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Symposium:

Promoting cultural literacy through arts education: 
Reflections on the perspectives of Theory of Change, 
empowerment and decolonial theory 

1. Presentations from the cultural literacy call under Cluster 2: Culture, Creativity and 

Inclusive society (HORIZON-CL2-2023-HERITAGE-01-07), EU Horizon Europe

• The d@arts project – max. 20 minutes

• The CLiViE project – max. 20 minutes

• The EXPECT_Art project – max. 20 minutes

2. Discussant Prof. Dr. Carola Mantel (University of Teacher Education Zug) – 10 minutes

3. General discussion
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Researching Cultural Literacy with Children 
in a Community-based and Decolonial perspective
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Outline

• Methodological and ethical implications of the research design of EXPECT_Art

• Theory: decolonial theory (Mignolo, 2009) and community-based research (Boyd, 2020)

• Understanding of critical cultural literacy

• Approach to arts education, education through arts, and uses of arts in education

• Research design: 12 in-depth case studies of schools and local communities

• Experiences and methodological reflections from the Slovenian and Danish contexts:
• Children’s (non)participation in the project

• Issues regarding power im-balances

• (Meta)methodological reflectivity within and across the research groups of the project consortium
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A Decolonizing Research Framework
• Inspired by ‘the decolonial turn’ problematizing what research can be

• Discussing the politics of representation, interpretation, analysis and authorship of research, the 

colonial matrix of school curriculum and what this means for cultural literacy practices.

• As institutions legitimize certain types of knowledge in a linear, hierarchical, and disciplinary way 

(Quijano, 2000; Castro-Gómez, 2007)...

• ...we explore whether and how to transform both our universities and research institutions, and the 

fieldwork schools into spaces of shared knowledge and collaborative thinking (De Sousa, 2019)

• We try to learn from how the decolonial paradigm rejects binary and hierarchical thinking (Mignolo, 

2003)

• We focus on local and contextual knowledge: local stories, intersectionality, and diverse 

worldviews

• We promote self-reflection on our own positionality regarding colonial, Eurocentric, and 

cosmopolitan biases
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Community-Based Research
• The Art Exploratorium and fieldwork has been inspired 

by a Community-Based Research design:

• “connect[ing] academic researchers with individuals, 

groups, and community organizations to collaborate on 

a research project to solve community-identified and 

community-defined problems” (Boyd, 2014, p. 501)

• Though critical cultural literacy as research topic was 

decided before starting fieldwork, the researchers 

aimed at involving research participant as much as 

possible in identifying and defining how to work with 

the topic

Key attributes of Community-Based Research:

i. community as a unit of identity
ii. an approach for the vulnerable and 

marginalized
iii. collaboration and equal partnership 

throughout the entire research process
iv. an emergent, flexible, and iterative process
v. the research process as geared toward 

social action.

(Kwan & Walsh, 2018, p. 370)
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How do we understand critical cultural literacy?
• Cultural literacy is seen as the ability to decode, understand, and engage with artistic forms of 

expression
• Analytical focus: art forms of architecture, drama, film, literature, painting, music, and sculpture
• Cultural does not primarily refer to culture in the anthropological sense, but to art and aesthetic 

experience, learning, and Bildung
• The decoding and use of artistic signs is not only instrumental knowledge, but also entails an 

element of the undecidable – something that can be felt, sensed, and enacted
• The ‘critical’: a power-critical perspective on societal and artistic phenomena
• Approaching critical cultural literacy as a research object involved examining how it manifests 

among children in schools and individuals in local communities. Children demonstrate their (critical) 
cultural literacy when they assess or show (dis)interest in an aesthetic expression such as a song, 
novel, painting, or film.

• Fieldwork focus: children's actions, reactions, and expressions in relation to art and aesthetic 
experiences both within and beyond the school context



Skift baggrundsfarve. Højreklik på slidet og vælg Formatér baggrund. Klik på Fyld farve i Formater baggrund vinduet og vælg farve fra øverste række i SDU’s farve palette eller fra den 
brugerdefinerede farvepalette

How to ‚promote‘ critical cultural literacy?
• Our thesis is that people, as cultural beings, inherently possess cultural literacy:

„people are always already culturally literate, and their everyday lives are already saturated and 

shaped by cultural and artistic forms of expression“ (DoA part B, p. 3)

• We assume that children’s cultural literacy – the ability and practice of decoding, using, 

engaging with, and evaluating aesthetic objects and experiences that evoke both pleasure and 

discomfort – exists independently of what they encounter at school or through collaboration 

with us as researchers and art partners in the project

• Hence, promoting critival cultural literacy means acknowledging its presence, strengthening its 

visibility, and enabling it to have be heard and seen by adults and in society

• This is in line with the project’s decolonial, power-critical perspective
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Approach to arts & education

The case studies focus on arts practices in different contexts and situations:

• Arts education refers to arts-related subjects that are part of the school curriculum (such 
as visual arts, music, literature, drama, film and other media). 

• Education through the arts emphasises the role of the arts in the teaching of any subject 
in the curriculum. For instance: literature, media products, and visual arts included in other 
disciplines/school subjects

• Uses of arts in education refers to arts-related extra-curricular activities that cross over 
into school education (theatre attendance, visits to museums, artists in residence, etc.), or 
are found in informal education contexts outside the school
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Research design
• 12 cases, each consisting of a 

schools and its local community

• School must be geographically 

or otherwise ,nested‘ within the 

local community

• Schools and local community 

have to allow for field studies to 

have a special focus on 

disadvantaged and minoritized 

groups of people
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Reflections, Slovenia

→ Weekly theater club as a space where children's voices guide the process and where 

researchers are led into reflection by children (similar activity - cinema club with movies 

from Global South)

→ Relatively new and underdeveloped approach in Slovenia 

→ Additional value: recognising cultural practices as significant even when they are not 

classified as 'high culture'

→ On the other hand, schools remain tied to ex cathedra methods that resist innovation

→ The importance of teachers' reactions – they make us reconsider what can be 

implemented (realistically)

→ The effectiveness of top-down approach (adjusting university programs)
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Reflections, Denmark
• The Danish cases:

• Case 1: Field research in a school during class hours and in a local housing area marked by 

marginalizing and exclusive policies

• Case 2: Field research in a school during after-school activities and a local housing area 

marked by marginalizing and exclusive policies

• We have observed artistic practices and initiated activities in the schools and 

in the local community together with our artistic partner

• Case 1: artistic practices are often carried out by following a fixed template, 

but also with outings to artistic events and institutions outside the school

• Case 2: artistic activities lead by social educators with no fixed aims
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Reflections, Denmark
• We see a decolonizing potential in letting teaching being informed by the 

multimodal forms of expression that artistic practices offer, which promotes 

the development of non-hegemonic forms of knowledge constructions

• However, we reflect upon how not to colonize and exploit the children’s artistic 

practices

• Treating arts as an isolated activity does not decolonize the curriculum

• The study of arts in education does not happen in isolation: arts, education, 

local housing policies, and geopolitical crises are entangled

• The university as be a barrier for doing decolonizing research; points to the 

need of decolonizing the university (Dei, 2016)
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