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Introduction: Visualising teachers’ identities 

 

Introduction: visualising teachers’ identities 

Understanding teacher identity involves more than acquiring a set of static self-

concepts. In this article, identity is conceptualised as a fluid construct with multiple 

iterations influenced by shifting social and educational forces (Ortlipp, Arthur, and 

Woodrow 2011). Early work in the area of professional identity development by 

Kelchtermans and Vandenberghe (1994) identified the importance of biography and key 

personal relationships in shifting conceptions of teacher identity. Critical events and 

individuals were also found to influence how teachers viewed their professional selves. 

Exploring interpersonal relationships, Elbaz (1983) and Clandinin (1986) were 

influential in establishing how past experiences inform teachers’ understandings of 

educational realities and approaches to practice. 

If we consider concepts of ‘teacher’ and ‘teaching’ through a social lens, ever-

changing educational environments present teachers with potentially conflicting 

ideologies, beliefs and approaches to practice (Clandinin, Downey, and Huber 2009). To 
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effectively make sense of these outer layers of influence, Korthagen (2004) suggests 

that teachers look within themselves to reflect on teaching motivations and personal 

qualities that together, balance the personal and professional self-as-teacher. In this 

way, teachers can engage in reflection-based professional development to identify 

forces of influence that reconnect with their teacher selves (Korthagen 2004). As 

suggested by McKay and Sappa (2019, 2) “ teachers’ identity development implies 

personal transformation” whereby evolving understandings of developing teacher 

selves begins with an attitude of “personal agency and self-awareness”. If we accept 

these attributes as necessary tools of ‘teachers work’, what becomes apparent is the 

need to adopt creative processes of working to “see and think differently…from the 

mainstream understanding” (McKay and Sappa 2019, 2). In this way, the expression of 

pedagogical potentials and “possible selves” are enlarged (McKay and Sappa 2019, 2). 

Looking more closely at the relationship between reflective processes and creativity, 

Howard-Jones and Murray (2003) describe how individual variables influence the 

nature of reflective forms generated when thinking about ideas, problems and creative 

‘solution seeking’ strategies. Experiences that offer transformative opportunities to 

think beyond ‘well-travelled’ approaches by engaging multi-sensory modes of 

expression widens our creative boundaries (see Akkerman and Bakker 2011), opening 

new possibilities of “feeling, thinking and acting” (McKay and Sappa 2019, 3). In the 

process, a renewed self-concept is supported as cognitive tensions, ambiguities and 

multiple ways of seeing are experienced to “challenge previously beliefs” and responses 

(McKay and Sappa 2019, 14).  

Within an arts-informed research space, the installation project reported on in this 

article uses aesthetic modes of storying to examine critical events and experiences 

influencing early childhood teachers’ identity development. This approach is consistent 

with our intention to broaden traditional conceptions of scholarly research by 

employing multiple verbal and visual modes (Albers and Harste 2007) to access, 

understand and represent educational research (Black, 2002). The ability of the arts to 

provide insight into the “experiential knowing of participants” (Liamputtong and 

Rumbold 2008, 3) through aesthetic forms of expression “helps to bridge the theory 

practice divide and makes visible the product of creative thought” (McKay and Sappa 

2019, 3). 

Influenced by the artistic work of Knowles and Thomas (2002) where visual arts 

processes were used to represent secondary students’ sense-of-place, in this project 

images of self-as-teacher were sourced or created to trace past and present 



understandings of teacher identity “to support reflective practice for teachers’ 

professional identity growth” (McKay and Sappa 2019, 3).  As a process of coming-to-

know more deeply about their becoming as a person and teacher (see also Nichols, 

Schutz, Rodgers, and Bilica 2017), focus was placed on multimodal forms of expression 

to explore relationships between self and others in context, whereby teachers were 

encouraged to reflect on influences affecting their sense of agency and practice across 

past and present teacher selves (McKay and Sappa 2019).  

To support teachers’ forms of creative reflection, seven separate ‘aesthetic frames’ 

(drawings, photos, narrative and artifacts) were used as multi-modal processes to 

research teachers’ thinking about their developing identities (Lavina, Fleet, and Niland 

2017). As separate relational frames, they offered teachers a visual means for organising 

significant childhood experiences and professional experiences-in-place. Place was seen 

as a socially constructed landscape conceptualised across time and geography (Creates 

1991), where relationships formed in diverse social contexts of living and learning were 

examined for their role in identity formation (Knowles and Thomas 2002). With high 

attrition rates, particularly in the prior-to-school sector (Sumsion 2002), and increasing 

surveillance eroding teachers’ sense of “professionalism and status” (Bradbury 2012, 

175), it is vital that opportunities are opened for teachers to deconstruct connections 

associated with the emotionality of teaching lives and teacher identity development 

(Schutz 2014). As a supportive process for understanding teacher identity development, 

arts-informed approaches offer methods of learning that are reflexive and 

transformational as the unexpected is invited and “meaningful insights” (McNiff 2008, 

40) generated through reflective processes of meaning-making and creation 

(Nottingham 2010).   

Installation as research supports authentic depictions of evolving identities. When 

aesthetic frames are viewed collectively, they provide teachers with opportunities to 

identify shared challenges, and explore social forces that influence the realities of their 

lives and identity development. Apart from providing a site of engagement, the self-

revealing qualities of identity representations through an installation provide teachers 

with a valuable platform for retracing and reinvigorating professional journeys 

alongside others (Cole and McIntyre 2008) by bringing into view expressions that 

provide “opportunities to question views and practices taken for granted in order to 

explore their identity and profession through different lenses” (McKay and Sappa 2019, 

8). To gain insight beyond individual teacher reflections, these aesthetic frames were 

thus arranged with teachers to form an installation, enabling teachers to influence the 



form, content and presentation of information gathered and analysed. This recognises 

arts-informed data as “process and product” (Barone and Eisner 2012, x), as well as 

building understanding of teachers’ identity journeys through multi-representational 

forms. Artistic approaches encouraged teachers “to see, think and act differently from 

the conventional thought and practice” to critically examine personal ways of “seeing, 

thinking and acting” (McKay and Sappa 2019, 9) as ‘teacher’ across professional 

experience to support personal understandings of identity development and practice. 

Installation as visual inquiry 

As a form of interactive arts-based research, installation is seen here as a valuable 

means of assembling fragments (Yardley 2008) of early childhood teachers’ identity 

journeys. Defined as “…art made for a specific space exploiting certain qualities of that 

space” (Delahunt 2007, as cited in Cole and McIntyre 2008, 289), installation integrates 

ways of working and representing that are both artful and accessible for diverse 

audiences (see Cole and McIntyre 2008). Our installation prompts contemplative 

interactions that situate “notions of self” alongside “collective identity” as the lived 

experiences of teachers are explored (Cole and McIntyre 2008, 288). Using installation 

as part of an arts-based methodology seeks to elevate the importance of engaging 

“artistic knowing” (McNiff 1998, 36), that is, “the interplay of text, image and 

imagination” (Martinez and Nolte-Yupari 2015, 13) as a means of experiencing and 

understanding anew, the personal and professional formation of identities (Robinson et 

al. 2008). 

This article presents selected aesthetic frames as case studies, to highlight the 

identity journeys of early childhood teachers working in the Northern suburbs of 

Sydney, Australia. Part 2 focuses on inviting diverse audience interaction to help 

generate greater understanding, providing a snapshot of teacher and public audiences 

who engaged with and reflected on the installation held at Macquarie University. Part 3 

presents teacher memories and an exploration of identity journeys undertaken 

alongside the primary researcher. Read as successive frames, selected installation 

panels depict teacher selves explored through photo of teacher (early childhood 

context), drawing self-as-teacher (preservice/early career), and artifacts (with identity 

meaning). Part 4 analyses the value of installation as research and highlights the 

importance of engaging teachers in reciprocal cycles of meaning-making, from the initial 

design, through engagement with the installation, leading to clarification and 

transformation of understandings of unfolding identity journeys. Opening 



conversational spaces of connection across audiences through installation is seen to 

provide an authentic scaffold for exploring and extending teachers’ images of identity. 

As a deeply reflective process of seeing past and present teacher selves, new 

perspectives generated through creating and critiquing aesthetic representations also 

reveal powerful influences shaping teachers’ pedagogy and practice. Finally, installation 

as an artistic site of reflection and connection is examined for its influence in generating 

new understandings of teacher identity development and teaching pedagogies. 

Part 1: Listening and learning: encountering teachers’ identities 

As teachers and researchers, we have found ourselves drawn to arts-informed ways 

of knowing as they reveal new insights and possibilities into our inner selves and 

pedagogy (Hogan and Pink 2012). Recognising the positioning of self-as-researcher is 

key to understanding the dimensions of voices framed in context and echoed across 

emerging aesthetic frames (Kincheloe 2001; Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 1997). With 

these ideas in mind, we were fortunate to encounter the installation works of Marlene 

Creates, an internationally acclaimed “environmental artist and poet who lives and 

works in Portugal Cove, Newfoundland, Canada” (Creates 2013, para. 1). Through 

retelling stories, exploration of relationships and collection of artifacts, Creates’ 

collections capture lives-in-place and make clear the importance of authentically re-

engaging self journeys to examine the textures of identities (Creates 1990). The depth of 

her material and dialogic accounts, and the interwoven ways in which they are recorded 

and represented, offer valuable means for accessing multiple ‘sites’ of teachers’ identity 

development. Creates’ (1990) concern with the physical and relational significance of 

place also provides another ‘reading’ of how identities are shaped and understood in 

context (Freire and Macedo 1987). 

Drawing on the works of Creates to develop our methodology, we developed the 

following aesthetic framework (see Table 1.1) (Lavina et al. 2017) focused on providing 

teacher participants with visual modes of seeing and expressing across three interviews. 

These processes allowed the primary researcher, Leanne, to collect and explore 

different materials with teachers to uncover the complex evolution of their ‘placed’ 

identity journeys, where place refers to identities formed in social contexts of meaning 

(Phelan 2001): 

 



Table 1.1 Installation as a representation of teacher identities: the seven aesthetic 
frames 

THE SEVEN AESTHETIC FRAMES 

Frame 1: First image of teacher 

Frame 2: Photo of teacher (early childhood context) 

Frame 3: Photo of personal place (location) 

Frame 4: Drawing of self-as-teacher (preservice/early career 

Frame 5: Drawing self-as-teacher (present) 

Frame 6: Narrative (self-as-teacher) 

Frame 7: Artifact (identity meaning) 

Source: Adapted from the creative works of Marlene Creates as cited in Knowles and Thomas (2002, pp. 
121-132). 
Note: An expanded version of this table appears in Lavina et al. (2017, p. 147). 

The importance of place in locating teachers’ professional journeys is significant as 

it acknowledges the importance of teaching and non-teaching contexts as meaningful 

“lifeworlds” (van Manen 1990, 101) that shape learning and experience. The fluidity of 

place and baggage carried, dropped or transferred as part of identity journeys (Elbaz-

Luwisch 2002) is drawn into focus as “we are rarely securely in place and ever 

seemingly out of place” (Casey 1993, xviii). With time for reflection and creation of 

aesthetic frames, six teachers were asked to communicate their identity journeys 

through a range of visual and written modes prior to each interview, before coming 

together in a final focus group installation to view and share assembled aesthetic frames 

as a means of directly encountering dialogues and objects of meaning (Church 2008). As 

a methodological approach, the process of creating individual frames and subsequent 

engagement with the installation as final assemblage, provided teachers with a creative 

research space to extend understandings beyond researcher-participant to activate 

more socially complex relationships of knowing and understanding self-as-teacher (Cole 

and McIntyre 2008). 

The section below begins with ways of exploring evolving self-understandings 

through installation. Teachers’ aesthetic frames of identity are presented for teacher 

and public audiences as reflective creative forms of coming-to-know teacher selves 

(Church 2008). In seeking alternate aesthetic modes to support teachers’ reflective 

processes for understanding identity, installation is established as a legitimate aesthetic 

form of research, with teachers’ aesthetic frames functioning as “embodied affectual 

encounters” (Scarles 2010, 905) of identities experienced and felt across time, place and 

space(s) (Sava and Nuutinen 2003). As a process of “reflecting differently” (McKay and 

Sappa 2019, 9), personal histories alongside developing pedagogical approaches were 



examined as a means of revisiting and potentially revising, long-held narratives about 

self-as-learner and teacher. Thinking critically about “feelings and beliefs” also opened 

transformational opportunities of “doing differently” (McKay and Sappa 2019, 10) as 

teachers reflected on experiences, identified contextual tensions and explored feelings 

influencing construction of their identities and practice through visual forms (Glass 

2011). 

Part 2. Unraveling threads of meaning: the personal and professional 
of identities 

As an emerging arts-informed methodology, installation-as-research is receiving 

increasing recognition for its potential to represent knowledge in different ways to 

engage diverse audiences (Cole and McIntyre 2008). For instance, McIntyre and Cole 

(2008) embarked on the research installation The Alzheimer’s Project. With a 

participatory orientation, these researchers chose to display their personal encounters 

with Alzheimer’s through installation. With a focus on seeing beyond the illness to 

capture the emotionality of life journeys, the chronological organisation of different 

components offered relational sites to examine “personal power and the changing 

nature of dependence” (Cole and McIntyre 2008, 295). Together these sites formed a 

moving tribute to families affected by Alzheimer’s. 

McIntyre and Cole’s (2008) work clearly shows the powerful possibilities afforded 

through publicising the identity journeys of teachers, as well as our responsibility as 

researchers to honour teachers’ journeys within any public representations. Searching 

for a way to weave these elements, a large, well-lit room was secured at the Department 

of Educational Studies (formerly the Institute of Early Childhood) in Macquarie 

University. Tables were assembled across the centre of the room in rows the length of 

each teachers’ seven aesthetic frames, to encourage both an overall and detailed viewing 

of installation components from different perspectives. Resisting the walls in order to 

invite spaces for participation and reflection, social and quiet spaces were differentiated 

by assembling separate viewing and reflection areas so audiences could expand 

understandings through immediacy with others and seek offset seated areas for 

feedback and introspection on the installation (Pink 2007; Scarles 2010). To reflect 

minimalist stripped back (Perselli 2005) presentation, brown paper was wrapped 

around each row of tables. Following earlier feedback from teachers as to the 

authenticity of information gathered and represented, the A3 foam core colour prints of 



the aesthetic frames were positioned back-to-back along the centre of tables with string 

woven across tabletops symbolising  ‘threads of identity’ (see Figure 1.1). 

 
Figure 1.1 Installation with reflection areas 

Moving through the installation with participants, we quietly wondered if we had 

succeeded in creating representations true to our intention to move beyond reductionist 

presentations of ‘data’, to embrace installation as an artistic expression rich with 

emotionality and space for interpretative voice(s) (Trent 2002). An initial reflection by 

(teacher participant) Lilly shed some light on this question: “…the fact that people could 

have conversations and talk about the links and things was really important because 

that ‘art gallery experience’, unless you know somebody very well, you’re very unlikely 

to comment with them”; and from a visitor in the teacher audience- “Seeing all these 

creative ideas makes me think ‘above and beyond’ my identity. This is something I will 

take with me and continue to implement”. 

These responses reinforce the value of adopting many sided (Richardson 1994) 

artistic approaches to “reading the pieces” (Trent 2002, 46) and making meaning of 

teacher identity journeys through installation; this process opening deeply personal 

ways of seeing teacher self evolutions and deconstruction of approaches to practice.  

Voices seen and heard: reconceptualising representations 

In this section we analyse audience feedback, seeking to understand how visual 

representations can provoke critical inquiry. Installation as research can be seen to expand 



both process and product approaches associated with arts-informed inquiry, inviting 

unexpected aspects of emotionality that are void of “collapsed…delineated interpretation” 

(Trent 2002, 41). As researchers working alongside teacher participants in this process, 

our presence sits within aesthetic decisions made to synthesise teachers’ visual and textual 

representations of identity through aesthetic frames. In ‘framing’ diverse texts in 

relationship with teachers, we “must consider these elements as part of the whole text and 

think about how the audience will respond” (Albers and Harste 2007, 12). Inviting a wider 

teacher audience from the University to view the installation was key to verifying the 

accessibility of teachers’ representations. In recognising symbolic meanings (Albers and 

Harste 2007), viewers were able to visualise relevance across evolutions of professional 

identity and link ‘the personal’ with their professional experiences, these insights 

“contribut(ing) positively to teacher identity development [emphasis added]” (McKay and 

Sappa 2019, 11). As a valuable knowledge thread, this feedback was reintegrated into 

understanding research installation as methodology (Trent 2002). It was with this energy 

that the primary researcher designed the invitation below to foreshadow this research 

installation as a distinctly participatory experience: 

 
Figure 1.2 Invitation to installation: threads of IDENTITY 

The following questions were placed in the reflection area for participants and 

teacher audiences to reflect on their encounters with the journeys represented. These 

were developed as a means of drawing a wider audience into the research project- 



positioning teachers, or teachers of pre-service teachers actively within the research 

rather than passively as ‘consumers’. 

After viewing the threads of IDENTITY installation: 
Q1. What creative processes (thinking, writing, making, doing, seeing) are 
a part of your life? (written and/or visual response) 
AND 
Q2. As a teacher, lecturer or other professional, what potential might 
these have for assisting you in ‘living’ your professional identity journey? 
(written and/or visual response) 

Some responses from the University audience were: 

Q1. 
R: Storytelling and yarning…interior and exterior ‘arranging’. It keeps me 
sane. 
S: Creativity for me is about embracing and creating the future as well as 
holding on to, and re-creating the past. 
Q2. 
R: I can think in patterns, I look for balance, all the colours and images 
and symbols create harmony in the place and the mind, express meanings 
and feelings in ways that others can understand. 
S: Creativity can make my job both easier and more difficult at the same 
time, it also gives me hope. 

Reflections on responses 

These audience responses reflect multiple forms of creativity conceptualised in 

“…utterances and images” (Eisner 2008, 5), with shape-making, patterning and story 

engaged as meaning-making processes that both preserve and communicate a sense of 

self and evoke a sense of hope and purpose. These audience responses formed a 

powerful platform for situating teacher voice, inviting diverse forms of feeling, 

experience, and knowing (Langer 1957) into the installation conversation. As aesthetic 

forms embedded with relational significance, individual identity components provided 

tangible pieces to unlocking personal understandings of professional journeys. 

For example, in response to Q1, one of the participants (Sue) wrote: 

Often when I think of an idea I brainstorm it out through a mind-map and 
work backwards to find my starting point. Doing and living my ideas, 
seeing. Seeing-body of possibilities, seeing other’s ways of doing. 



Which was then followed in her response to Q2: 

 

Making meaning of unexpected responses 

An unexpected and valuable thread from participant responses was Lilly’s thinking 

around how creative processes give ‘time’ to pause, reflect and refine personal ways of 

thinking and seeing pathways. 

 

She subsequently commented: 

Anything that forces you to sit and think/create/refine – to stop and 
assess yourself will help you realise your achievements/reset your 
goals/dream your dreams. 



Reflection and introspection are important aspects of arts-informed inquiry that 

were carefully considered in the gathering, analysis and assembly of installation as 

research. Engagement with diverse aesthetic forms of exploring identity provides 

“…stimulus for the unfolding of thought and the ongoing process of interpretation” 

(McNiff 2008, 35). The importance of inviting multiple forms of reflection is also evident 

in Sue’s response (see Q1) where through word and image she details cyclical processes 

of re-encountering self-understandings. As a primary focus of the installation, ‘seeing’ 

self and experience as a living continuum also offers a means to encourage deeper 

exploration of personal meanings and learning. These ‘pictures’ provide creative 

insights (see Part 3) that offer transformational approaches into understanding identity 

journeys (McNiff 2008), generating new ways of thinking about approaches to practice. 

Part 3. Collecting and creating images: representations of ‘teacher’ 

As part of the installation process, participating teachers were asked by the primary 

researcher to source a ‘first image of teacher’ (see Table 1.1, Frame 2). Broad 

interpretations of ‘teacher’ were encouraged to open up personal memories residing 

within or outside traditional definitions of teacher and learning (Frantz Bentley 2011). 

Initial conversations also invited teachers to embrace the concept of ‘narrative’: to re-

consider the potential interpretative qualities of images as holders of visual meanings 

(Brushwood Rose and Low 2014). This approach is consistent with visual 

methodologies that recognise the value of emotionality within research conversations. 

These “affective qualities” (Brushwood Rose and Low 2014, 32) offer meanings beyond 

rationalised understandings of experience. 

Through a participatory research method similar to photo voice (Wang 1999), 

teachers were positioned as active decision-makers in the research process: selecting, 

analysing and composing personally meaningful symbolic representations of ‘teacher’. 

These images were revisited across individual and shared participatory cycles 

(interviews, then installation and focus group). The images served as touchstones of 

memory and metaphor, assisting teachers to locate their personal voice, providing both a 

place to return to, and a scaffold for situating and more clearly seeing, their unfolding 

identity journeys (Brushwood Rose and Low 2014). 

Practical strategies for accessing teachers’ images and understandings of self-as-

teacher were explored across 3 interviews, (each scheduled two weeks apart), which 

generated data for the installation. In Table 1.2, aesthetic frames 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 (photos 



or drawings), along with 6 (a narrative) and 7 (an artifact with identity meaning), show 

differentiated visual strategies for exploring identity development across memory, 

context, and experience. These aesthetic frames invite audiences to ‘picture’ teacher 

identities as evolving constructions that are complex, deeply personal and socially 

embedded across lived experience. 

Table 1.2 Installation as a representation of teacher identities: practical strategies 

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES 
Interview 1 (60 min) - Discuss the sourcing/creation of frames 1, 2, & 3 (photos or drawings) 

Earliest memories of teacher, development of professional self, and place-based meanings 
influencing identity development 

Interview 2 (40 min) - Discuss the creation of frames 4 & 5 (drawings) 
Evolving representations of professional self 

Interview 3 (40 min) - Discuss the sourcing/creation of frames 6 & 7 (narrative and artifact) 
Narrative journey of teaching experience presented alongside object with identity meaning 

Note: An expanded version of this table appears in Lavina et al. (2017, p. 147). 

Voice: Sue’s photo of teacher (EC context) 

How do photographs ‘communicate’ our view of self and our world (Schutz 1970)? 

How can decisions made around ‘self-as-subject’- including positioning and framing of 

context alter intended meanings? How can the complexity of self-as-teacher be 

represented in a single image? In asking these questions we chose to focus on 

participant choices made in “the crafting of the image, not just the content depicted” 

(Brushwood Rose and Low 2014, 30). In this way photos were positioned as “powerful 

resources for portraying what cannot be articulated linguistically” (Eisner 2008, 5). To 

support teachers’ understandings of image content (drawings, photos) as multi-layered 

aesthetic forms of communication, the primary researcher held informal conversations 

with participants prior to commencing data collection (see Table 2). We were curious as 

to how participants would interpret this aspect of the research design: it was deeply 

personal, revealing, and with potentially self-identifying aspects that were open to 

wider audience viewing(s). We wondered, would this influence participant approaches 

and representations? 



 
Figure 1.3 Sue’s photo of teacher (early childhood context) 

Sources: Adult and child rocking chairs: 
http://www.fotosearch.com/CSP116/k1166337/ ; Together let’s reach new heights: 
http://www.gograph.com/illustration/together-lets-reach-new-heights-team-on-
gears-gg59693775.html 

Teachers were encouraged to explore multiple aesthetic ways of representing self 

as a means of coming to understand their identity journeys. In viewing participants’ 

choices for Frame 1- first image of teacher (see Table 1.1) - Leanne, (the primary 

researcher) was initially taken aback to see stock images from the Internet. Hoping to 

open space for creative introspection, she had anticipated self-identifying photos of 

teacher identities as in Bown and Sumsion (2007). Given the consistency of stock image 

responses, she wondered whether her approach was unclear and in need of revision? A 

shared ‘unpacking’ of Sue’s frame 2: “photo of teacher” (interview 1, part 2) in the focus 

group revealed the following: 

(i) Teacher participants had approached this task with a clear intent to communicate 

meanings through metaphor, with “inexpressibility” (Feinstein 1982, 48; Ortony 

1975) beyond literal representations inviting another layer of complexity: 

Sue: 
In my image of teacher in place [referring to frame 2], I have the adult 
chair and the child's chair because I really see it as being in the moment 

http://www.fotosearch.com/CSP116/k1166337/
http://www.gograph.com/illustration/together-lets-reach-new-heights-team-on-gears-gg59693775.html
http://www.gograph.com/illustration/together-lets-reach-new-heights-team-on-gears-gg59693775.html


together and just enjoying that time.  It just shows that closeness and the 
relationship. In terms of my teacher in place for the director's role, I have 
cogs intertwined and people. So it's people working together to support 
each other, to challenge each other…you rely on everybody else around 
you and the community to support you. 

(ii) Sue organised her thoughts through a relationship lens: with understandings, 

knowledge, and personal experiences of teacher emphasising “connectedness” 

(Carey 1998, 287). The decision to remove self from the frame was a conscious 

effort to visualise meanings with greater objectivity. In speaking with her focus 

group, Sue said: 

I also think that when it comes to reflecting on yourself, for me, I don't 
know about you, Lilly, it's easier to step back and take yourself out of the 
frame to be able to visualise your meaning.  I found it easier to find 
images that I felt represented that because I wasn't in there… 

We liken this process to the spirit of collage, where relationships of learning are 

explored “…between themselves and others, and between the past and the future” 

(McDermott 2002, 57). It is this approach to pedagogy that informed these teachers’ 

compositional choices and chosen visual metaphors of self-in-relationship with others 

(McDermott 2002): 

Lilly: (focus group) 
Some professions are very happy to be up front and centre – ‘I'm the 
most important and the most knowledgeable’, whereas perhaps early 
childhood teachers see themselves as part of the environment, not 
necessarily being the centre of attention. 
 
Sue: (focus group) 
(maybe) Different to our first slide where we both had teachers as this 
power keeper of knowledge that were front and centre to really being 
embedded in part of the community and the environment, so you don't 
stand out as much per se? 

After initial discussions with Sue, the duality of her identities- as teacher and non-

teaching director became apparent. Given the fluidity of these identity ‘boundaries’, 

multiple identities were expressed alongside each other in text and visual 

representations. This consistent thread across Sue’s aesthetic frames (see Figure 1.5) 

also reflects the unfolding nature of the methodology and our commitment to embrace 



non-linear processes to research and more deeply understand identity journeys (Burns 

2004). 

Frame 4: Drawing of early teacher self 

This frame connects participating teachers’ generic definitions of ‘teacher’ with 

their early images of themselves as teachers. To reflect on this they were asked: when 

‘picturing’ your early teacher self what images come to mind? How can you draw past 

understandings, feelings and knowledge of self-as-teacher? What key experiences could 

you bring forth to your preservice drawing? 

With an emphasis on personal meaning-making rather than artistic representation, 

teachers were encouraged to explore personal metaphoric schemas (Bullough and 

Knowles 1991; Lakoff and Johnson 1980) for drawing their early teacher identities. As 

an introspective process, pictorial representations require time for participants to 

reflect on ways of approaching materials and compositions (Mitchell et al. 2011). With 

this in mind, up to two weeks for the creation of drawings was built into practical 

strategies (see Table 1.2) for gathering information from teacher participants.  Initial 

conversations around visualising past selves were held to prompt drawing responses. 

In discussing the formation of her early teacher identity, Anne illustrated a “dialogic 

web of relations” (Marsh 2003, 5) as she built trust and connection with children, 

teachers and families during her preservice internship: 

Anne: (interview 2, 19 November 2014) 
…I really loved it and the team and everyone were really nice and the 
families, and the kids and all in all just a perfect experience. 
…I learned a lot by playing with the kids, being with the kids and also 
talking to my workmates…They helped me lots and I saw myself as a 
person who studies, but remember this one situation, my room leader 
(said) it’s really good to see you’re handling all these situations…you just 
get it. You do it and you know what to do…and we trust you. At that 
moment was so good for me because I knew okay, I’m doing the right 
things. That is what I’m studying. That’s what I want to do after I finish 
my studies. I was still learning. 



 
Figure 1.4 Anne’s drawing self-as-teacher (preservice/early career) 

Expressing growing confidence in shared discourses of practice (Marsh 2003), 

Anne’s feeling of belonging seeped into her drawing (see Figure 1.4), with togetherness 

and freedom nurtured through a smiling depiction of ‘borderless’ supervision: 

“(children) were able to play outside by themselves…but there is no teacher. That was 

allowed.” (interview 2, 19 November, 2014). The interaction of “meaning and actions” 

(Marsh 2003, 7) where “ways of thinking, speaking, and interacting” (Marsh 2003, 7) 

were exchanged with more experienced mentors, validated Anne’s emerging sense of 

competence and identity as a teacher and reinforced her developing pedagogical 

framework. 

Focus Group reflections 

Focus group interviews supported the generation of shared meanings in visual 

representations of the professional image of self. As Sue commented – “I think there's a 

lot of similarities in mine with Lilly's as well, because to me the similarities I see 

between the two that it's all about partnerships” (personal communication, 12 February, 

2015). The decision to include an installation viewing, followed by sharing of aesthetic 

frames in the focus group, provided these teachers with multiple opportunities to see 

and deeply reflect on complex aesthetic iterations (Brushwood Rose and Low 2014) of 

self-as-teacher. As deliberate (shared) strategies, the selection of stock images by Sue 



and Lilly, whilst unanticipated, also allowed them to communicate in greater depth the 

complexity and emotionality of relationships in context. In terms of accessing the full 

meaning of representations, the “Photo of teacher” aesthetic frame emphasised the 

importance of opening up conversations to enhance personal and audience 

(teacher/researcher) understandings of images (Lorenz 2010). This meant that choices 

were examined, symbolism clarified and reflections consolidated. It also reinforced the 

socialised nature of these teachers’ identity journeys, and re-opened opportunities to 

discuss representational similarities between their journeys. 

Drawings provide a means for making sense of our histories, experiences and 

developing sense of self. It was this search for the essential qualities of identity 

representations that guided Leanne’s (primary researcher) conversations with teachers. 

We were keen to explore both the “abstract and concrete” (Weber 2008, 43) of teachers’ 

images. What symbolism was conveyed in teachers’ drawings? How were early 

experiences of ‘teacher’ and personal forms of teaching practice being incorporated into 

this frame? How were teachers using this retrospective look at self to make sense of 

personal identity journeys? And, did creating self-portraits (in this study definitions of 

‘portrait’ were broadened beyond likeness to include metaphoric aspects of self) allow 

insights into past understandings and knowledge of “emerging identity” that would 

otherwise be difficult to access (Spouse 2000; Weber and Mitchell 1996, 303)? 

Engaging deeper meanings 

The focus group provided a shared context for looking at different perspectives and 

experiences of identity. Discussing and viewing images as stories captured in a singular 

‘frame’ invited another layer of meaning for teachers, unlocking deeply personal aspects 

of learning, knowledge of self, and practice which they saw in their drawings (Weber 

2008). For instance, Lilly became very contemplative when she recalled composition 

choices made for her “early teacher self” drawing (see Table 1.1, Frame 4), making note 

of the one-on-one nature of interactions with children largely removed from contextual 

influences. Characteristic of her practice at this moment in time, creating this image also 

encouraged previous understandings of self to be re-situated and objectively explored 

(Weber 2008). Alongside her image, Lilly’s reflections provide an “authentic and 

complete glimpse” (Weber 2008, 46) of understandings of self and the social influences 

shaping self-formation and practice: 

 
 



Lilly: (focus group) 
When I first started I didn't really know I wanted to be an early childhood 
teacher, I had no understanding of the role of community.  I knew you 
needed to work with other teachers and with families and children, but in 
those first couple of years I had no idea how much influence they would 
have on me as a person and on me as a teacher. 

Images as sources of connection that provoke us to “pay attention to things in new 

ways” (Weber 2008, 44) was directly felt by Sue who, until our focus group, had not 

recognised the importance of relationships-in-place in her “early image” of teacher (see 

Table 1.1, Frame 4). The act of viewing and sharing revealing this essential 

understanding: 

Sue: (focus group) 
Now that I'm looking at it I can see the connection to my previous image 
of the greenery and the forest and what I spoke about, so it's got an adult 
and a child holding hands and then the words happy, learn, find and 
grow, journey, passion, which I think pretty much sums it all up. 

The process of visualising and representing self through pictures introduced a less 

familiar lens for teachers to express the emotionality of personal identity journeys. 

Drawings of “early and present” images of teacher evoked highly contextualised ways of 

seeing experiences and reflecting on practice (Weber 2008). As discussed in the focus 

group: 

Sue: 
…it's the thing we're most comfortable in (narrative).  I don't feel 100 per 
cent comfortable, Lilly doesn't feel 100 per comfortable drawing and 
putting her drawings out for the world.  So it was a really nice - it's almost 
cathartic (to have created the drawings before the narrative).  It was like 
you've gone through this big thing and you've had all these discussions 
and you're thinking about yourself and then you can just pop it all down 
on paper.  It was just like yep, that's how I'm feeling right now, so a sort 
of snapshot. 
 
Lilly: 
…the drawings and the images were so concise and captured everything 
just so easily I really struggled to not waffle on (in the narrative) like we 
always do and to just try and get my point across. 



For Lilly and Sue, the combination of creating and critiquing their aesthetic frames 

across visual, verbal and written text enabled identity meanings to be more fully 

understood and clarified, as design and composition decisions were made to best reflect 

“stand alone” qualities of evolving identities in place and time (Albers and Harste 2007, 

14). 

Framing artifact with identity meaning 

What makes certain objects memorable? If we put aside obvious aspects such as 

design, fashion and necessity, what qualities are we left with? Csikszentmihalyi and 

Rochberg-Halton (1981, ix) speak about objects in our immediate environment as 

signifiers of connection to “past memories, present experiences, and future dreams”. In 

clarifying what objects might mean for teachers in this study, we returned to the work of 

Marlene Creates. Of particular inspiration was her installation: Places of presence: 

Newfoundland kin and ancestral land, Newfoundland 1989-1991. At its heart, this series 

explores memories of family through lived landscapes. As distinct places of memory, 

shared stories, memory maps, and artifacts were included as touchstones of histories 

experienced and felt across generations (Creates 1991). It was this installation that 

prompted us to consider the inclusion of artifacts. As collected fragments that we carry 

and assemble to make sense of experiences, they have the potential to represent our 

aspirations, relationships and understandings of self, all of which can be considered to 

be operating alongside more obvious aspects of functionality (Csikszentmihalyi and 

Rochberg-Halton 1981). 

Objects are inherently linked to ways we think and feel, essentially shaping “the 

identities of their users” (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981, 1). The inclusion 

of artifacts in this research sought to explore how identities are expressed through our 

selection of and interaction with objects. For Sue, the inclusion of multiple artifacts 

reflected the duality of her identities as an early childhood teacher and currently as a 

non-teaching director. Beyond functionality, she spoke of her first artifact…a slightly 

‘worn’ USB stick as “everything when I was teaching on the floor” (personal 

communication, 22 September, 2014). This discrete object functioned as companion, 

travelling between home and work and offered a place of return to clarify thoughts and 

prompt future directions: 

Sue: (interview 3, 22 September, 2014) 
As I was working through documentation, I would find readings and 
ideas - as I was studying, making notes and things to bring back to work - 



even as I had a reflective diary I would make notes in my phone when I 
couldn't sleep and email them to myself.  Then I would save them on here 
so that I knew what I was doing. That went everywhere and if I lost that, I 
would have died. 

Likewise, Sue’s second artifact, a diary, reflects her role as director and serves as a 

physical reminder of knowledge and social systems of connection. Interestingly, the 

accessibility of this object as a symbol invited different “activity of interaction” 

(Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981, 174) which appeared to greatly influence 

its meaning as an organiser of thought and professional growth. 

 
Figure 1.5 Sue’s artifact (identity meaning) 

For Anne, her “old (European) pillow case” (interview 3, 5 December, 2014) 

provided a visual patchwork of learning and emotional connection as different places 

were visited and educational milestones achieved: 

Anne: (interview 3, 5 December, 2014) 
I've been to Russia to teach as a volunteer…I grew up in Stuttgart and 
that's where I had my first experiences with children and I also did a prac 
there.  I did a prac in Cologne and lived there for a while, did two pracs 



there actually, and I studied in Freiburg.  I did another prac in South 
Africa.  Now just one piece is missing for Australia. 
… 
Well it connects me to my family and it represents all I love and all I have 
seen and gone through.  I have travelled a lot and every travel was because 
of my education. 

As an enduring symbol of learning and emotional memory, Anne’s pillowcase 

represented aspects of past and emerging selves, connecting her with personal 

achievements, goals, and significant relationships (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 

1981). 

Renewed seeing of significance 

Consistent across conversations shared in interviews and the focus group was the 

significance of teachers’ chosen artifacts as meaningful extensions of self. As ‘place 

keepers’ of professional selves for teacher (Lilly) and non-teaching director (Sue), they 

symbolised purpose of thought and future possibilities. As Sue expressed: “It's a visual 

cue for me as well to remember to go back through and revisit and go back to ideas that 

I had, so discussions about where I'm tracking and what I need to do to keep on goal-

setting for the future” (personal communication, 12 February, 2015). Extending on this 

in the focus group, Lilly also acknowledged that there are aspects of her chosen artifact 

(a green A3 ‘line free’ visual diary) that “grow outside of teacher (as) there are other 

roles I have at work as well…” (personal communication, 12 February, 2015). 

Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton speak of this relationship as engaging “different 

modes of transactions” (1981, 175) which move beyond identified social and cultural 

constructions of object purpose, to embrace new ways of thinking that further “a 

person’s goals…through interactions with the object” (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-

Halton 1981, 182). For Lilly, this meant the way she chose to perceive her artifact 

(diary) and the events within were enhanced through the creation of an embodied 

framework for understanding self and practice. Similarly, Anne emphasised the ‘living’ 

qualities of her pillowcase as a storied canvas upon which her memories and aspirations 

were captured and renewed (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981). 

Part 4. Installation as research methodology: inviting the unexpected 

In reflecting on the value of installation as a powerful research site for revealing 

insights both expected and unexpected about teachers’ identity journeys, it was clear 



that for Lilly and Sue, the coming together of different aesthetic frames presented 

unique insight into understanding diverse aspects of their travelled selves, a reflective 

undertaking infrequently represented in research in this way. Following viewing of the 

installation, these insights were further clarified in the focus group: 

Lilly: (focus group) 
Yeah.  You can see it just comes through, so it was nice for me to come 
back and go oh, so that's why she is like she is (Sue).  You can read that 
from it, so that was nice, during the installation, to have that reflection on 
someone else as a teacher.  You get to see where it comes from. 
 
Sue: (focus group) 
I found it really comforting to look back at the installation and see my 
whole journey mapped out because it's not something that we actively do 
the whole time. Then I found the installation itself in getting an 
understanding of Lilly…seeing those similarities across our journeys, 
which I guess is why we work so well together.  There were some 
differences, but for me I saw mostly similarities and I found that really 
empowering and strengthening for me in my teacher director self to 
know that we are on the right path and we do share the same goals and 
values. 

The installation provided an invitation to explore multiple views of self and an 

emerging view of similarities across journeys. For Lilly and Sue, such insight served to 

affirm their professional directions. Reflecting on their choice of particular images over 

others as symbols of self, also offered these teachers a means to better understand 

“what they might mean” (Nutbrown 2011, 235), in this way deepening their personal 

understandings of identity. Furthermore, reflecting on evolving “image...of themselves 

as…teacher” through a range of aesthetic forms assisted realisation of “that vision into 

practice” as contextual influences on identity iterations were explored (Glass 2011, 

142). With a focus on potential meanings, the following section explores “pausing to see 

and understand identities” and “reflection and transformation” as crucial sense-making 

processes that these teachers engaged with throughout this research. 

Pausing to see and understand identities 

When employing installation as research methodology, taking time to pause and 

untangle unfolding images of identity was key given the aesthetic nature of 

representations, and diverse symbols of self selected or created by teachers for 

expressing their teacher identities. As visual forms of reflection were largely unfamiliar 



for participating teachers, pauses were needed between interviews to wonder, reflect 

and shape each aesthetic frame. 

To fully realise these pieces of self in ways that were authentic, connected and 

symbolic, teachers needed to feel at ease as representations, conversations, and 

viewings included public audiences beyond those directly involved in the research 

process. As researchers and teachers, we felt a deep sense of responsibility to respect 

the significance of these stories and to represent them as authentically as possible. This 

process involved emailing teachers transcripts, attaching aesthetic frame drafts to view, 

and forwarding article content emerging from these gathered forms of information for 

comment (Lavina et al. 2017). The resulting effect of this reciprocal meaning-making 

being that Leanne (primary researcher) became a trusted travelling companion walking 

back and forth between identity journeys of then and now; reinforcing teachers’ sense of 

agency as reflective thinkers and learners (McKay and Sappa 2019). As Lilly comments: 

Lilly: (focus group) 
…I think that's a reflection of the process that you made us both feel very 
comfortable to just lay it all out there. And just go for it. It was a really 
enjoyable process and one that we felt - well, I felt quite safe in just 
exposing myself. 

Opening up “different ways of knowing” (Martin and Booth 2006, v) processes of 

reflection and representation supported teachers as they delved into reflective spaces of 

seeing self previously hidden from view (Hunt 2006): 

Lilly: (focus group) 
Definitely challenging. I found myself sitting down outside in the 
sunshine just dumping thoughts and trying to figure myself out, which 
was nice because you don't often have time to reflect on you.  Doing that 
was a really great process because it crystalizes why you do what you do.  
You know why you're doing things but with the whole apple thing I 
hadn't realized that one teeny tiny thing that happened a hundred years 
ago would really still impact on… 

Reflecting on words from Lilly, the process of “sitting down” and “dumping 

thoughts” formed essential foundation for these teachers’ organisation of personal 

identity journeys. This explorative process presents identities as “the seas of stuff and 

experiences” (Pahl and Rowsell 2010, 8). The act of searching for, creating and returning 

to symbolic considerations of identity with different audiences, provided Lilly and Sue 



with a critical lens to view and re-view their developing identities over time (Nutbrown 

2011); the opportunity to reflect uncovering the long-reaching impact of feelings and 

experiences on teachers’ alignment with their “real self” (McKay and Sappa 2019, 13). 

For Anne, the process of representing and reflecting on different teaching 

experiences across countries with Leanne (primary researcher) clarified pedagogical 

tensions experienced in her current workplace and provided impetus to examine the 

extent to which roles and responsibilities were eroding her resilience and enthusiasm 

(Sumsion 2002). Depicting a distressed and severed self-image, Anne’s overwhelming 

sense of responsibility and accountability is felt through the juxtaposition of “roles and 

responsibilities” on one side, “split” from smiling children on the other side (see Figure 

1.6). In her second interview, Anne expressed this frustration: 

Anne: (interview 2, 19 November, 2014) 
I have to think about the ratio, the policies.  I've got to use learning 
framework, the washing the sheets, lists, ticking off lists, regulations and 
QF (quality framework).  That's all in my head every single day and it just 
gets more and more and more instead of less.  The time with the kids is 
getting less and less. On the other side I drew the kids, just the kids, 
nothing else, me and the kids, all one half.  I would love to have that side 
with the kids more than the other side.  But in reality it's not. 

 
Figure 1.6 Anne’s drawing self-as-teacher (present) 



As Jennifer Sumsion’s (2002, 881) powerful case study has shown, a teacher’s 

commitment may be at risk and “sense of agency” depleted when there are conflicting 

ideologies beyond the “personal-professional landscape” (Sumsion 2002, 881) of the 

classroom. With Anne’s child-centred ideals under threat, Leanne (primary researcher) 

wondered whether visual, textual and dialogic tools explored in interviews had provided 

her with a sufficiently responsive framework to make sense of, and see differently (Cole 

and Knowles 2008) the relationship between internal and external forces impacting her 

identity and teaching practice (Marsh 2002). Had she found a way to effectively balance 

responsibilities? Or were “conflicting demands” (Sumsion 2002, 883) and time 

constraints escalating her sense of despair? 

In interview 3, the benefits of sharing images and conversations of evolving 

professional experience became clear, as Anne shares: 

Anne: (interview 3, 5 December, 2014) 
It all links to each other.  It's funny because this morning I glued in the 
picture from last time where I had the sad face. I glued it in and it's like, oh 
no that's not me at the moment.  I turned the page and I was like, woo-hoo, 
that's much better. 
…since I have talked to you for a second time and since I have talked to 
my boss I just changed my routine as well.  I went to a training as well 
last week, to a [major] training, and I'm so much more easy now, like 
easy-going with the kids. 

Anne’s example above highlights the importance of encouraging collaborative ways 

of ‘picturing’ and untangling the complexity of roles and responsibilities impacting the 

work of early childhood teachers (Sumsion 2002). Incorporating linked aesthetic frames 

in this methodology captured Anne’s evolving experiences of identity and offered new 

insights into self-as-teacher. The process of examining social dimensions of ‘teacher’ in 

each aesthetic frame (Marsh 2003) prompted Anne to seek collegial conversations as a 

way to enhance “workplace dynamics” (Sumsion 2002, 881) and sustain her 

professional image of self. 

Reflection and transformation 

Just as viewing collective pieces clarifies unfolding stories (Nutbrown 2011), the 

coming together of aesthetic frames in this study inevitably grew in complexity as pieces 

were assembled. When we began writing around emerging findings we stopped to 

consider: Were we on the right track in thinking that visual ways of reflection offered rich 



opportunities for teachers to see self and practice? What sense had teachers made of the 

process? Were these ways of exploring identity sustaining? Could they be 

transformational? Was this approach accessible for others working within and outside 

early childhood contexts? 

As an initial measure of ‘testing’ the integrity of installation as research methodology, 

we returned to the various elements of our seven aesthetic frames to consider how image 

and text worked together to “enhance the possibilities of information gathering and 

representation” (Cole and Knowles 2008, 60-61). We also reflected on the communicative 

and aesthetic aspects of aesthetic frames as installation. It was important to consider how 

these frames worked together to draw out teachers’ understandings of identity journeys, 

to connect familiar and unfamiliar qualities of self and experience influencing practice 

(Cole and Knowles 2008). To explore authentic qualities (Chapman 2005), Leanne shared 

processes of “form and method” (Cole and Knowles 2008, 62-63) with teachers during 

individual interviews, before returning to their voices in the focus group to consider and 

expand further what they had shared about their identity development and the value of 

installation as method in this research. 

So what had this experience offered teachers? Had it been influential in situating 

identity understandings? Had visual ways of reflecting prompted a reconsideration of 

practice? Clarified identity journeys? 

Conversations shared in the focus group identified a number of benefits for 

teachers. Interestingly, perceived benefits extended beyond self to considering other 

members of the ‘early childhood team’, thereby highlighting the inherently collaborative 

nature of working in prior-to-school early childhood education and care contexts. 

Overall, exploring identity through this aesthetic framework offered: 

(i) A collaborative reflective tool for seeing multiple aspects of self with others in early 

childhood contexts 

Sue: I think as a process for - if this is a reflective tool process that 
educators can do, the power of doing it together would just be amazing.  I 
really enjoyed it. 

(ii) A supportive framework for professional development 



Anne: I'm looking at the pictures and it's so not what it's like at the 
moment. It's so funny how six months can pass and everything changes 
because you're growing as we said before. 
… 
That's like today I can really feel how it changed from the picture. 

(iii) An inclusive approach for inviting diverse voices 

Sue: I would think that this is much more accessible because you get to 
see everybody's different perspectives.  Some people may struggle to 
write or express themselves in other ways, whereas this is a universally 
understood medium.  I think it's really powerful. 
 
Anne: I think giving educators something to talk and to express 
themselves like the installation shows the society and other people 
what it's really like (to be a teacher). 

These reflections highlight installation as a valuable research methodology for 

bringing together “images/space/words” (Thomas 2004, 7) in ways that reveal and 

enliven meanings of identity. The thoughtful weaving of visual and textual elements 

provided an evolving scaffold for teachers to “dwell in” (Thomas 2004, 12) and re-

experience known images of self, with new identity images emerging through the 

creation of aesthetic frames, each frame providing different ways of seeing and thinking 

about identity experiences and representations. As a collaborative form of visual 

inquiry, installation also revealed the evolution of professional learning in ways that   

strengthened connections between experiences; these understandings often further 

defined through conversations with the primary researcher. The act of viewing and 

reflecting on ‘frames-in-progress’ also provoked critical reflection on self-as-person and 

teacher. 

Closing thoughts on installation 

Engaging teachers in this research provided new perspectives on seeing selves and 

journeys that included the unexpected, sought the good, and recognised the significance 

of past and present ‘everyday ordinary moments’ in shaping the pedagogy and practice of 

teachers. Installation as research methodology has the power to reveal the many facets of 

self and experience that come together to make sense of identity journeys. Whereas in 

more traditional research methodologies it is the findings that allow both participants 

and audiences to build understanding, installation and arts-informed inquiry allow 



participants to build these understandings through their involvement with the processes 

of the research (for discussion on arts-informed inquiry see McKay and Sappa 2019). By 

focusing on aspects of process and re-presentation that called upon diverse forms of 

textual and visual responses, interpretations from teachers were highly evocative, honest 

and transformational for those teachers involved. The installation itself as an aesthetic 

and communicative medium provided a space to reflect on “ideas and constructs” (Cole 

and Knowles 2008, 63) by including diverse audiences as a part of the meaning-making 

conversation. Positioning teachers as meaning-makers throughout the inquiry process 

meant that they were encouraged to question and thoughtfully critique personal 

understandings and developing representations of identity experience alongside practice 

implications. Apart from serving to unite aesthetic qualities of the installation, the 

thoughtful presence of Leanne, the primary researcher with participants meant that 

authentic insights into personal identity journeys were revealed (Cole and Knowles 

2008). In this sense, aesthetic frames were viewed as an unfolding experiential narrative 

that clarified stories of teaching for participating teachers and drew wider audience 

attention to the complexities of teaching lives. 

The aesthetic frames as installation acted as diverse renderings that could be read and 

connected across audience viewing. They revealed the transformative possibilities of arts-

informed approaches that step outside linear forms of gathering, interpreting and 

representing information. As an aesthetic mode of critical reflection and learning, 

installation arguably has potential to bring clarity to and transform understandings of 

teacher identity. The affective qualities of installation as an arts-informed approach also 

eliciting “emotional responses” (McKay and Sappa 2019, 13) that supported teachers’ 

sense of agency, bringing with it, new ways of thinking about and experiencing their work. 
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