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Abstract 

 

This dissertation explores the question: To what extent does student participation in curatorial 

processes inform visual literacy, ownership and ethical engagement? The study focuses on 

curatorial decision making and rationale among a cohort of post-primary art students within a 

classroom-based unit of learning. 

 

The research was conducted as a small-scale qualitative case study during teaching 

placement, examining how students engaged with curatorial processes while developing a 

digital exhibition of their work. Data was collected through guided student discussions, 

student reflective writing tasks, recorded student presentations and a semi-structured 

interview with the cooperating teacher, and was analysed using thematic analysis. 

 

The literature review positioned curatorial practice as a pedagogical framework, with 

particular attention to participation, agency, visual literacy, dialogue and reflection in art 

education. It identified a gap in research relating to curatorial processes in post-primary 

classrooms, particularly in relation to student rationale and decision making over time. 

 

The findings indicate that participation in curatorial processes supported the development of 

curatorial decision making, visual literacy and ownership. Students progressed from initial 

uncertainty and descriptive responses towards more reflective and reasoned explanations of 

their decisions. Discussion, reflection and teacher facilitation were central to the development 

of decision making, while structured prompts and a keyword bank supported students in 

articulating meaning, enhancing audience awareness and intention. 

 
 



 

The study concludes that curatorial processes can provide a valuable framework for learning 

in post-primary art education when supported through structured discussion, reflection and 

facilitation. While limited to a specific classroom context, the findings suggest that curatorial 

practice may support deeper engagement with art making and meaning making, as well as the 

development of student voice and participation in decision making. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

Art education increasingly emphasises student-centred approaches that prioritise active 

participation, critical thinking and the development of individual voice. Within this context, 

curatorial practice offers a potential framework through which students can engage more 

deeply with their work, not only as makers but also as decision makers. Curatorial processes 

involve selecting, organising and presenting artwork, requiring students to consider meaning, 

audience and intention. This study explores how participation in such curatorial processes 

within the classroom may inform visual literacy, ownership and ethical engagement in a 

post-primary art classroom.  

 

Visual literacy is widely recognised as a key component of art education, encompassing the 

ability to interpret and construct meaning through visual forms (Eisner, 2002). At the same 

time, there is increasing emphasis on fostering student ownership and agency, where learners 

are encouraged to take responsibility for their work and articulate their thinking (Freire, 

1970). However, while these aims are central to contemporary art education, there is less 

clarity around how they can be meaningfully developed within classroom practice. This study 

considers whether curatorial processes can provide a structured yet flexible approach to 

supporting these outcomes. 

 

The research is guided by the question: To what extent does student participation in curatorial 

processes inform visual literacy, ownership and ethical engagement? This is explored through 

an examination of students’ curatorial decision making and rationale within a specific 

classroom context over a period of weeks. Rather than seeking to prove a direct causal 
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relationship, the study adopts an exploratory approach, focusing on how students engage with 

curatorial thinking and how their ideas develop over time. 

 

The study was conducted as a small-scale qualitative case study during teaching placement in 

a post-primary art classroom in a large co-educational school in North Wicklow. A qualitative 

approach was selected as it allows for in-depth exploration of student experiences, reasoning 

and interaction within a real classroom setting (Bryman, 2016). Data was collected through 

guided student discussions, student reflective writing tasks, recorded student presentations 

and a semi-structured interview with the cooperating teacher. This combination of methods 

supported the capture of student thinking across different stages of the learning process, as 

well as the perspectives of the cooperating teacher, who had over ten years of teaching 

experience in the school. 

 

The use of thematic analysis enabled patterns to be identified across the data, focusing on 

how students made, explained and revised curatorial decisions (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The 

findings are organised around key themes, including the development of curatorial decision 

making, visual literacy and meaning making, and the role of discussion and reflection in 

supporting learning. These themes provide insight into how students engaged with curatorial 

processes and how their thinking evolved over time. 

 

This research is situated within an interpretivist paradigm, which recognises that knowledge 

is constructed through experience and social interaction (Bryman, 2016). In the context of the 

classroom, this is particularly relevant, as students develop understanding through dialogue, 

reflection and engagement with learning activities. The study also acknowledges the role of 
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the researcher as both teacher and researcher, recognising the potential influence of this dual 

position on the research process. 

 

The significance of this study lies in its focus on classroom practice. While curatorial 

approaches are often associated with gallery or higher education contexts, this research 

explores their potential within a post-primary setting. It aims to contribute to ongoing 

discussions around how art education can support deeper engagement, critical thinking and 

student voice through structured yet open-ended learning approaches. 

 

The dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter 2 reviews relevant literature relating to 

curatorial practice, visual literacy and student-centred learning. Chapter 3 outlines the 

research methodology, including the qualitative approach, data collection methods and ethical 

considerations. Chapter 4 presents the findings of the study, organised into key themes. 

Chapter 5 discusses these findings in relation to existing literature, before the final chapter 

concludes the study and reflects on its implications for art education practice. 

 

Chapter 2 Literature Review  

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

This literature review examines key writing that connects curatorial practice, art education, 

student agency and participatory learning. It is framed by the research question, which 

explores how student participation in curatorial processes may support visual literacy, 

ownership and ethical engagement in post-primary art classrooms. A literature review situates 
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a study within existing knowledge, clarifying how it contributes to ongoing debates and 

identifying areas for further inquiry (Bryman, 2016). 

 

Rather than covering an extensive range of literature on curation and education, this review 

focuses on selected texts that directly inform the aims and methodology of this study 

(Thomas, 2008). In contemporary art, curating is increasingly understood as an active, 

relational process involving participation, dialogue and decision making, where meaning 

emerges through relationships between people, artworks and contexts (Bishop, 2012). In 

parallel, art education has shifted towards student centred, process-based approaches that 

prioritise reflection, decision making and engagement over final outcomes. 

 

This convergence suggests a strong alignment between curatorial thinking and contemporary 

approaches to teaching and learning in art education (Bishop, 2012; Mörsch, Sachs and 

Sieber, 2016). Curatorial actions such as selecting, arranging, presenting and reflecting can 

support students in developing visual language, confidence and intention. Vella (2018) 

highlights the role of dialogue in curatorial learning, while Dewey (1934) emphasises 

reflection as central to meaning making through experience. 

 

This study draws on Bishop’s Artificial Hells and Mörsch et al.’s Contemporary Curating and 

Museum Education, which provide theoretical and educational frameworks for understanding 

participation, authorship and facilitation in curatorial contexts. While these ideas are well 

developed in art and museum settings, there is limited research examining how curatorial 

processes operate within post-primary classrooms. This review therefore identifies a need to 

explore how students make and articulate curatorial decisions, and how these processes 

contribute to learning over time (Bryman, 2016; Bishop, 2012; Mörsch et al., 2016). 
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2.2 Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 

 

This study is informed by a conceptual framework that draws on contemporary art theory and 

educational perspectives on participation, agency and reflective learning. It defines curatorial 

practice as a process of meaning making through selection, arrangement and interpretation, 

rather than simply display. Participation is understood as active engagement involving 

decision making and responsibility, while agency refers to the capacity of students to make, 

explain and reflect on choices within their learning (Bishop, 2012; Mörsch et al., 2016). 

 

2.3 Participation, Authorship and Agency in Contemporary Art 

 

Participation in contemporary art is understood as an active process in which meaning is 

produced through interaction rather than passively received. Bishop (2012) describes 

participatory art as shifting traditional roles of artist, audience and author, positioning 

participants as contributors to meaning making. This involves negotiation, choice and 

accountability, where decisions shape both outcomes and interpretation. 

 

Although developed within art contexts, these ideas translate effectively to education. When 

students curate their own work, they engage in authorship through selecting, organising and 

presenting, rather than simply producing objects. Agency in this context involves making 

informed decisions, articulating reasoning and reflecting on how meaning is constructed. 

 

Student agency is also linked to ownership and voice. In classroom settings, this refers to 

learners having influence over how their work is developed and communicated, recognising 
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that students are younger and in the early stages of their artistic development. While Bishop’s 

work is not specific to education, it provides a useful lens for understanding how 

participation can extend beyond engagement towards responsibility and decision making 

within collaborative environments (Bishop, 2012). 

 

2.4 Decision Making, Ownership and the Role of the Participant 

 

Curatorial practice centres on decision making. Actions such as selecting, sequencing and 

presenting work shape how meaning is communicated, requiring participants to consider 

intention, context and audience. Mörsch, Sachs and Sieber (2016) describe curating as a 

process grounded in dialogue, care and responsibility, positioning participants as active 

contributors to meaning making rather than organisers of display. 

 

In educational contexts, this emphasis aligns with process-based learning. Dewey (1934) 

argues that understanding develops through reflection on experience, rather than through 

outcomes alone. When students are encouraged to explain and reconsider their choices, 

learning becomes iterative and reflective. This supports the integration of curatorial tasks 

within assessment for learning, where the focus is placed on reasoning, revision and 

development over time. 

 

Curatorial participation is also closely linked to ownership. As students make decisions about 

how their work is selected and presented, they take greater responsibility for how meaning is 

constructed and communicated. Vella (2018) highlights the role of dialogue in this process, 

suggesting that collaboration and shared interpretation support deeper engagement with ideas. 

Similarly, Robins (2005) identifies the educational potential of curating, noting that 
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engagement with selection and display can support critical thinking and understanding in art 

and design education. 

Together, these perspectives suggest that curatorial processes can support the development of 

confidence, visual literacy and reflective thinking in post-primary classrooms (Bishop, 2012; 

Mörsch et al., 2016; Vella, 2018; Robins, 2005). 

 

2.5 Curatorial Practice as a Pedagogical Framework 

 

Curatorial practice can be understood as a pedagogical framework that supports meaning 

making through selection, arrangement and reflection. In art and museum contexts, curating 

involves constructing relationships between works, spaces and audiences, where meaning 

emerges through these interactions (Mörsch et al., 2016). 

 

Applied to education, this shifts presentation from a final stage to an integral part of learning. 

Curatorial actions such as grouping, sequencing and contextualising require students to 

consider intention and interpretation, supporting dialogue and reflection (Vella, 2018). 

 

This approach aligns with constructivist perspectives, where learning develops through active 

engagement and reflection. Dewey (1934) describes learning as arising from interaction 

followed by reflection, a process supported by curatorial tasks that require students to 

evaluate and explain their work. 

 

Within the classroom, the educator facilitates this process by creating structures that support 

student choice and reflection. Mörsch et al. (2016) emphasise that educational curating 

involves guidance rather than control, positioning the teacher as a facilitator of dialogue. 
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Curatorial practice therefore connects making and reflecting, supporting visual literacy and 

reasoning. It positions learning as relational and ongoing, providing a strong framework for 

integrating assessment for learning within art education (Dewey, 1934; Mörsch et al., 2016; 

Vella, 2018). 

 

2.6 Curatorial Decision Making and Visual Literacy 

 

Visual literacy involves interpreting, analysing and communicating meaning through visual 

forms. Curatorial decision making contributes to this by requiring students to consider how 

work is presented and understood. Choices relating to placement, sequencing and grouping 

shape how meaning is constructed and interpreted (Bishop, 2012). 

 

Through curatorial tasks, students move beyond individual artworks to consider relationships 

between works. Vella (2018) highlights how this relational thinking supports comparison, 

interpretation and articulation of visual ideas. Explaining curatorial choices requires students 

to use visual language and justify reasoning, which in this study took place through guided 

classroom discussion, peer and whole class evaluation, and written reflection in students’ 

sketchbooks.  

 

Curatorial processes also introduce audience awareness. Bishop (2012) emphasises that 

meaning is shaped through the encounter between work and viewer. In classrooms, this 

encourages students to reflect on how their work may be interpreted, strengthening clarity 

and intention. 
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Mörsch et al. (2016) argue that these processes are most effective when supported through 

dialogue, allowing students to explain, refine and reconsider decisions. This supports visual 

literacy as an active, reflective skill developed over time. 

 

Embedding curatorial decision making within classroom practice can support students in 

interpreting, communicating and constructing meaning visually, reinforcing its relevance to 

post-primary art education (Bishop, 2012; Mörsch et al., 2016; Vella, 2018). 

 

2.7 The Role of the Educator in Supporting Curatorial Thinking 

 

Within curatorial learning, the educator’s role shifts from directing outcomes to facilitating 

decision making and reflection. Teachers create conditions for students to explore, explain 

and revise ideas, aligning with participatory approaches to learning (Mörsch et al., 2016). 

 

Rather than providing answers, educators support learning through questioning and dialogue. 

This encourages students to articulate reasoning and consider alternative perspectives. Dewey 

(1934) highlights the importance of reflection within learning, suggesting that understanding 

develops through guided consideration of experience. 

 

Bishop (2012) also emphasises responsibility within participatory processes, where 

individuals must account for their decisions. In classrooms, this involves guiding students 

towards thoughtful engagement with their choices. 
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Vella (2018) further supports dialogic approaches, where discussion and collaboration enable 

students to refine understanding. Through facilitation, educators support the development of 

confidence, ownership and visual literacy, positioning curation as an integral part of learning. 

 

2.8 Curatorial Learning and Assessment for Learning 

 

Curatorial processes align closely with assessment for learning, as they make student thinking 

visible throughout the learning process. Reflection and dialogue enable students to explain, 

revise and develop their ideas, supporting ongoing learning (Dewey, 1934). 

 

Dewey’s concept of reflective thinking highlights how learning develops through 

consideration of experience. Curatorial tasks provide structured opportunities for this 

reflection, requiring students to articulate decisions and evaluate outcomes. 

 

Dialogue further supports this process. Vella (2018) emphasises the role of discussion in 

deepening understanding, allowing students to engage with multiple perspectives. Feedback 

in this context is often delivered through questioning rather than correction, encouraging 

further reflection (Bishop, 2012). 

 

Mörsch et al. (2016) highlight the importance of reflective pauses within curatorial processes, 

aligning closely with formative assessment practices. These moments allow teachers to assess 

understanding while supporting student development. 

 

Curatorial tasks therefore function as effective assessment for learning strategies, supporting 

reflection, dialogue and the development of visual literacy in post-primary classrooms. 
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2.9 Gaps and Limitations in the Literature 

 

While curatorial and participatory practices are well established in contemporary art and 

museum education, there is limited research examining their application within post-primary 

classrooms. Much of the literature focuses on galleries, museums or higher education 

contexts, which differ significantly from school environments (Bishop, 2012; O’Neill, 2012; 

Mörsch et al., 2016). 

 

In these contexts, curating is often discussed in relation to audience engagement and public 

interpretation (O’Neill and Wilson, 2010). However, less attention is given to how these 

practices function within structured classroom settings shaped by curriculum and time 

constraints. 

 

While reflection is widely recognised in art education, it is often treated as occurring after 

making rather than during the process (Dewey, 1934), with limited research examining how 

students articulate curatorial reasoning as it develops over time. This highlights a gap in 

understanding how curatorial decision making operates within everyday classroom practice in 

relation to student voice, reasoning and the timing of decisions. 

 

2.10 Conclusion Positioning the Current Study 

 

This literature review has established that curatorial practice is an active, participatory 

process involving decision making, reflection and responsibility (Bishop, 2012; Mörsch et al., 

2016; Vella, 2018; Dewey, 1934). However there is limited research exploring how these 
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processes function within post-primary classrooms in relation to student rationale and 

development over time. 

 

This study addresses this gap by examining how students engage in curatorial decision 

making within a classroom context, focusing on how they select, present and explain their 

work. In doing so, it positions curatorial practice as a form of assessment for learning that 

supports visual literacy, ownership and ethical engagement in art education. 

 

Chapter 3 Research Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction  

 

This chapter outlines the research methodology used to investigate how student participation 

in curatorial processes affects visual literacy, ownership and ethical engagement within a 

post-primary art classroom. The study was conducted as a small-scale qualitative research 

project during teaching placement and focuses on how students make, explain and revise 

curatorial decisions over time within the classroom. 

 

The chapter outlines the interpretivist paradigm and qualitative approach underpinning the 

research, followed by the classroom-based case study design, research context and sample. 

Data collection methods and thematic analysis are then presented, alongside ethical 

considerations, issues of rigour and limitations, and a rationale for the methodological 

choices made. 
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3.2 Research Paradigm: Interpretivist 

 

This study is situated within an interpretivist research paradigm, which focuses on 

understanding how individuals make meaning from their experiences. Interpretivism 

recognises that knowledge is shaped by social interaction and context, rather than being fixed 

or objective. In an educational setting, this is relevant as students construct understanding 

through discussion and engagement with learning activities (Bryman, 2016). 

 

The research explores how students participate in curatorial processes and how they explain 

and develop their decisions over time. This aligns with an interpretivist approach, as it 

prioritises students’ perspectives and focuses on their reasoning within the classroom 

(Bryman, 2016). 

 

3.3 Research Methodology: Qualitative Approach 

 

This small scale study adopts a qualitative research methodology to examine how students 

engage in curatorial decision making within the art classroom. Qualitative research is 

concerned with understanding experiences, processes and meaning, making it appropriate for 

exploring how students develop, explain and revise their ideas over time (Bryman, 2016). 

This approach allows for an in-depth exploration of student reasoning and decision making, 

which could not be captured through quantitative methods (Bryman, 2016). 
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3.4 Research Design 

 

This study adopts a qualitative case study research design, focusing on a specific 

post-primary art classroom during a unit of learning centred on curatorial practice. A case 

study approach allows for in-depth exploration of student experiences, decision making and 

interaction within a real educational context (Bryman, 2016). 

 

The design supports close examination of how curatorial processes operate in practice, with 

attention to how students make, explain and revise decisions over time. This approach is 

appropriate as the research seeks to understand process, meaning and development within a 

particular setting, rather than produce generalisable findings. 

 

3.5 Research Context and Sample  

 

The research was conducted during teaching placement in a post-primary school setting, 

within a fifth year art class over a period of five weeks. The class consisted of eleven 

students. The students were engaged in a unit of learning in which they developed a digital 

exhibition of their own work using Metasteps. Within this unit, students were required to 

make curatorial decisions, including selecting artworks, organising and arranging work, and 

developing a rationale for their exhibition. The unit of learning was aligned with the Leaving 

Certificate Art specification, particularly the strands of Research, Create and Respond 

(NCCA, 2019). 

 

The sample was selected using a non-probability purposive sampling strategy, as the group 

was chosen based on accessibility during placement and its relevance to the research focus. 
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While the findings are specific to this context, the study aims to provide insight into how 

curatorial decision making can be supported within art education practice (Bryman, 2016). 

 

3.6 Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity 

 

The researcher in this study was the classroom teacher and held a dual role as both teacher 

and researcher. This position provided direct access to student learning and enabled close 

observation of how curatorial decision making developed through discussion, reflection and 

classroom activity. As an insider researcher, the researcher had established relationships with 

the students and cooperating teacher, which supported familiarity with the classroom context 

but also introduced the potential for bias. 

 

This dual role required careful consideration. Balancing teaching and research presented 

challenges, as the researcher was actively guiding learning while also collecting data. It is 

acknowledged that this position may have influenced how students responded or articulated 

their ideas. To address this, a facilitative approach was adopted during discussion, using 

open-ended questioning and allowing students to lead responses where possible, rather than 

directing or evaluating answers. 

 

Reflexivity was an important part of the research process. Reflective lesson notes from the 

Unit of Learning were used to consider how teaching decisions, questioning strategies and 

classroom interactions may have shaped the data collected. This supported ongoing 

awareness of the researcher’s role in the construction of knowledge within the classroom. The 

aim was not to remove subjectivity, but to acknowledge its presence and account for its 

influence, ensuring that student voice remained central to the study (Bryman, 2016). 
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3.7 Data Collection Methods 

 

Data was collected over the duration of the five-week unit of learning using a range of 

qualitative methods. Student responses were documented during structured classroom 

activities, including guided discussion, reflection tasks and final presentations. Reflective 

lesson notes from the unit of learning were also used to record observations of student 

engagement and decision making. 

 

Semi-structured student discussions were conducted at key stages of the unit of learning, 

including a mid-unit guided curatorial discussion and a final tutorialised discussion during 

student presentations. These discussions were audio recorded and took place during class 

time. In addition, ongoing formative assessment occurred through peer and whole-class 

evaluation at the end of lessons. These approaches provided insight into how students 

explained and developed their curatorial ideas over time. Student reflective writing tasks, 

completed regularly in sketchbooks and through structured prompts, offered individual 

perspectives on their decision making process. 

 

A semi-structured interview was also conducted with the cooperating teacher at the end of the 

unit of learning as a summative element of the research. This was audio recorded and later 

transcribed. The purpose of including the teacher perspective was to provide additional 

context on classroom practice and teacher facilitation, support interpretation of student 

learning, and reflect on how curatorial processes are currently used in art education. This also 

contributed to identifying areas for further development in supporting visual literacy, 

participation in decision making and curatorial thinking, while helping to balance potential 

researcher bias. 
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The discussion prompts and reflection questions were designed to support curatorial thinking, 

including decision making, visual literacy and audience awareness. A full version of these 

materials is included in the appendix (Bryman, 2016). 

 

3.8 Data Analysis 

 

Data collected from student discussion, written reflection, recorded presentations and the 

cooperating teacher interview was analysed using thematic analysis, following the approach 

outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006).  

 

The data was reviewed, coded and grouped into themes relating to decision making, student 

rationale, visual literacy and changes in thinking over time. An example of the coding process 

is included in the appendix to demonstrate how themes were identified from the data (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006; Ahmed et al., 2025). 

 

3.9 Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical approval for the study was obtained in accordance with programme requirements. 

Participants were informed about the research and gave informed consent prior to 

participation. Students were informed that discussion recordings were used for research 

purposes. Participation was voluntary, and both students and the cooperating teacher were 

informed that they could choose not to answer questions or withdraw from the study at any 

time. 
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All data was anonymised to protect participant identity, and no identifying information is 

included in the final dissertation. Data was stored securely and used solely for the purposes of 

this research. Care was taken to ensure that participation in the study did not impact students’ 

assessment or classroom experience. Copies of the Plain Language Statement and Informed 

Consent Form are included in the appendix.  

 

3.10 Rigour and Trustworthiness 

 

In qualitative research, trustworthiness is used to assess the quality and credibility of the 

study. This research draws on the framework proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985), which 

includes credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 

 

Credibility was supported through the use of multiple data sources, including student 

discussion, reflective writing and documented classroom responses. These were collected at 

different stages of the unit of learning, allowing for triangulation and providing a more 

comprehensive understanding of student decision making and development over time. 

 

Transferability was addressed through clear description of the school context, class group and 

structure of the unit of learning, enabling the reader to consider how the findings may apply 

to similar post-primary educational settings. 

 

Dependability was supported by maintaining a consistent and transparent research process, 

including clear documentation of data collection methods, structured prompts and discussion 

formats, and the use of thematic analysis. 
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Confirmability was addressed through reflexivity and the use of student responses as 

evidence, ensuring that findings were grounded in the data rather than researcher 

assumptions. The inclusion of multiple data sources, including the perspective of the 

cooperating teacher, further supported the interpretation of findings within the classroom 

context (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

 

3.11 Limitations of the Study 

 

This study is limited by its small sample size and focus on a single classroom context. As a 

result, findings are not intended to be generalisable to a wider population, but rather to 

provide insight into a specific teaching and learning environment. 

 

The dual role of the researcher as teacher may also have influenced student responses, despite 

efforts to maintain a facilitative and non-directive approach. The study was conducted over a 

short timeframe within the school calendar, which limited the depth of data that could be 

collected and restricted the extent to which long term development of student decision 

making could be observed. 

 

3.12 Rationale for Methodological Choices 

 

The methodological approach adopted in this study was selected to align closely with the 

research question, which focuses on how students participate in and explain curatorial 

decision making. A qualitative approach was appropriate as it allowed for in-depth 

exploration of student reasoning, discussion and reflection within a classroom setting. 
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The inclusion of tutorialised discussion and reflection tasks, led by the researcher, provided 

structured opportunities for students to articulate their thinking and develop their curatorial 

reasoning over time. While these discussions were guided, students were encouraged to lead 

responses and contribute their own ideas. The methodology prioritised student voice and 

supported analysis of how curatorial thinking developed over time. 

 

The perspective of the cooperating teacher, gathered through a semi-structured interview, 

provided additional contextual insight into classroom practice and supported reflection on 

how curatorial approaches are currently used within art education. 

 

3.13 Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter has outlined the research methodology, including the interpretivist paradigm, 

qualitative approach and classroom-based case study design. Data collection methods, 

analysis, ethical considerations and limitations have been addressed. The following chapter 

presents the findings. 

 

Chapter 4 Findings  

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter presents the findings of this small-scale classroom-based case study, examining 

how students participated in curatorial processes and how their decision making developed 

over the course of the unit of learning. The findings are based on qualitative data collected 

from eleven students through guided student discussions using structured prompts linked to 
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the research questions, student reflective writing tasks, recordings of final presentations and a 

semi-structured interview with the cooperating teacher, with selected responses used for 

direct quotation to illustrate recurring patterns across the group. 

 

The data was analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Following 

familiarisation with the data, recurring ideas across discussion, reflection and presentation 

were identified and coded. These codes were grouped into broader categories, which 

developed into key themes based on consistent patterns across multiple student responses. 

 

The main themes identified are:  the development of curatorial decision making, visual 

literacy and meaning making, and the role of discussion and reflection in supporting learning.  

 

The findings are presented descriptively, focusing on what students said, did and produced 

during the unit of learning. Interpretation of these findings in relation to existing literature is 

addressed in the following chapter. 

 

 

4.2 Initial Ideas and Uncertainty 

 

The unit of learning commenced on the 19th of January 2026 and was delivered over five 

weeks by the researcher, consisting of three one hour classes per week. During the initial 

stages, students demonstrated early curatorial ideas in relation to their artwork and exhibition 

themes, but many were uncertain about how to define or develop these ideas. Responses 

collected during the first week through guided discussion activities indicated varying levels 
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of clarity. Some students articulated clear starting points, while others expressed difficulty in 

defining their direction. 

 

For example, Student A stated, “I want to do nostalgia… like going back to childhood and 

remembering what it was like”, while Student B noted, “I am still deciding… I do not know 

what kind of vibe I want yet ”. These responses suggest that early decision making was 

tentative and open-ended, likely influenced by limited prior knowledge of curatorial 

processes and a lack of confidence in articulating ideas. 

 

Uncertainty was also evident in selecting and organising artwork. One student described this 

as “kind of hard to decide”, indicating that early curatorial thinking involved ongoing 

questioning rather than fixed decisions. 

 

This stage can be understood as an early phase within a broader developmental process, 

characterised by exploration, personal interest and uncertainty in how to proceed with both 

the curatorial process and the development of their work. 

 

 

4.3 Refining and Changing Decisions Over Time 

 

As the unit progressed, students began to refine their ideas and make more considered 

curatorial decisions. Through discussion, questioning and student reflective writing tasks, 

students developed greater clarity in how their work connected to their chosen themes, while 

engagement with the process became more sustained. 
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Students increasingly justified their decisions, often linking their choices to personal 

experiences or intended meaning. Decision making was iterative, with students adapting and 

revising ideas over time, as one student explained, “I kept changing the order”. This 

highlights how students refined their work through testing and reconsideration. 

 

More than half of the group began to consider audience experience. Some described how 

their exhibitions might evoke memory or emotion, while others considered how lighting and 

atmosphere could influence interpretation. This reflects an increased awareness of the 

complexity involved in presentation and display. 

 

Overall, decision making developed from tentative beginnings towards more confident, 

reflective and intentional curatorial choices. This progression suggests that curatorial decision 

making is a durational and iterative process, shaped by task complexity and supported 

through structured opportunities for discussion and reflection within the group setting. 

 

 

4.4 Visual Literacy and Meaning Making 

 

Students demonstrated a developing ability to communicate ideas visually and interpret 

meaning through their curatorial decisions. While initial responses were often descriptive, 

students increasingly engaged with how visual elements could convey ideas, emotion and 

narrative, as one student explained, “I do not want it dark and scary. I actually want it to feel 

calm”. 
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For example, one student described their exhibition as exploring childhood memory, 

explaining how images were arranged to be viewed through “windows” to reflect how 

memories are fragmented over time. This indicates an emerging awareness of how visual 

elements contribute to meaning and audience interpretation. 

 

During the tutorialised discussion, students articulated clearer intentions behind their work. 

One student described their exhibition as exploring “the fragility of life”, while another 

focused on gender equality, aiming to “raise awareness about assumptions”. These responses 

demonstrate an understanding of how visual choices, including imagery, atmosphere and 

subject matter, can communicate meaning and engage with broader social ideas. 

 

Students also considered how their work might be interpreted by different audiences, 

reflecting a shift from making artwork to constructing meaning. The use of a keyword bank 

supported this development by providing accessible language to describe and explain ideas. 

 

By the final stages of the unit, students were able to explain how visual elements such as 

imagery, colour, composition and display contributed to the overall message of their 

exhibition. This indicates that visual literacy developed alongside curatorial decision making 

through structured discussion, reflection and facilitation. 

 

4.5 Role of Discussion and Reflection in Supporting Learning 

 

Discussion and reflection functioned as key learning strategies in supporting student learning 

throughout the curatorial process. These approaches created structured opportunities for 
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students to articulate ideas, respond to feedback and refine decisions over time, often working 

in tandem rather than as separate stages of learning. 

 

During the tutorialised discussion, guided questioning by the researcher supported the 

development of curatorial reasoning, as students moved from brief responses towards more 

detailed explanations. Discussion also fostered a collaborative environment, where students 

considered alternative perspectives and built on each other’s ideas, with one student noting 

that “talking about it out loud” helped to clarify their thinking. 

 

Student reflective writing tasks enabled students to consolidate their thinking, describe 

changes in their work and identify areas for further development. Decisions described as 

taking “the longest” often related to selecting and organising artwork or aligning work with a 

clear theme, indicating that more complex aspects of the process required extended 

consideration. 

 

Students also demonstrated increasing confidence in evaluating their own work, identifying 

strengths and areas for improvement. Teacher facilitation played an important role, with 

open-ended questioning and structured prompts supporting students without directing 

outcomes. 

 

Taken together, discussion and reflection supported the development of student voice, 

enabling students to articulate their thinking more clearly and take greater ownership of their 

curatorial decisions. 
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4.6 Summary of Findings 

 

The findings demonstrate that student participation in curatorial processes supported the 

development of decision making, visual literacy and ownership within the art classroom. 

Students progressed from descriptive responses towards more reflective and reasoned 

explanations of their curatorial decisions, as evidenced through discussion, student reflective 

writing tasks and final presentations. 

 

Curatorial decision making developed as a durational and iterative process, shaped by task 

complexity and supported through structured opportunities for discussion and reflection. 

Students became more confident in selecting, organising and justifying their work, 

demonstrating increased awareness of audience, meaning and intention. 

 

Visual literacy was strengthened as students developed the ability to communicate ideas 

through visual elements and interpret meaning within their work. The use of a keyword bank 

supported this process by providing accessible language for articulating ideas. 

 

Discussion and reflection played a central role in supporting learning, enabling students to 

refine their thinking, respond to feedback and develop ownership of their work. The findings 

suggest that curatorial processes can support meaningful engagement with art practice when 

students are actively involved in decision making and supported through structured dialogue 

and reflection. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion  

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter discusses the findings of the study in relation to existing literature, focusing on 

how student participation in curatorial processes may inform visual literacy, ownership and 

ethical engagement within a post-primary art classroom. The discussion is structured around 

the key themes identified in the findings: the development of curatorial decision making, 

visual literacy and meaning making, the role of discussion and reflection in supporting 

learning, and student ownership, with further analysis of these themes supported by key 

concepts from the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. 

 

As this study is based on a small-scale classroom case study, the discussion does not seek to 

make generalised claims, but rather to explore how these processes operated within this 

specific context. The findings are considered in relation to existing research in art education 

and qualitative pedagogy, while also acknowledging alternative perspectives and limitations. 

 

 

 

5.2 Curatorial Decision Making as a Developmental Process 

 

The findings suggest that curatorial decision making developed over time, moving from 

initial uncertainty towards more confident and intentional choices made by students in the 

classroom. This supports the idea that curatorial practice can function as a process-based 

learning strategy, rather than a fixed outcome. 
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This aligns with Vella (2018), who describes curating as a dialogic and iterative process in 

which meaning emerges through engagement, questioning and revision. Similarly, Dewey 

(1934) emphasises that learning develops through experience and reflection, suggesting that 

understanding is shaped gradually through interaction and reconsideration rather than 

immediate resolution. 

 

In this study, students refined their ideas through discussion and reflection rather than 

arriving at immediate decisions. This supports the view that decision making in art education 

is durational and shaped by task complexity and opportunities for revision. However, it is 

important to acknowledge that this development may also be influenced by the structured 

nature of the unit, and may not occur in less supported environments. 

 

5.3 Visual Literacy and Meaning Making 

 

The findings indicate that students developed an increased ability to communicate ideas 

visually and interpret meaning through their work. This progression from descriptive 

responses towards more intentional use of visual elements reflects the development of visual 

literacy. 

 

This aligns with Elliot Eisner (2002), who argues that visual literacy involves the ability to 

interpret and construct meaning through visual forms. As students began to consider elements 

such as imagery, composition and atmosphere, they demonstrated an awareness of how 

meaning can be shaped through visual decisions, such as the selection and arrangement of 
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artworks, use of colour, consideration of lighting and spatial placement, and the inclusion of 

curatorial text to support audience understanding. 

 

Furthermore, the findings suggest that visual literacy was closely linked to curatorial decision 

making, rather than developing in isolation. This supports the idea that learning in art 

education is often integrated and process-based. However, it is also possible that students’ 

increased ability to articulate meaning was influenced by the structured use of language 

supports, such as the keyword bank, rather than solely by engagement with curatorial 

practice. 

 

5.4 Role of Discussion and Reflection in Supporting Learning 

 

Discussion and reflection were identified as key learning strategies that supported the 

development of student thinking. Through guided questioning and structured reflection, 

students were able to articulate, refine and evaluate their ideas. 

 

This aligns with Dewey (1934), who emphasises the role of reflection in learning through 

experience. The collaborative nature of the tutorialised discussion allowed students to build 

on each other’s ideas and consider alternative perspectives, supporting the development of 

understanding through dialogue. 

 

In this study, structured prompts and questioning acted as scaffolding, enabling students to 

move from initial uncertainty towards more developed reasoning. This reflects Vella (2018), 

who highlights the importance of dialogue and guided discussion in supporting learning and 

meaning making. 
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However, it is important to consider that these outcomes were supported by a highly 

structured environment. Without this level of facilitation, which was largely teacher-led 

through guided questioning and structured prompts, students may not have engaged in the 

same depth of reflection or discussion. 

 

5.5 Ownership and Student Voice 

 

The findings suggest that student participation in curatorial processes supported the 

development of ownership and student voice. As students were given responsibility for 

selecting, organising and presenting their work, they demonstrated increased confidence in 

explaining and justifying their decisions to peers and the teacher within the classroom 

context. 

 

This aligns with Freire (1970), who emphasises the importance of student agency and 

dialogue in meaningful learning. Through active participation and decision making, students 

are positioned as contributors to knowledge rather than passive recipients. 

 

In this study, ownership appeared to develop alongside confidence and understanding. 

However, it is important to recognise that not all students responded in the same way. Some 

students, particularly those with less prior experience of art at Junior Cycle level or who had 

not previously studied the subject before entering Senior Cycle, required more guidance and 

support, suggesting that ownership is not solely a result of autonomy, but also depends on 

appropriate scaffolding. 
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5.6 Limitations and Alternative Perspectives 

 

While the findings suggest that curatorial processes can support learning, it is important to 

consider alternative perspectives. The study was conducted within a single classroom over a 

short timeframe, which limits the extent to which findings can be applied to other contexts. 

 

In addition, the structured nature of the unit may have played a significant role in supporting 

student development. It is possible that the observed outcomes were influenced as much by 

teaching strategies, such as guided questioning and reflection, as by the curatorial process 

itself. This suggests that the effectiveness of curatorial approaches may be closely linked to 

how they are facilitated within the classroom, rather than the process alone. 

 

Furthermore, the dual role of the researcher as teacher may have influenced student 

responses. Although efforts were made to adopt a facilitative approach, the presence of the 

researcher may have shaped how students articulated their ideas. 

 

Taken together, these factors indicate that while the findings are meaningful within this 

specific context, they should be interpreted with caution. At the same time, they raise broader 

questions about current art education practice. If curatorial processes can support visual 

literacy, ownership and student voice, it is worth considering why such approaches are not 

more consistently embedded within classroom teaching. This points towards a potential gap 

between contemporary curatorial practices and what is prioritised within post-primary art 

education, and invites further consideration of how and why such approaches have been slow 

to emerge within everyday classroom practice. 
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5.7 Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter has discussed the findings in relation to existing literature, exploring how 

student participation in curatorial processes may inform visual literacy, ownership and ethical 

engagement within a post-primary art classroom. The discussion showed that curatorial 

decision making developed as an iterative process, supported by structured opportunities for 

discussion, reflection and facilitation. Visual literacy emerged alongside this process, as 

students became more able to communicate and interpret meaning through visual choices.  

 

Overall, the discussion suggests that curatorial processes can provide a meaningful 

framework for learning in art education when supported through guided and reflective 

practice, highlighting a clear role for teacher facilitation in supporting student engagement 

and decision making. 

 

 

Chapter 6 Conclusion 

 

This study set out to explore the extent to which student participation in curatorial processes 

informs visual literacy, ownership and ethical engagement within a post-primary art 

classroom. Through a small-scale qualitative case study, the research examined how students 

engaged in curatorial decision making and how their thinking developed over the course of a 

structured unit of learning. 

 

The findings indicate that participation in curatorial processes supported student learning in 

several key ways. Students demonstrated progression in curatorial decision making, moving 
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from initial uncertainty towards more confident and intentional choices. This development 

occurred gradually, suggesting that curatorial decision making is a durational and iterative 

process shaped by task complexity and supported through discussion and reflection. 

 

Visual literacy also developed alongside this process, as students demonstrated an increased 

ability to communicate ideas through visual elements and interpret meaning within their 

work. Discussion and reflection supported this development, with guided questioning, 

structured prompts and student reflective writing tasks creating opportunities for students to 

articulate their thinking and refine their ideas. 

 

Student participation in curatorial processes also supported the development of ownership 

and student voice. As students were given responsibility for selecting, organising and 

presenting their work, they demonstrated increased confidence in explaining and justifying 

their decisions. Curatorial approaches can support meaningful engagement with art practice 

when students are actively involved in decision making. 

 

However, the study is limited by its small-scale and specific context. The research was 

conducted within a single classroom over a short timeframe, and the structured nature of the 

unit may have influenced the outcomes observed. The dual role of the researcher as teacher 

also presents the potential for bias. As such, the findings should be understood within the 

context of this particular study and are not intended to be generalisable. 

 

Overall, the study suggests that curatorial processes can provide a valuable framework for 

learning in post-primary art education. When supported through structured discussion, 

reflection and teacher facilitation, these processes may inform the development of visual 
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literacy, ownership and ethical engagement. This highlights the potential of curatorial 

practice as a pedagogical approach that enables students to engage more deeply with their 

work as both makers and decision makers. Further research could explore how curatorial 

approaches might be embedded more consistently within art education practice and 

curriculum, particularly through the development of structured teaching resources and over 

longer periods of learning. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Art Trip Worksheet 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

37 



 

 

 

38 



 

 

 

39 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

40 



 

Appendix B: Guided Curatorial Discussion and Reflection Worksheet 

 

Section 1: Teacher Led Discussion Questions 
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Section 2: Student Reflective Writing Tasks 
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Section 3: Final Presentation Curatorial Discussion Questions 
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These questions were used flexibly during student presentations to support discussion and 

reflection, rather than followed in a fixed order.  
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Appendix C: Thematic Coding Example  

 

Student Response  Code  Theme  

“I am still deciding… I do 
not know what kind of vibe I 
want yet”  

Uncertainty in early decision 
making  

Development of curatorial 
decision making  

“I kept changing the order”  Revising and refining 
decisions  

Development of curatorial 
decision making  

“using certain colours to 
show mood and identity”  

Use of visual elements to 
communicate meaning  

Visual Literacy and Meaning 
Making  

“I do not want it dark and 
scary… I actually want it to 
feel calm”  

Intentional use of 
atmosphere and tone  

Visual Literacy and Meaning 
Making  

“Talking it out”  Discussion supports idea 
development  

Role of Discussion and 
Reflection  

“explaining it made it 
clearer”  

Verbal reflection clarifies 
thinking 

Role of Discussion and 
Reflection  
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Appendix D: Mid- Unit Tutorialised Discussion Transcript  

 
Transcript: Semi-Structured Curatorial Discussion 
Date:3 February 2026 
Time:1:20 PM to 2:00 PM 
Location:Temple Carrig School Greystones  
Participants:  Teacher Researcher and 5th Year Art Students 
Class size:  11 students - Large art room 101 
Recording method: Audio recorded using Genio software  
 
 
1:20 PM 
 
Researcher: 
Before we begin, I just want to remind you that this discussion is part of my research project. 
You have all already received the information about the study and signed the consent forms. 
Taking part is voluntary. If at any point you do not want to answer a question, or if you would 
prefer to step out, that is completely fine. There are no right or wrong answers, and nothing 
you say here will affect your grade. This discussion will be audio recorded to support my 
notes, and everything used in the dissertation will be anonymised. I am interested in how you 
are thinking through your curatorial decisions, so I want this to feel like a natural 
conversation rather than a test. 
 
Researcher: 
Okay, let’s start simply. What is your sub theme in one sentence? 
 
Student 1:​
Mine is nostalgia. 
 
Researcher:​
Good. What do you mean by nostalgia in your exhibition? 
 
Student 1:​
Like childhood memories, I think. Just going back to things that felt nice when you were 
younger. 
 
Researcher:​
So your exhibition is shaped by memory and personal experience. What do you want your 
audience to feel or think when they see it? 
 
Student 1:​
I want them to kind of remember their own childhood as well. 
 
Researcher:​
Good. So there is already a clear connection between theme, audience and intended response. 
 
Researcher:​
Would anyone else like to share their sub theme? 
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Student 2:​
Mine is spirit through colour. 
Researcher:​
Can you explain that a bit more? 
 
Student 2:​
I mean like colour doing the work of the feeling. Like using certain colours to show mood 
and identity. 
 
Researcher:​
So you are already thinking in terms of visual literacy, where colour communicates meaning 
without having to explain it in words. 
 
Researcher:​
What is your exhibition about overall? Anybody can answer. 
Student 3:​
Mine is kind of about growing up and leaving things behind. 
 
Researcher:​
And who is your audience? 
 
Student 3:​
Probably other students. Maybe younger students as well. 
 
Student 4:​
And teachers or parents maybe. 
 
Researcher:​
Good. So you are considering audience beyond yourselves. That is an important part of the 
curatorial process. How the work is selected and presented depends partly on who you think 
it is for. 
 
1:26 PM 
 
Researcher:​
Let’s move to artwork choices. Which artworks are you selecting and why? 
 
Student 5:​
I am still deciding because mine is about friendship, but I do not know what kind of vibe I 
want yet. 
 
Researcher:​
That is fine. What kinds of options are you deciding between? 
 
Student 5:​
I have photos already, but I was also thinking of taking new ones so they all look more 
connected. 
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Researcher:​
So you are weighing up consistency and meaning. What do you want all the artworks to have 
in common? 
Student 5:​
Probably the same mood. Like if they all looked too random, it would not work. 
 
Researcher:​
That makes sense. So cohesion matters to you. That is a strong curatorial decision. 
 
Researcher:​
Has anyone decided not to include something? Why? 
 
Student 6:​
Yeah, I decided not to make new work. 
 
Researcher:​
What made you decide that? 
 
Student 6:​
Mostly time. But also because I already had drawings that fit my theme, so it made more 
sense to use them. 
 
Researcher:​
So that decision came from time management, but also from recognising that existing work 
already connected to your sub theme. 
 
Student 6:​
Yeah. Mine is about nature, life and death, and I already had animal drawings that worked for 
that. 
 
Researcher:​
And how do those artworks connect to your theme? 
 
Student 6:​
They show life and death as part of nature. Not in a horror way, just like it is normal. 
 
Researcher:​
That is a very clear rationale. 
1:32 PM 
 
Researcher:​
Did anyone change their mind about an artwork or direction during development? 
Student 7:​
I changed my mind about the artist I studied a bit, because at first I thought I should do 
photography, but then I looked more at the artist and curator I had chosen. 
 
Researcher:​
And what made you change? 
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Student 7:​
I think I realised I could still use photography, but in a way that matched the theme better 
instead of just picking it because it was easy. 
Researcher:​
That is interesting because it shows your decision was not random. You were thinking about 
how the medium, the theme and the reference point fit together. 
 
Researcher:​
What are all your artworks likely to have in common? 
 
Student 7:​
Probably close up images and a kind of feminist theme. 
 
Researcher:​
So there is a visual link and a conceptual link. 
 
1:36 PM 
 
Researcher:​
Now let’s think more about curatorial thinking. How will you display or arrange your work? 
 
Student 1:​
Can we use only part of the room? 
 
Researcher:​
Yes, you can adapt the space depending on the effect you want. What are you thinking? 
 
Student 1:​
I wanted it to feel like a smaller childhood space, like with blankets and lights, not just the 
whole classroom. 
 
Researcher:​
So in that case the space itself becomes part of the meaning. Does placement change meaning 
for you? 
 
Student 1:​
Yeah, definitely. If it was all spread out, it would not feel as personal. 
 
Researcher:​
Exactly. So arrangement is not just practical. It shapes atmosphere and interpretation. 
 
Researcher:​
How do you want the audience to move through the exhibition? 
 
Student 4:​
I think I want it to feel like they are stepping into it slowly, not just seeing everything at once. 
 
Researcher:​
That is a strong curatorial approach because you are planning the viewer’s experience, not 
only the objects on display. 
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Researcher:​
Would anyone like to say more about atmosphere? 
Student 6:​
Mine is about death, but I do not want it dark and scary. I actually want it to feel calm. 
 
Researcher:​
And how might you create that? 
 
Student 6:​
Probably lighter colours, natural light, maybe not making everything black. I want it to feel 
normal, like death is part of life. 
 
Researcher:​
So your visual choices are helping you avoid one interpretation and guide another. 
1:42 PM 
 
Researcher:​
Let’s move to visual communication. What message are you trying to communicate visually? 
 
Student 6:​
That death is natural and not always something to fear. 
 
Researcher:​
And do you think different people could interpret that differently? 
 
Student 6:​
Yeah, probably. Some people might still find it sad or scary. 
 
Researcher:​
That is useful to recognise. Meaning is not fixed. Part of curating is thinking about how 
viewers may respond differently. 
 
Student 7:​
Mine is more about gender equality and assumptions about women in careers. 
 
Researcher:​
Who do you think might connect with that most? 
 
Student 7:​
Probably people our age because we are all thinking about jobs and college now. 
 
Researcher:​
So the audience and the message are closely linked there. 
 
Researcher:​
What part of your work are you most confident about right now? 
 
Student 3:​
Probably the idea itself. I know what I want it to be about. 
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Researcher:​
And what still needs development? 
Student 3:​
Where everything goes. I know the theme but not fully how to arrange it yet. 
 
Researcher:​
That is useful to note because it shows a difference between having a concept and resolving 
the curatorial presentation. 
 
1:48 PM 
 
Researcher:​
Now I want you to think a bit more about your process. What decision took you the longest to 
make? 
 
Student 5:​
Probably choosing whether to use old photos or make new ones. 
 
Researcher:​
What helped you make that decision? 
 
Student 5:​
Thinking about what would make the exhibition feel more together. Also having a plan 
helped. 
 
Researcher:​
So planning supported your decision making. 
 
Student 3:​
For me it is going to be placement. That is the hardest part. 
 
Researcher:​
Why do you think that is? 
 
Student 3:​
Because I do not have a timeline like some people do. I have the idea but not the order. 
 
Researcher:​
That is a really good observation. It shows that sequencing can be one of the more difficult 
parts of curating. 
 
Researcher:​
If you had more time, what would you change or develop further? 
 
Student 6:​
Probably the development pages. Just more time to test things. 
 
Student 1:​
I would probably experiment more with the space. 
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Researcher:​
That is important too. More time often allows more experimentation, which can lead to 
clearer curatorial decisions. 
 
1:54 PM 
 
Researcher:​
What helped you most in making decisions today? You can answer generally. 
 
Student 2:​
Talking it out. 
 
Student 5:​
Yeah, and having the questions. 
 
Student 4:​
The keyword bank helped because it kind of gave words to what I was trying to say. 
 
Researcher:​
That is helpful to hear. So discussion, prompts and keywords supported you in explaining 
your rationale. 
 
Researcher:​
You have used a lot of strong curatorial language already today, like audience, atmosphere, 
theme, placement, meaning and visual message. Keep using that language in your written 
reflections as well. 
 
1:58 PM 
 
Researcher:​
We are going to finish there. Please use this discussion and the reflection sheet to write about 
your exhibition idea, your artwork choices, your curatorial thinking and the next step in your 
process. The aim is not just to describe what you are making, but to explain your decisions 
and how your exhibition is developing. 
 
End of discussion 
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Appendix E: Final Presentation Tutorialised Discussion Transcript  

 
Transcript: Semi-Structured Curatorial Discussion (Final Presentation / Group Critique) 
Date: 2nd March 2026 
Time: 1:20 PM to 2:00 PM 
Location: Temple Carrig School Greystones  
Participants: Teacher Researcher and 5th Year Art Students 
Class size: 11 students - Large art room 101 
Recording method: Audio recorded using Genio software  
 
1:20 PM 
 
Researcher: 
Okay, we are going to begin the final presentations. As before, this discussion is part of my 
research. Everything will remain anonymous and nothing said here affects your grade. This is 
just about understanding your curatorial thinking and how your ideas have developed. 
 
We will take it one at a time. You will present your exhibition, then I will ask a few questions, 
and others can respond if they want. 
 
Student 1 
 
(Student presents digital exhibition) 
 
Researcher: 
Can you briefly explain your exhibition concept? 
 
Student 1: 
Mine is about nostalgia, like childhood memories and comfort. 
 
Researcher: 
How did that develop from your earlier idea? 
 
Student 1: 
At the start it was really general, but then I focused more on specific memories, like objects 
and spaces. 
 
Researcher: 
And how did that influence your curatorial decisions? 
 
Student 1: 
I made everything closer together and used softer lighting so it felt more personal. 
 
Researcher: 
So the arrangement supports the emotional tone? 
 
Student 1: 
Yeah, I didn’t want it to feel like a normal display. 
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Student 2 
 
(Student presents) 
 
Researcher: 
What is the main idea behind your exhibition? 
 
Student 2: 
Mine is about identity through colour. 
 
Researcher: 
And how did you use colour curatorialy, not just in the artworks? 
 
Student 2: 
I grouped them based on colour transitions so it kind of changes mood as you go through. 
 
Researcher: 
So the sequence is intentional? 
 
Student 2: 
Yeah, like it starts calmer and then gets more intense. 
 
Researcher: 
Do you think the audience will read it that way? 
 
Student 2: 
Hopefully, but maybe not exactly the same. 
 
Student 3 
 
(Student presents) 
 
Researcher: 
What are you most confident about in your exhibition? 
 
Student 3: 
The theme. It’s about growing up and leaving things behind. 
 
Researcher: 
And what was the most difficult part? 
 
Student 3: 
Placement. I kept changing the order. 
 
Researcher: 
What helped you resolve that? 
 
Student 3: 
Just testing it out and thinking about what made sense emotionally, not just visually. 
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Researcher: 
So sequencing became part of meaning making? 
 
Student 3: 
Yeah, definitely. 
 
Student 4 
 
(Student presents) 
 
Researcher: 
Who is your intended audience? 
 
Student 4: 
Probably people our age, but also like parents. 
 
Researcher: 
Did that affect your curatorial choices? 
 
Student 4: 
Yeah, I tried to make it clear but not too obvious. 
 
Researcher: 
What do you mean by that? 
 
Student 4: 
Like not explaining everything, but still giving enough clues. 
 
Researcher: 
So you are balancing interpretation and guidance? 
 
Student 4: 
Yeah. 
 
Student 5 
 
(Student presents) 
 
Researcher: 
You were unsure earlier about using old or new work. What did you decide? 
 
Student 5: 
I used mostly old photos but edited them so they felt more connected. 
 
Researcher: 
What made that decision work? 
 
Student 5: 
They all had the same kind of mood after that. 
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Researcher: 
So cohesion was achieved through editing rather than new production? 
 
Student 5: 
Yeah, exactly. 
 
Student 6 
 
(Student presents) 
 
Researcher: 
Can you explain the atmosphere of your exhibition? 
 
Student 6: 
It’s about life and death, but I wanted it calm, not scary. 
 
Researcher: 
And how did you achieve that? 
 
Student 6: 
Lighter tones, space between works, not too crowded. 
 
Researcher: 
So spacing became part of the meaning? 
 
Student 6: 
Yeah, I didn’t want it overwhelming. 
 
Student 7 
 
(Student presents) 
 
Researcher: 
Your theme relates to gender. How did that influence your choices? 
 
Student 7: 
I focused on close-up images and certain symbols. 
 
Researcher: 
Did your idea change from the beginning? 
 
Student 7: 
Yeah, it got more specific. At first it was too broad. 
 
Researcher: 
What helped you refine it? 
 
Student 7: 
Talking about it and writing it down. 
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1:48 PM 
 
Researcher: 
Now I want to ask a general question. Looking back, what part of the curatorial process 
helped you the most? 
 
Student 2: 
Talking about it out loud. 
 
Student 5: 
Yeah, like explaining it made it clearer. 
 
Student 1: 
The keywords helped as well. 
 
Researcher: 
So language supported your thinking? 
 
Student 1: 
Yeah, like I knew what I meant but didn’t have the words before. 
 
Researcher: 
What was the hardest part overall? 
 
Student 3: 
Placement. 
 
Student 6: 
Same, and deciding what to leave out. 
 
Researcher: 
Why was leaving work out difficult? 
 
Student 6: 
Because you kind of like all of it, but it doesn’t all fit. 
 
Researcher: 
So selection involved compromise? 
 
Student 6: 
Yeah. 
 
Researcher: 
Do you think your exhibition communicates your idea clearly? 
 
Student 4: 
Mostly, but maybe some people wouldn’t get all of it. 
 
Researcher: 
And is that okay? 
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Student 4: 
Yeah, I think so. 
 
Researcher: 
If you had more time, what would you improve? 
 
Student 7: 
Probably test more layouts. 
 
Student 5: 
Maybe take more photos to have more options. 
 
Student 2: 
Refine the transitions more. 
 
1:56 PM 
 
Researcher: 
Finally, what have you learned from curating your own work? 
 
Student 3: 
That it’s not just about making the work. 
 
Student 1: 
Yeah, like how you show it matters just as much. 
 
Student 6: 
And that you have to actually think about the audience. 
 
Researcher: 
That’s a strong conclusion. You’ve all moved from just making work to thinking about 
meaning, audience and presentation. That is the core of curatorial practice. 
 
We will finish there. Well done everyone and thank you for participating.  
 
End of discussion 
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Appendix F: Cooperating Teacher Interview Transcript 

 
Transcript:  Semi-structured interview 
Date: 20th March 2026 
Time: 1:38 PM 
Location: Temple Carrig School Greystones  
Participants:  Researcher and Cooperating Teacher 
Years Teaching in Temple Carrig School Greystones: 10 years 
Recording method: Audio recorded using Genio software  
 

1:38 PM 

Researcher:  
From your experience as an art teacher, how do students benefit from having more ownership 
over the decisions they make in their work or projects? 
 
Interviewee:  
I think it actually starts before the project even begins. Students need to understand 
responsibility first, things like safety and respect for materials in the art room. Once they 
have that, they begin to take more ownership naturally. 
That sense of responsibility then carries into their work. When students are given 
opportunities to choose their own themes, influences or materials, they tend to be much more 
invested in what they are doing. They are more willing to experiment and take risks. 
It also builds confidence. You can see it in how they talk about their work, they feel more 
responsible for it and more proud of what they have made. There is a stronger sense of 
achievement when the decisions are their own. 
 
Researcher:  
And what role do discussion and reflection play when students are developing and presenting 
their ideas? 
 
Interviewee:  
They are really important. Peer assessment, whether verbal or written, is very effective. 
Students often listen to each other more than we might expect, and it helps build confidence. 
It also allows them to recognise that everyone works differently, which can reduce negative 
comparison between students. 
Presenting their work is also valuable. It prepares them for explaining their ideas, not just in 
art but in a wider context as well. It builds communication skills and confidence. 
One to one conversations or written feedback from the teacher are also important, as they 
help guide students and give them a clearer understanding of expectations. 
Reflection is key. It allows students to recognise what worked and what did not, and helps 
them to articulate this more clearly. Over time, they become more comfortable putting their 
thinking into words. 
Researcher:  
How important is it for students to make decisions about how their work is selected or 
presented, for example in exhibitions or displays? 
 
Interviewee:  
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It really depends on the group. Some classes need more structure and clearer boundaries, 
while others are able to manage more independence. 
In general though, it is important that students make those decisions themselves. Even 
something simple like choosing which work to display encourages them to think more 
critically about their work. 
For example, when using digital platforms like Schoology, I sometimes give students the 
option to select which pieces they want to upload. That process of selecting and presenting is 
part of the learning. 
They also need to develop practical skills, such as photographing, cropping and lighting their 
work, especially as so much of their work is submitted digitally. Making decisions about 
presentation helps them evaluate which pieces are most effective. 
 
Researcher:  
In your experience, how do students respond when they are asked to explain the thinking 
behind their work? 
 
Interviewee:  
Most students are generally comfortable with it, especially if they have been introduced to 
this approach from earlier years. However, some do need prompting to articulate what they 
mean. 
Annotations are very important here. They support students in explaining their thinking and 
making their ideas clear. 
Some students can be hesitant though. They may be unsure of how to express themselves or 
worried about saying the wrong thing, so they need support and reassurance. 
 
Researcher:  
How do digital tools or platforms influence how students present or share their work? 
Interviewee: They make a big difference. Platforms like Schoology are very useful for 
creating a digital gallery and for keeping track of student work through images and feedback. 
Social media platforms like Instagram can also give students a sense of value in their work, 
as it allows them to share it more publicly. 
 
Researcher:  
More broadly, how do exhibition spaces, either physical or digital, support student voice and 
participation? 
 
Interviewee: Displaying work, whether it is physically around the school or digitally, gives 
students a sense that their work matters. 
It also encourages discussion. Students are more likely to talk about each other’s work when 
it is on display. 
That visibility adds value to the subject and helps to support student voice and participation. 
 
End of discussion 
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Appendix G: Unit of Learning Overview 

 

The following materials outline the structure, key activities and intended learning outcomes 

of the unit of learning. 

 

Section 1: Unit Overview and Learning Outcomes 
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Section 2: Key Teaching and Learning Activities  

The following key activities structured the development of curatorial thinking throughout the 

unit: 

●​ Introduction to curatorial practice 

●​ Use of keyword bank to support visual language and articulation 

●​ Guided curatorial discussion (mid unit) 

●​ Student reflective writing tasks 

●​ Development of digital exhibition 

●​ Final presentation and tutorialised discussion 
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Section 3: Student Materials  

Project Brief (Student Version)  
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Keyword Bank (Student Support Material)  
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Appendix H: Anonymised Sample of Student Work 
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Appendix I: Plain Language Statement 
 

 

 

School of Education National College of Art and Design  

Plain Language Statement  
Research Title: Student Participation in Curatorial Decision Making in Post Primary Art Education 

Researcher: Heather Barker  

Student Email: 19379141@student.ncad.ie  

Date: 07/01/2026  

This research is being undertaken as part of the Professional Masters in Education programme at the 

National College of Art and Design, Dublin. The research explores how post primary Art, Craft and Design 

students participate in curatorial decision making during a unit of classroom learning. Curatorial decision 

making refers to how students select, arrange and present their own artwork for an audience. The study 

examines how students explain their choices and how this process supports visual literacy, reflection and 

ownership of learning. The reasons for the research are to develop the researcher’s teaching practice 

and to better understand how curatorial processes can be used as a learning tool in the classroom.  

The research will involve one fifth year Art, Craft and Design class and their cooperating art teacher. It 

will take place in the school during normal art lessons between 19 January and 25 February. All activities 

will be part of existing classroom teaching and learning, and no additional work will be required from 

students. Participation is entirely voluntary, and students may withdraw from the study at any time 

without giving a reason and without any negative consequences.  

Information for the research will be collected through classroom observation, reflective notes taken by 

the researcher, tutorial style group discussions with students, and documentation of student curated 

digital exhibitions. Some group discussions may be audio recorded to support accurate reflection and 

transcription by the researcher. No video recordings will be made. Student artwork and class worksheets 

may be used as anonymised examples in the research and in a small teacher resource derived from the 

research findings.  

All information gathered will be treated with the strictest confidentiality. Students, the cooperating host 

teacher, and the school will remain anonymous and any identifying details will be removed or changed. 

Any audio recordings will be stored securely and accessed only by the researcher and supervisor. The 

research does not involve sensitive topics, and participation or non participation will not affect students’ 

grades, assessment, or learning. The final thesis will be made available in the NCAD library, and any 

related academic outputs will also be fully anonymised.  

If participants have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent person, please 
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contact:  

The Secretary, National College of Art and Design Research Ethics Committee, c/o 
Head of Research and Postgraduate Development, National College of Art and Design, 
100, Thomas Street, Dublin. 
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Appendix J: Informed Consent Form 
 

 
National College of Art and Design School of Education.  

Informed Consent Form for Research Study Participant  

Research Title: Student Participation in Curatorial Decision Making in Post Primary Art Education 

Researcher: Heather Barker  

Address: Apartment 49, Dargan Hall, Station Road, Bray, Co.Wicklow. A98N6F7.  

Contact No:0873382322  

Email: 19379141@student.ncad.ie  

Date: 04/01/2026  

Dear Participant,  

I am writing to ask for your consent to take part in research I am conducting as part of my Professional 

Masters in Education at the National College of Art and Design. My research explores how post primary 

art students participate in curatorial decision making during a unit of classroom learning. Curatorial 

decision making refers to how students select, arrange and present their own artwork and how they 

explain these choices. The purpose of this research is to better understand how curatorial activities can 

support visual literacy, reflection and ownership of learning in art education.  

The methods I will use in this study include classroom observation during normal art lessons, 

observation of student discussions and critiques, analysis of student artwork and digital exhibition 

layouts, and tutorial style group discussions with students. Some group discussions may be audio 

recorded to support accurate reflection and transcription. No video recordings will be made. Once 

research is completed the recordings and notes will be disposed of and not kept on file. 

You are being invited to take part because you are involved in the research either as a participant, a 

supporting teacher, or member of management. I will record data through written reflective notes, 

observation records, photographs of student work, and audio recordings of group discussions where 

consent is given. All research activity will take place during scheduled art lessons between 19 January 

and 25 February 2026.  

All information collected will be anonymised in the final dissertation. No participant will be named. 

Participation is voluntary and you may decline to take part or withdraw at any point without giving a 

reason. Any audio recordings will be stored securely and used only for academic purposes. Transcripts 

and any examples used in related academic outputs or a teacher resource will not include identifying 

information.  

A Plain Language Statement is enclosed with this form. If you have any questions or need clarification 

70 



 

about the research, you can contact me using the details above. 

Please read and answer the questions below. If you are willing to take part in the research, please sign 

this consent form and return it to me by physical copy by 23 January 2026.  

Signature:  

Heather Barker  

Participant – please complete the following (Circle Yes or No for each question)  

Have you read or had read to you the Plain Language Statement Yes / No Do you understand the 

information provided? Yes / No Have you had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study? Yes 

/ No Have you received satisfactory answers to all your questions? Yes / No  

I have read and understood the information in this form. My questions and concerns have been 

answered by the researcher, and I have a copy of this consent form. Therefore, I consent to take part in 

this research project  

Participants Signature:  

Name in Block Capitals:____________________________________________  

Witness: ______________________ Date:___________________________ 

 
 

 

 

Informed consent was obtained from all participants, with parental consent provided where 

required. Signed consent forms are retained securely by the researcher.  

71 


