

nervous, anxious, scared, excited, new, beginnings, challenge, time, 

observing, big kid, play, hand-prints, colours, dancing, feeling alive. 

(Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 22)
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Helen then clustered the key words and titled each cluster. “Clusters of related words, 

feelings, thoughts and images may be reduced to titles and themes and become the 

basis for a creative synthesis of an experience” (Lett, 2008, p. 9).

Title: New beginnings challenge me.

new, beginnings, challenge

Title: I feel.

nervous, anxious, scared, excited, feeling alive

Title: Takes time to get involved.

time, big kid, play, dancing

Title: Different cultures.

hand-prints, colours

Title: My own story emerges – My hands.

Hands, hand-prints. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 22)

Access points to the representation. 

Helen then focused on access points within the representation. Access points enable 

her to contact the feelings, images and key words found in her experience. 

Access Point: Hands - (See figure 30)

I was always tracing around my hands and taking note whenever I saw handprints on the 

tablecloths … I have this issue regarding my hands (and have for some 5 or 6 years now). 

I am self-conscious about this problem … I have been diagnosed with a disease called 

Reynard’s Phenomenon, which means I have poor circulation and in cold weather my hands 

turn red and blue and require constant protection. People have always pointed out that my 

hands are “red” and it has always brought down my self-esteem. Especially during this time 

of the year I am extremely conscious of this problem, and it was showing in my drawings 

now. How bizarre that this is emerging.
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Access point: The Blue shape

What surprised me was what drew my focus first in the picture. I thought it would have been 

the blue shape - because it stands out the most, but it wasn’t. It was the grey outline of a hand 

emerging from the bottom right of the page. I now see it is overlapping almost all the main 

points in the image - the blue shape, the brown hand and the red circles.

Access point: Gold / yellow circle 

The gold/yellow circles are symbolic of tokens- value- gold- precious. Alanna one of the 

other students in this group mentioned the theme of “connecting” - “connect four”, and the 

connecting hands.

Access point: Grey colour

The grey colour is a neutral colour - no racial connotations. Not black or white, but 

somewhere in between. I’m getting more out of this experience than I thought I would - I 

am surprised (pleasantly). Learning to live in the moment, not to worry about what to do 

or say - just START DOING! - You play too. I was amazed at what I had learned up until 

this point. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 20)

After session 4 - Helen’s poetic reduction.

Helen was encouraged to indwell and stay with what was significant in her material. 

I produced a reflective piece - this time it was a poem. I used the key words to guide me 

in my writing, and let the thoughts flow out once again onto the paper. (Helen’s Journal, 

2006, p. 25)

This reflection led to the following poetic reduction:

Living, at the beginning.

Finding a point, a reason to be.

Discovering what’s precious-

Precious in me.

I have a gold token,

Don’t want to bury it underground,

I want to share what I hold precious

And be surprised at what I’ve found.

I’m here now –
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Standing at the start of something new,

There’s no way of turning back

And what is done I can’t undo.

Help, it always finds me,

It’s in the curve of someone’s face,

It’s in the hands of the unseen

Born from the love of His good grace.

How do I value life?

And use this frail time I’ve been bestowed.

I’ll live with passion, I’ll be excited,

I’ve learned happiness won’t wait for those who moan. 

(Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 24)

Intersubjective responses to Helen in session 5.     

Intersubjective responses [ISR] “are delivered as a felt resonance to the form of the 

interaction that lies between the participants (Lett, 2008, p. 8).

Kim and I gave visual ISR to Helen in session 5.

Figure 31 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2006, ISR to Helen figure 30, soft pastel on paper, 210mm x 297 mm
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Figure 32 - Kim, 2006, ISR to Helen figure 30, soft pastel on paper, 60mm x 60mm

Figure 33 - Kim, 2006, ISR to Helen figure 30, soft pastel on paper, 60mm x 60mm

As well as the totem above, Kim gave Helen the following written intersubjective 

response.

Take one step at a time

Sometime unplanned things are beautiful.

Hold onto that little shiny nickel.

And don’t trade it for the world.
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Helen’s reflection re-awakened sensory and emotional experiences associated with past 

events. She did not dismiss her emotions but was able to explore further in order to 

understand how she felt and acted at the breakfast club. This work shows how personal 

issues continue to be present in her inquiry and inevitably arise through her community 

engagement and her inquiry process.

session 6: The process unfolds.

As the process continued, Helen made choices about what she wanted to continue to 

inquire into by naming what was confronting, such as a difficult decision in her life 

that needed to be made. One thing I noticed was, although our work was reflecting our 

experiences of community engagement, it was also an intense reflection of our personal lives 

and issues we each are facing at that point in time (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 16). 

The following images and journal entries show Helen’s ongoing inquiry process in 

which deeper understandings about herself emerge. 

Procedures.

Again, Helen followed similar steps to represent and explore her experience.

 Helen made four representations of a significant experience during her •	
community engagement.

 She titled the four representations: “The Parcel”. Her first image is a depiction •	
of a parcel that can be opened up to reveal four more representations. Once 

opened, five separate panels (all 10 x 15cm in dimension, with navy blue 

backing) are revealed. These five images can be viewed below. (Figures 34 - 38)

She then created a description of each image.•	
 Key words were chosen from the description. These were then clustered and a •	
title given to each cluster  (not noted in this document)

Access points were noted. •	
She reduced her access points to themes. •	
Intersubjective responses were given but not noted here.•	
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Helen’s images.

Figure 35 - Helen, 2006, Title: “Inside Cover”, 2D, 105mm x 150mm

Figure 34 - Helen, 2006, Title: “Wrapped Up”, 2D, 105mm x 150mm
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Figure 36 - Helen, 2006, Panel 3 collage on paper, 105mm x 150mm

Figure 37 - Helen, 2006, Panel 4 collage on paper, 105mm x 150mm

Figure 38 - Helen, 2006, Panel 5 collage on paper, 105mm x 150mm
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Access points.

In order to elicit access points to her experience after the descriptive process was 

complete I asked Helen, “what draws your attention?”

What most draws my attention is the red semi-circle and the figure on the fourth panel and 

the soft white texture of the first panel. 

Access Point: The figure on the bottom (holding onto it) is looking down. Only the top half 

of the figure can be seen. It is child-like, a little girl perhaps. She reminds me of the orange 

girl from my first image.                       

And she seems to be in the same predicament, moving forward- going up, but still looking 

back behind her. She almost doesn’t want to go up (maybe something is holding her back), 

but she is holding on tight to that balloon that is taking her up to another place.

Access point: When I look at the red semi-circle shape I am aware of the boldness of the 

colour within that black and white image. It appears to be half in the rectangle and half 

out - but I can’t see the top half. It seems to be going up. 

Access point: The softness of the first panel is what draws me to it. I like the feel of it. I like 

the use of touch, and because of its softness, it almost has a protective quality about it. It is 

comforting, and plain, but different. Like sheep’s wool. Lamb- placid, sweet, gentle, reminds 

me of Christ’s parable of the Good Shepherd. As I touch the panel I become aware of my own 

hands, the white dryness in my fingers’ webbing matches the colour of the wool. 

The relationship between the first panel and the small image on the third- they seem quite 

different. It speaks of security, of safe place to land, to rest. And the other image is more 

restless - a decision that can’t be made. The tension of pulling (the balloon seems to be pulling 

the girl up).

The link between the orange girl (in a previous image) and this girl with the red balloon is 

very strong and it is a theme that seems to be recurring. I just noticed the background to that 

particular panel is orange - (orange girl). In that same panel is also an image of a tree, and 

red berries on the leaves … there are a lot of similarities to the first image I created of “The 

Adventure of the Orange Girl”- (An image Helen did in session one). 



123

Figure 39 - Helen, 2006, crayons on paper, 297mm x 420mm

The blurred image of the small white cross on the triangle (behind the trees’ branches on the 

orange panel) brings to mind my cluster of key words from the “You Play Too … in which I 

clustered the words that described the circulatory problem I have with my hands. 

The first panel is comforting; the fact that it has no other images or distracting shapes on it (only 

the texture of the wool material) makes it more serene to look at. It is more simple, but inviting 

to touch. It is something I feel I want to carry with me always, a warmth and protection.  

When I am painting with these children at the Atherton Gardens, I feel a sense of freedom. 

I become a child again in many ways, unafraid of what my art looks like, unafraid of how 

the next person will judge me. I laugh with them, and discover I need them more than they 

need me. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 54)

reduction to themes:

At the closure of the group session after all the above work was complete, I sat with 

Helen and reviewed all significant moments and images, descriptions, intersubjective 

responses and key words. These were clustered into three groupings and together we 

formed these themes.

When I see other people’s life situations, I am grateful for what I have in my life, and 

somehow my troubles don’t seem so big after all.
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When I am at the beginning of something new, I find myself looking back, still holding on to the 

past, afraid to let go. I dwell on past events when I should be focused on living in the present.

When I feel as though I am unsure about my life, my faith in God always holds me together 

and brings hope and strength. I find that trusting the unseen is a challenge, and also a test 

of faith. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 35)

session 8: Many modes of knowing

We were keen to incorporate the experience of many modes of knowing in this inquiry into 

students’ community engagement. MIECAT works from an epistemology of knowing; 

we learn multi-modally, that there are “ways of knowing available to humans [which] 

go well beyond thinking and verbal dialogue” (Lett, 2008, p. 2). Involving the whole 

sensory array enables individuals to learn multi-modally. In session eight, I remember 

we played different tracks of music and swept small pieces of paper with brooms as 

we listened, being aware of our thoughts and emotions emerging as a response. The 

sweeping gave a ‘script’ for movement that could then be improvised based on responses 

to the music and the sweeping motion. The sweeping actions formed a metaphor for 

the clearing, gathering and relocating of material. Music and embodied movement were 

used to access experience and to supplement and enrich the verbal response. By actively 

engaging in the body, the students were then able to name and make a representation of 

emotions emerging. This surfacing of emotions enables individuals to be in touch with 

what is moving deep inside, maybe even at an unconscious level.

Figure 40 - Vivienne Howson, 2006, Photograph
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Alanna’s response to the music and movement experience.

Alanna recorded her reaction to this session in her journal.

Something that emerged from the reflections was the extremes and range of emotions that 

went through me in such a short amount of time at the breakfast club. It actually unnerved 

me for a moment there as I felt a little overwhelmed by the intensity of feelings. I have 

always found that music can evoke emotions within me; however, coupling it with the art 

of movement and visual representation/expression it seemed to really draw everything out of 

me in a very raw way. (Alanna’s Journal, 2006 p. 40)

Alanna then represented what the music and movement raised in her.

Figure 41 - Alanna, 2006, pastel on paper

She later wrote about this process in her journal.

These reflections, for me, were the essence of a lot of the reflective work I have done over 

the past 6 weeks. For some reason that exercise enabled me to sum up all the feelings and 

learnings that I had encountered in regards to arts-based inquiry, community engagement 

and my personal life. Some of the children come from very poor families; some are refugees, 

even leaving their parents behind and coming over with an uncle or aunty. I’ve learnt more 

from this experience and the interactions than I ever imagined. I felt a lot of emotions 

throughout the exercise, initially a little self conscious ... I created a reflection simply based 

on how I physically felt through the exercise. The next song made me feel happy and excited 

and it made me think of colour and the beaming faces of many nationalities of the children 
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at the breakfast club. I was moving in circles for most of this piece and it made me think of 

the kids and being with them at the breakfast club - I felt exactly the same listening to that 

music as I did when I’m at breakfast.

All of a sudden from feeling so happy, I felt deeply saddened. I couldn’t move around the 

room so I created a tear. The final song made me laugh and reminded me of the children 

dancing together at the breakfast club. They were so gorgeous to watch, because they moved 

so naturally and instinctively to the music. (Alanna’s Journal, 2006, p. 19)

It seems Alanna has become more in tune as she went through experiences from 

happiness to deep sadness, all of which were embodied and represented in her images.

Kim’s response to Alanna’s experience is recorded in her journal:

I wanted to write a piece of music for Alanna, so I got my guitar and began to record almost 

right away. My finger picking and strumming were mainly random, as were the chords. I 

then burned the song onto a CD to give to Alanna. I also wrote a few things in response to 

Alanna’s dialogue, trying to link it to the musical composition. I enjoyed this exercise, very 

much, and once I had finished I felt a sense of completeness within myself (Kim’s Journal, 

2006, p. 17).
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Kim’s response to the music and movement experience.

After the music and movement, Kim made the following visual representation of her 

experience.

Figure 42 - Kim, 2006, white chalk on black paper, found object, 135mm x 210mm

Kim notes afterwards the importance of listening to and becoming aware of her 

emotions whilst reflecting: 

Listening - taking note of what was happening internally. Becoming aware of emotions and 

what each music piece was bringing up - how it was making me feel.  For instance, in this 

particular response there was a lot of movement and energy with that experience - content, 

carefree, living in the moment (Kim’s Journal, 2006, p. 3).      
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Helen’s response to the music and movement experience.

Helen created the image below following the music and movement in session 6. 

Figure 43 - Helen, 2006, soft pastel on paper, 2D paper

Helen and I worked together to produce a verbal phenomenological description. Later 

she reflected on the process in her journal. She identified the access points that held the 

strongest resonance for her.

The first two “reflections” were 2D drawings on paper. From the third work onwards they 

became more 3-Dimensional. I began to build upwards. The fourth and fifth were almost 

sculptures. And the funny thing is - I have always avoided “sculpture”- I prefer drawing and 

generally if I had a choice to either draw or construct, I would choose drawing. But on an 

unconscious level, I had an urge to make something with ‘form’- I had an urge to build, as 

though my feelings couldn’t be expressed any other way. I found it to be very strange and I 

sure surprised myself. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 39)

The string on the rose - It’s not holding anything - it’s barely visible. It’s tied or comes from 

the rose and softly folds out toward the corner of the page. It is fine and delicate. Softly, 

delicate, it can hold things together - but it is also easily broken. Fragile. (Helen’s Journal, 

2006, p. 39)
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Figure 44 - Helen, 2006, soft pastel on paper, 2D paper

Petals of the rose are slightly broken at the base. The string seems to be caressing it, or 

comforting it in a gentle way.

The string seems insignificant. Does it have a purpose? It is dancing around the rose, singing 

and bringing life and a swaying movement to all around it. Dancing gives me a sense of 

freedom and laughter ... When I do things that give me a sense of freedom, I feel more alive 

and able to interact with others. I can encourage others to find their own sense of freedom 

in their own gifts, by nurturing them so they can grow in their own light and way. (Helen’s 

Journal, 2006, p. 40)

Helen then reduced these access points to the following key words:

movement, journey, visible, moods ,feelings, emotions, up, other side, in between, 

insignificant, alive, life, steps, purpose, standing, music, dancing, singing

Then she clustered the key words.

Trust gut: moods, steps, emotions, journey, visible. 

Unnoticed: other side, feelings, insignificant.

Living: alive, in between, life, purpose, and standing, music, dancing, and singing.
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Helen then highlighted three words which are important to her and she described the 

next part of the process in her journal.

Trust, living and gut- the three groups that stood out most for me.

Living stands out most.

But I find it interesting to see that Trust and Gut go so well together.

 “TRUST your GUT: that’s LIVING”

I spoke earlier about a recurring theme in my work, about “having a choice- a decision to make” and 

not being sure what to do, even though I am leaning to one particular side more than the other.

“Trust your gut”- it makes more sense now!    

I’ve got to do this to make a choice, which ultimately lets me find a purpose in life and get 

the most out of living. 

Now that I know this- I want to explore the GUT issue and TRUST. I want to find out 

more about what’s in my GUT, and learn more about what it means to TRUST.

When I trust my gut feeling, I have a sense of clarity and relief and I find it easier to make 

a decision/choice. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 42)

Helen’s amplification of her theme: trust my gut.

Having arrived at this theme, at this point in her inquiry, Helen came to me to talk 

about an important life-decision that she wanted to inquire into. I invited her to make 

a further representation of what she was coming to know, focusing in particular on 

‘trusting her gut’ in her decision for the future. She realised that the children that she 

had been working with had helped her to confront her own issues. In their company 

she had been able to experience a sense of the human condition and of group solidarity. 

She had learnt to trust what she felt deep inside and followed this in creating this 

representation in her own time and writing about her image. 
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Figure 45 - Helen, 2006, Amplification of her theme ‘trust my gut’, Acrylic on canvas, 1220 x 1524mm

Helen then reflected on this image and wrote about her understanding of it, finding an 

approximation to meaning. 

The act of painting mirrors life. I experimented with colours - but they were all muddy - and 

almost made me feel anxious. I drew a line down the right side of the painting. This made 

me feel excited about the possibilities that could come out of this.

I found inspiration.

I thought of “footprints”.

I thought of Moreton Bay, and how refreshing the ferry ride was. 

How the surface of the water was ever changing - like my life.

How the ocean always brings me calm and reassurance and inspiration.

So the left of the painting is me trusting my “gut”. What my body is telling me that it needs. 

When I am here I am at peace. My body reacts accordingly.

When I am at peace, I can be a positive access for others and pay attention to what is 

important in life.
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The right side of the painting is my flesh - me internally.

My femininity - little girl. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 44)

Helen then focused on the details in her representation that drew her attention, and 

described them and amplified her associations to them.

Figure 46 - Helen, 2006, Gut details from Fig. 45, Acrylic on canvas

The stomach diagram on the bottom is my “gut” - the centre of all my emotions.

The orange square on the top right is a psalm - a symbol of my faith (something that orange 

girl had implanted within me years ago, and I had long since forgotten until a recent chain 

of events in my life led to its rediscovery). It is about entrusting everything to God, which 

gives me strength. 

All the orange squares lead to this one point then off the painting (where the journey will 

lead me, I don’t know). (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 44)
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Figure 47 - Helen, image of hand from Fig. 45, acrylic on canvas

At the bottom left (where the orange squares begin) I have an image of hands - and a negative 

of my hands over it. It is hard to distinguish what hands are whose - you can barely see that 

they are in fact hands. I have learned that my hands are just “hands”, I’m glad to have them 

at all, so I should not feel insecure because they are different. When I see other’s life situations, 

I am grateful for all I have. Interaction with other people gives me strength. (Helen’s Journal, 

2006, p. 44)

Figure 48 - Helen, details of “uncertainties” from original “Trust My Gut” image figure 45, Acrylic on canvas

The squares I have not painted are “uncertainties” or “black” stages in my life, which I move on 

from eventually and continue my journey (like the sequence of a film - life is made up of still-

frames (photos)moments which shape my course and draw out my future destinations).
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Helen’s poetic reduction of the theme “trust my gut”.

Let go (Orange girl)

Orange girl tell me how we came to be

smiles and bubbles- had no troubles

but I lost the key

so where do we go from here?

Life’s a choice that‘s left to me

climb to the top so I can see

a better view - a day that’s new

and full of mystery

fragile rose, it’s okay

if you wither one more day

darkness fades, into the spring

unravelling a brand new day

what happens if I let go

and leave my burdens on the ground?

We all need attention sometimes

When loneliness has got us bound

We’re the same - you and me

Though I lay in bed while you still roam the streets

Do they stop to listen? Do they really care?

Well they got lonely too when no one’s there

In you I find relief

Deep inside you bring me peace

So I’ll trust, though I can’t see

The little girl inside of me

Every road leads to somewhere

Just hold on you’ll get there

Every road leads to somewhere. 

(Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 47)
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Helen’s final piece of work is a reflection on her experience of her community 

engagement work. Once again Helen created the representations to express her 

experience of this engagement. We worked with her, on the creation of a verbal 

phenomenological description. (This is not included here.) Helen then identified the 

access points that held the strongest resonance for her, and finally she made a poetic 

reduction of the meanings she had found.

Helen’s final representations of community engagement.

Figure 49 - Helen, 2006, 2D, objects on canvas, 150mm x 150mm

Figure 50 - Helen’s, 2006, 2D objects on canvas & spray paint, 150mm x 150mm
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Helen reflected on what drew her in the representations.

Access point: The colour blue - It is calming. It is contentment. It brings me a sense of peace.

Access point: Gold - I have used gold to show the valuable nature of my experience with the 

Atherton Gardens children; it has become a thread that is tied to my being. 

Access point: the image of the heart - The image of the heart signifies my emotion, the centre 

organ (or muscle): the place where I feel that my love and faith abide, simultaneously. It has 

played a big role, so I have placed in a small window on the left. 

Access point: the white beads - The white beads in the gold rectangle symbolise the trail of 

my journey, like a map that leads me to the key.

Access point: the canvas - The canvas depicting the keyhole is plain. There is a mirror behind 

it, which symbolises the reflective process I have used to find meaning in my experience.

The other canvas is filled with stories because it is a symbol for the journey that we take to 

reach our destination. It is full of happenings and important meetings. 

The journey can be just as important (in fact more important) than the destination itself.

This is what I have found within my own experience. (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 58)

Helen then wrote in her journal. Below is a poem I have written to accompany the two 

small canvases.

The Key

Travelling, unknowing,

Feeling my way through uncertainty.

Somewhere, someone turned on a light,

But I still can’t be sure of where I’m stepping tonight.

Then a stirring wakes me,

As though from out of a dream,

And I reach for the key

As it floats down life’s stream.
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Tied to treads of gold

Are glittering smiles,

Teaching me to laugh

There’s my forgotten inner-child.

And it’s another page

In the same little book,

I’ll tear a piece to give away…

Yes, it’s precious to me

That you can see,

But it loses its value,

Up there on the shelf

Collecting dust all by itself.

We can swap and share tales,

So our books won’t stay bare.

A true mirror reflects

More than what appears to be there.

You can follow the map,

But don’t be scared if you stray

No two paths can ever

Be travelled in the same way.

And once I hold the key,

I’ll open up all the doors,

And set free what was trapped

Beneath the cold stone floors.

You can’t sell a blue sky,

And you can’t buy it either,

But if you try, what you desire

Can shine out the more clearer.

So take a chance orange girl,

With a heart open wide,

And let yourself be surprised

At what awaits you inside.

 (Helen’s journal, 2006, p. 59)
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Helen’s final reflections:

My experience of working with the children at the Atherton Gardens’ Breakfast Program has 

allowed me to become more aware of the importance of interacting with others and the way 

in which this interaction can influence our lives. Through my reflection of the experience 

and the wonderfully inspiring people I have come to know along the way, I discovered that 

every encounter we face in life holds a key. 

The process of exploration within my pieces of “expression” involved reflection and helped 

create a better understanding of how I interact with others, how I experience things and 

what my expectations are. In doing this I can form a method of becoming “in tune” to myself 

and those around me when I engage in community environments. This awareness can help 

me to grow from my experience, rather than let it go by without a second thought.

Each key opens a separate door during certain periods in our life’s journey. I found a major 

key in this past one year, and it has proved to open an awareness that can continue to grow, 

as long as I nurture it, throughout my life.

My most significant learning: The journey can be just as important (in fact more important) 

than the destination itself.  This is what I have found within my own experience.

This experience has done more for me than simply giving me a guided tour through the 

reflection. It has made me aware…in the sense of what it really means to be part of a 

community, and the discovery of the communities within our community. I find that many 

of my ideas have changed in regards to the volunteer community engagement aspect of this 

internship. 

I had approached it with the notion that I was there to help someone else who was in desperate 

need of me. It turns out I was wrong. I discovered it was I who needed them, and so ultimately 

we are helping each other. Experiencing the reflective process first-hand by participation was 

more rewarding than I had imagined it to be. I now have a broader understanding of the 

objectives behind reflection and how multi-modal experiential inquiry works. 

I had imagined that my personal involvement in the arts-based inquiry experience and 

the community engagement would be two separate entities. Instead I found them to be 

co-existing. I found it most valuable that I had the opportunity to experience both. (Helen’s 

Journal, 2006, p. 45)
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Discussion of THIs rEflEcTIVE ProcEss

In order to make sense of the students’ experiences at the end of their process of 

reflection, I immersed myself in the data from this inquiry.

 I read all the students’ journals, highlighting their descriptions of their •	
experience of the arts-based inquiry as a method of reflection.

 Conversations describing students’ experiences had been audio-taped and then •	
transcribed by myself during the semester break, and I now re read these.

 Significant statements were extracted from each of the above process and then •	
clustered into themes that addressed various aspects of the research focus. 

The themes were checked against the data, with participants, and with my 

supervisor.

Understanding Helen’s experience of arts-based reflection.

I will focus this discussion first on my understanding of Helen’s material, which has 

been used to demonstrate the process in this internship group. I will then focus on the 

whole group’s experience. 

Throughout Helen’s inquiry, it is obvious that she was committed to her learning 

process. She was able to stay with her personal material and made space for the reflection 

which allowed her to come to a deeper understanding. Her memory of her hands was 

highlighted in the inquiry, this being so much part of the landscape of her life story. The 

physical condition of her hands and her sense that they were markedly different was of 

concern early in her inquiry. In the course of her reflection, she came to understand that 

this personal sense of difference was not a liability but an advantage. While involved 

in community engagement, she was interacting with people who were dealing with 

all sorts of personal, cultural and religious differences. She came to understand that 

within the context of these group demands, it was possible to develop a voice and to 

use it when planning the future. Contacting her own “inner child”, Helen began to 

appreciate just what these children are dealing with – their refugee origins, adjustment 

to new cultural situations, as well as having to rely on an outside agency for some of 

their physical sustenance. 
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While other students have shared their faith and the spiritual aspects of their life with 

me, as they know that I work in the Campus Ministry team where faith and spirituality 

are valued, Helen took time to immerse herself fully in an arts inquiry that connected 

her personal stories in a very significant way. Helen was able to explore her feelings in her 

representations and writing. As Apostolos-Cappadona and De Staebler (1998) state: 

At the core of all artistic efforts is the concern to express and experience 

what it means to be human. To be human means more than to be able 

to think: it encompasses the integration of all the senses and faculties we 

associate with the human person. (p. 2)

In reading Helen’s work I empathised with her concern about being confronted with 

people who suffer with mental illness because of experiences within her own personal 

life. She wrote:

I wanted to work in the community with people who were disadvantaged but I felt worried 

and afraid that I couldn’t handle it and it could be overwhelming. I thought I might 

become too emotionally involved, and I might not have been able to handle it mentally and 

emotionally. The reason for this is that I know someone close to me that suffers with a mental 

illness so I was afraid that it would bring up past emotions especially of helplessness as to how 

to be with people who struggle.

Our perceptions of others are tainted depending on the colour of the window we look at them 

through. I want to change the way that I look at disadvantaged people e.g. those that are 

disabled or suffer with mental illnesses and not see that they are so different to me.  (Helen’s 

Journal, 2006, p. 12)

Her shared experiences are of insecurity, uncertainty, and of having to let go past 

perceptions and negative responses in order to be able to trust and to be open to 

the future. Walking alongside her on this journey throws fresh light on my own life 

experience. It offers human solidarity.  
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The group experience.

In reading the students’ journals I found that most students focused on personal stories 

and details of their lives that emerged through their involvement with the children at the 

breakfast club. Clandanin and Connelly (1990 ) suggest that “it is in storying ourselves 

that it is possible to remake experience” (p. 252). LaBoskey and Cline (2000) argue that: 

threading stories empowers (the person) to understand their life … to 

learn what they believe has a powerful influence on what they do. The 

stories disclose how they make sense of what they have already done, and 

offer insight on what they might do in the future. (p. 36)

Students’ journal entries are very personal and show their gradual understanding, 

transformation, and their ability to implement the multi-modal experiential inquiry 

procedures. They also highlight that a deep level of trust was developed between the 

group, where the conversations were mutually enriching. Students knew from the 

beginning that I would not be formally assessing their work, but that together we 

would have an opportunity to share their experience of working collaboratively with 

their internship coordinator and their peers. 

From tentative beginnings, we created a number of collaborative, experiential inquiry 

opportunities over a period of seven months. I became aware as group facilitator that 

the group seemed to provide a container or a holding space in which the students 

were free to explore their experiences. This was clearly because they had respect for 

and growing trust in each other, and were open to and non-judgmental of each others’ 

stories and to what was unfolding. Helen commented:

It is an environment of support and encouragement (Helen’s Journal, 2006, p. 10).

As each student became more comfortable with the procedures and their multi-modal 

nature, they were able to utilise their own art making skills outside the group context to 

construct intersubjective responses for each other. As Greene (1995) states, by “becoming 

more aware of our own stories we become open to the stories of others” (p. 32). 
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My roles and responsibilities.

During this reflection process, I developed a deeper relationship with and knowledge of 

the students. I understood more about their feelings and potential aspirations, as well 

as having a greater confidence in myself and in my ability to engage in the process in a 

creative, life-giving way. 

As a facilitator, I tried to be attuned to what was emerging for each participant. At the 

same time, I was attempting to facilitate the students’ learning by teaching them the 

procedures, as well as the conceptual bases for these. I also wanted, to encourage students 

to be more fully aware of the ‘present moment’. Stern (2004) describes this moment as a 

“… holistic happening … a gestalt” (p. 35) A ‘moment’ comprises experience of affect, 

cognitions and a succession of actions and perceptions. It is assumed that by inquiring 

into what is present in the moment through a non- judgmental process of description and 

intersubjective responding, patterns of behaviour become highlighted, and this can then 

lead to the articulation of themes and new possibilities for action. Staying with, being with, 

and noticing what was occurring was encouraged all through this process. In this kind of 

experiential, intersubjective reflective activity, understanding is sought through the senses 

and multi-modal exchanges. The emergent material requires an attitude of trust. As I listened 

to the students and supported them to understand what was happening within and between 

them, I paid very careful attention via observation and awareness of my own resonances. 

Sharing my own responses with them helped in the construction of understandings. 

In being present to what is accessed, we practice intersubjective relations, 

we are reflexive, we collaborate in a participatory way, we reach into 

emotions and thoughts, we may explore patterns of being and focus 

on values embedded therein. We may select out a new focus because it 

demands our attention, so we construct understandings as we stay with 

the new focus. (Lett, 2008, p. 7)

As I read the students’ comments I was struck by their appreciation of being taught a 

process that supported their learning. I felt humbled by the quality of the interactions 

and by the honesty between group members. It seemed that by being together, having 

a structure and learning to be non-judgemental and resonant to their own and others’ 

experiences, they were able to increase their potential for learning about themselves 

as a participant in community engagement and about their fellow students. As well 
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I increased my own learning, and Finlay (2005) affirms this experience: “through the 

web that is intersubjectivity, one comes to understand that self-understanding and 

other-understanding are intimately interwoven” (p. 285).

What I valued most was the group relationship and the sense of community which 

developed. I believe that much can be developed if we work reflectively with students 

in their internship or community engagement work, in collaboration with other 

faculties and schools. There was an opportunity to publicize the positive outcomes of 

the placements, when we were invited to meet with the head of the School of Arts and 

Science to share the group’s experience with other staff. An outcome of this conversation 

was that students who wished to participate in these reflective inquiry sessions were 

able to have them recognised as part of their community engagement hours. Other 

developments are discussed in the final chapter of this thesis. 

Students identified the benefit of committing to the group process and meeting 

together regularly as well as to the experiential nature of the inquiry. There was a sense 

of reciprocity, and the students articulated a loyalty to each other and a strengthening 

of their bonds. I did not realise that this would play such a significant part in the 

reflective process. 

The “content in process” (Lett, 2008, p. 3) can lead to significant learning. I understand 

this as an awareness, a noticing and a naming of what is occurring in the ‘here and now’. 

Such mindfulness and being in-the-present offers rich material for the reflective process. 

Overall, through the multimodal reflective process, I began to appreciate the extent 

to which this safe space had become the seed-bed of so much that was rich and life-

giving for each student and for us as a group. Pavlovich (2007) warns that this type of 

reflective process can arouse emotional issues. I became aware of this in the students’ 

reflections. I always intend to base my image on my experience, but somehow it brings up 

strong emotions regarding issues in my life - both past and present (Helen’s Journal, 2006, 

p. 28).

The interpersonal, intersubjective focus, their trust in the felt sense, and their capacity 

to inquire into representations of experience led to a deep knowing. Laird and Garver 

(2010), in their study on the effects of teaching general education courses on deep 

approaches to learning, focus on the emphasis faculty members place on “ developing 
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intellectual skills and personal and social responsibilities” (p. 249). They argue that 

students adopt different ways of learning and that these may be a surface or deep type of 

approach. Beatie (1997) criticises “surface-level processing” as rote learning and values 

a process by which students fully integrate new concepts and come to deeper levels of 

understanding (Bowden & Marton, 1998). Laird and Garver  also argue that:

Students entering into “deep-learning processing” focus not only on 

substance but also the underlying meaning of the information. Deep-level 

approaches are characterized by a personal commitment to understanding 

and are implemented using various strategies, such as reading widely, 

drawing on multiple resources  discussing ideas, reflecting on the process 

of learning and applying knowledge in real world situations. (p. 250)

It was obvious that the students were really beginning to grasp the nature of the 

MIECAT procedures and valued the shared richness that seemed to be the result.

Helen and Alanna also were sponsored to take part in an ACU community engagement 

conference in Brisbane where they both shared their experience and journal entries. The 

following year Helen and Kim started their pre-service teaching course and continued 

to come and share some of their experiences with me. Alanna commenced studying 

part time at MIECAT and I continue to see her.

The themes:

 Multi-modal reflection allowed extended access to the students’ experience and •	
offered the capacity to externalise experience, particularly feelings.

 There is an emergent process orientation to this mode of reflection inquiry that •	
has been surprising and useful.

 This reflective inquiry supported an understanding of embodied emotion. •	
Feelings and sensations were identified, and could be named, reflected upon 

and understood. 

 The reflective process created a sense of trust within the group. There was a •	
focus on the here and now as participants shared with one another. 
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 This reflective process emphasised the individual’s faith by giving visual form to •	
spiritual metaphors that were acknowledged as important.

 The process enabled the student to confront personal material as it occurred. •	
This happened, as Alanna, described, “in a raw way”. The material of the 

curriculum interacted and it interfaced with students’ personal issues.

 Structured procedures enhanced the reflective practice.•	
 This process of reflection created a sense of community and of care within the •	
university. Contributing factors were:

A sense of intimacy and enhanced relationship derived from personal sharing. •	
 A sense of respect for each other was fostered by staff and the values and structure •	
of the procedures- each person’s story was understood as different but important.

 Timetabling and accessing sufficient and appropriate space for reflection were •	
issues.

 Having time to stay in the process allowed threads of connection from •	
childhood to the present time, enabling a more coherent self narrative to be 

formed.

 The procedures are time consuming and sometimes there was insufficient time •	
given to them.

Personal theological reflection.

This creating of space for reflection further extended my understanding and influence 

of the MIECAT process and made me want to develop it into my own personal 

theological reflection.

In my role on the Campus Ministry team at ACU, I was required to submit a 

theological reflection to my manager about something significant in my ministry in 

2007. I have quoted from this as it highlights my personal experiences of working with 

these students. The extracts from my theological report are presented in italics.
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Theologians Patricia O’Connell Killen and John de Beer (1999) describe the theological 

reflection process as an exploration that focuses on personal experience in relation to 

the Christian story. Theological reflection is an opportunity to integrate new learning 

with existing experiences and understandings. For them theological reflection is: 

The discipline of exploring individual and corporate experience in 

conversation with the wisdom of the religion’s heritage. The conversation 

is a genuine dialogue that seeks to hear from our own beliefs, actions, 

and perspectives, as well as from those of the tradition. It respects the 

integrity of both. Theological reflection therefore may confirm, challenge, 

clarify, and expand how we understand our own experience and how we 

understand religious tradition. The outcome is new truth and meaning 

for living. (p. 51)

In the theological reflection process, the inquiry begins with experiencing and then 

naming the experience that challenges a response. For me this was the experience of 

initiating and offering a multi-modal inquiry for student reflection for the very first 

time in my professional life. The process of theological reflection also requires being 

present to the felt sense, to images, thoughts, memories and emotions currently in 

awareness. “When we enter our experience, we encounter our feelings. When we pay 

attention to those feelings, images arise. Considering and questioning those images 

may spark insight. Insight leads, if we are willing and ready, to action” (O’Connell 

Killen & de Beer 1999, p. 53).

Theological reflection is a fundamental method of reflection in Christian life making 

connections between theology, the experiences of the faith community, trends and 

possibilities of contemporary culture. Theological reflection aims at practical action, to 

help people act more effectively within the community.  This process is a conversation 

where we learn together from each other, and not a monologue, as James and Evelyn 

Whitehead (1995) note “theological reflection is meant to be a communal exercise” 

(p. 4). Including an arts-based method of accessing experience and engaging in 

the Christian tradition, offers the potential for engaging students in the process of 

theological reflection.
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An example of arts-based theological reflection.

In applying all of this to my own experience of working with the students at ACU, I accessed 

an aspect of the experience that was of significance to me. To do this I created an image.

Figure 51 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2007, Title: Gratitude, pastels on paper 150mm x 250mm

Clearly, I have come to believe that the use of the arts helps us engage in the mysteries 

of faith and life, and that this is one of the reasons a range of forms of art, including 

poetry, dance, and music are effective ways to tell the stories of our spiritual journey 

(Keely & Daily, 2009). The image above captured the central feeling of my experience 

which was of gratitude for and surprise at the transformation which had taken place 

both in the students and myself, through our mutual engagement. Creating such an 

image drew me into my spiritual understanding of my experience. 

To focus more deeply on what felt significant for me, I identified several access points 

and spent time exploring these with my then supervisor.

The first access point was the white space surrounding the central symbol. I wrote:

I remember the interactions that took place as we engaged with each other. The focus was 

relational, respecting otherness and the diversity of individual experience. This was a heart 

and spirit place, where personal reflection and conversations were valued. (M. McInerney, 

Personal Journal, 2007, p. 2)
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The second access point was the brown shape in the middle. I wrote:

The brown shape in the middle - it reminds me of a container. It carries feeling, spirit and 

thoughts … These encounters were sacred moments. God’s spirit was present. There is also a 

sense of community.  (M. McInerney, Personal Journal, 2007, p. 2)

The third access point was the brown and grey coloured line in the background. 

I wrote:

This grey and brown is The Atherton Gardens Housing Estate where over three thousand 

people live … I have made significant links with some of the people and agencies that 

are part of Atherton Gardens and the local Parish community. (M. McInerney, Personal 

Journal, 2007, p. 3)

The next access point I identified was the different, smudged colours freely swirling 

over the page.

I am challenged by my desire to be contemplative, to be in touch with my heart and soul. 

I am now more comfortable when listening deeply, and being with another as understanding 

unfolds. (M. McInerney, Personal Journal, 2007, p. 3)

In theological reflection the process of engaging with the Christian story provides 

an opportunity not only to reflect on a personally significant life event, but also to 

incorporate the wisdom of Christian scriptures into the process. The scriptures are 

used in such a way as to provide a framework in which to interpret the situation. 

Heywood (2009) suggests they also help to “discern what God may be doing, and 

perhaps too to throw new light on the Scriptural passage suggested and lead to a 

deeper understanding of the possibilities of ministry or even of faith itself ” (p. 168). 

This process invited me into a place of openness where I could look more closely for 

the presence of God in my experience and to see how, as a Christian, I understand and 

live the Gospel more effectively. 

As part of my theological reflection process, I chose a Christian image of Andrei Rublev’s 

1411 icon of The Trinity, and the 1 John 1:1- 4 scripture passage. Both reflect something of 

my experience in this study. The Father, Son and Spirit share in a reciprocal relationship. 

(M. McInerney, Personal Journal, 2007, p. 4)
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Figure 52 - Andrei Rublev, 1411, Icon of The Holy Trinity

Kelly (2008) pointed out, “receptivity to the phenomenon of the resurrection, openness 

to the prodigality of its effect, must be both critically and contemplatively recognised 

as the ongoing and permanent condition for Christian thought and practice” (p.  175). 

I wrote “The icon of The Trinity speaks to me of a sense of communion with the divine in 

which we all share.” An observation of the icon shows that dialogue and communication 

between the three is not one way. It is dynamic and has a sense of mutuality and equality. 

Such has been my experience of any rich group communication and particularly that 

which occurred while companioning these students. 

Access point: Three people sitting together. For me there is a sense of receptivity, mutuality 

and hospitality all present within this image. It is a place of hospitality and trust, of union 

and a sense of joy. I am reminded of working with the students, conversations, meals shared 

with others in a place of freedom and respect.

Access point: The white space. Each person is equal and important, and something is shared 

between them in this space. We engage and interact with each other, influence each other 

and this is life-giving. (M. McInerney, Personal Journal, 2007, p. 5)
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I chose a scripture passage (1 John 1: 1-4) that reminded me of my experience. I then 

reflected on what the message of the selected passage meant. John’s prologue talks about the 

reality of the Incarnation and the importance of participation in community, if we are to 

share in the life of Christ. It speaks to me about an intimate loving Trinity, hidden from our 

human eyes, yet present everywhere. (M. McInerney, Personal Journal, 2007, p. 5) 

In the final stage of a theological reflection, insight is turned into effective action. 

Looking back over this whole process, I note the degree and depth of students’ 

involvement and their interaction with themselves and other participants in the group. 

There has been a ripple effect within the university as colleagues and members of other 

faculties are drawn into reflection on the process and into a familiarisation with the 

principles on which the MIECAT process is based. The next chapter inquires into other 

visual arts students’ experience of arts-based inquiries. 


