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It is important that the others, that absolutely all schools in all countries and in Norway 
should of course receive a teaching […] that they get to do practical tasks where they 
actually get to see how bad it is. That they get to see and learn what it is important for 
them to do in the future so that we do not destroy nature and the earth. (Student quote) 

 
 
The role of the arts and crafts subject in education for 
sustainable development 
 

Abstract 
The article presents a qualitative study of the contribution of arts and crafts (AC) in an 
interdisciplinary teaching project on marine litter in Norway. We explain how the 
subject AC may contribute in education for sustainable development beyond com-
petence goals described in the new Norwegian curriculum “Fagfornyelsen” (LK20), 
where the focus is on technological competence and knowledge of materials, recycling 
and product development. The empirical data consist of notes from participatory 
observation and visual expressions from students in grades 5–10. We used the Visual 
Art Based Participatory Method to analyse the material. The results indicate that 
creative and making processes in AC are important in giving students the opportunity 
to express and process their feelings about difficult dilemmas, and this seems to be an 
important contribution to increase students’ understanding, commitment and action 
competence for sustainable development. Through Eco Art, students contributed to the 
societal debate and gained insight into society’s conflicts of interest. We believe that 
physical learning opportunities and the affective element in AC is under-communicated 
in LK20, but that it is crucial for students’ motivation to learn and act for a sustainable 
future. With this article we hope to open a discussion in the field about AC’s role in 
education for sustainable development. 
 
Keywords: arts and crafts, education for sustainable development, affects and 
emotions, Art Based Method, Norwegian curriculum “LK20”, marine litter 
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Kunst og håndverksfagets rolle i utdanning for bærekraftig 
utvikling 
 

Sammendrag 
Artikkelen presenterer en kvalitativ undersøkelse om kunst og håndverksfagets bidrag i 
et tverrfaglig undervisningsprosjekt om marin forsøpling i Norge. Vi gjør rede for 
hvordan faget kunst og håndverk bidrar i utdanning for bærekraftig utvikling utover 
 kompetansemål beskrevet i de nye norske læreplanene, LK20, der fokuset er på tekno-
logisk kompetanse og materialkunnskap, gjenbruk og produktutvikling. Empirien består 
av notater fra deltakende observasjon og visuelle uttrykk fra elever på mellomtrinnet og 
ungdomstrinnet. Vi benyttet Visual Art Based Participatory Method for å analysere 
materialet. Resultatene indikerer at kreative og skapende prosesser i kunst og håndverk 
er betydningsfulle for å gi elevene mulighet til å uttrykke og bearbeide sine følelser om 
vanskelige dilemma. Dette ser ut til å være et viktig bidrag for å øke elevenes forståelse, 
engasjement og handlingskompetanse for bærekraftig utvikling. Gjennom Eco Art bidro 
elevene til samfunnsdebatten og fikk innblikk i samfunnets interessekonflikter. Vi 
mener at det kroppslige og affektive elementet av kunst og håndverksfaget er under-
kommunisert i LK20, men at det har avgjørende betydning for elevenes motivasjon for 
å lære og handle for en bærekraftig fremtid. Med denne artikkelen ønsker vi å åpne opp 
for en diskusjon i fagfeltet om kunst og håndverks rolle i utdanning for bærekraftig 
utvikling. 
 
Nøkkelord: kunst og håndverk, utdanning for bærekraftig utvikling, følelser, Art 
Based Method, Fagfornyelsen LK20, marin forsøpling 

 
 
Introduction and background 
 
Today’s and future generations face enormous environmental challenges. Marine 
litter is one of the biggest global environmental challenges (UNEP, n.d.) and 
affects both ecosystems, human health and economy (UNEP, n.d.; Miljø-
direktoratet, n.d.). Large amounts of waste are visible along the coast in our 
environment. Plastic is made to last, then crumbles into ever smaller pieces and 
enters food chains. With this background, we developed the project “Sea monsters 
– Marine litter as a teaching resource” (Gårdvik et al., n.d.). 

Focusing on education for sustainable development (ESD) with science and 
arts and crafts (AC), students at grades 5–10 work exploratively within science 
activities. A key element is to develop students’ ESD competences (Mogensen & 
Schnack, 2010; Sinnes, 2015) through aesthetic-creative processes (Figures 1, 2). 
Students were given a task about drawing their thoughts, ideas and experiences 
related to marine litter. Each class created a common garbage sculpture on the 
local beach to be exhibited in their community. 
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Figure 1. Students working on drawings. 
Figure 2. The sculpture is made of marine litter collected in the coastal zone. The students 
found a dead seagull that was placed as a crown on top of the sculpture and conveys “death that 
all the litter brings”. 
Photos: Mette Gårdvik 
 

Objectives in the project are: 
 

♦ Give the participants ownership of the problem, as well as vision and skills 
to be able to improve the situation 

♦ Allow students to express themselves through individual drawings and 
community-based sculptures 

♦ Communicate the problem to the local community and increase engage-
ment through Ecological Art (Eco Art) 

 

The project is described in detail in Stoll et al. (2018) and analysed in relation to 
ESD (Sinnes, 2015, p. 51) in Sørmo et al. (2018). 
 
 
Education for sustainable development 
 
In the wake of the UN’s decade of ESD, educational systems have focused on the 
topic (UNESCO, 2005, 2015) to provide solutions to global environmental and 
economic problems. Emphasis is placed on participation, inclusion, risk aware-
ness and effective value discussions (UN, 2015). 

Research provides guidelines for sustainable development (SD) teaching, 
based on complex issues that include social, economic and environmental 
perspectives (Breiting & Mogensen, 1999; Breiting, 2011; Kopnina, 2012, 2014; 
Mogensen & Schnack, 2010; Olsson et al. 2016; Sinnes, 2015; Turmo & 
Østergaard, 2011; Wals, 2012). 
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Öhman (2006) proposes a pluralistic approach to ESD to bring out different 
perspectives and values where students discuss authentic challenges. The UN’s 
Sustainability Goals (UNESCO, 2015) emphasise that many challenges have a 
technological or scientific nature (Sinnes & Jegstad, 2011; Sundberg & Ottander, 
2014; Turmo & Østergaard, 2011). Understanding challenges and opportunities 
associated with SD requires knowledge of the sources of these problems and how 
they affect us. ESD highlights six key competences as particularly important: 
critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, system understanding, action com-
petence, and future thinking (Mogensen & Schnack, 2010; Sinnes, 2015, 2020; 
Stevenson et al., 2013; UNESCO, 2015). Sinnes (2020) points out that students 
should experience that their actions are important by working exploratively and 
creatively, finding solutions to complex problems, and gaining experience in 
influencing their school and community. Students need in-depth knowledge 
related to action, and ecological literacy (Lutnæs & Fallingen, 2017). 

Sinnes and Straume (2017), Kvamme and Sæther (2019), Lutnæs and 
Fallingen (2017), and Näumann et al. (2020) discuss whether SD presents an 
anthropocentric view of the concept of sustainability and suggests that it should 
be used in a post-humanist perspective in teaching. 

The Norwegian Centre for Science in Education has contributed to the pre-
paration of a Nordic model for ESD (Scheie & Korsager, 2017). Through the 
project “The Sustainable Backpack”, they had a national responsibility for 
research-based development of didactics and implementation of ESD in all 
subjects (Scheie & Stromholdt, 2019; Korsager & Scheie, 2019; see also 
www.natursekken.no). The goal is to increase students’ knowledge and awareness 
of SD and the environmental challenges, and be able to develop solutions to 
environmental problems. 

SD is one of three interdisciplinary thematic areas emphasised in the overall 
part of the new Norwegian curriculum (LK20) (Report to the Parliament 28, KD, 
2016, p. 39; Udir, 2020) and states that education shall facilitate students’ belief 
in, and acknowledgment of, their responsibility for active and conscious action 
for a sustainable future. The goal is to understand dilemmas including social, 
economic and environmental and developmental features in society. Teaching is 
related to UN’s sustainability goals (UN, 2015). Competence goals for inter-
disciplinary teaching within SD are found in most school subjects. Technology 
has a central role, but this is criticised by Sinnes and Straume (2017) and 
perceived as a focus on a techno-optimistic sustainability perspective that could 
be in tension with the responsibility each individual has to act for a sustainable 
future. 
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Arts and crafts and ESD anchored in research 
 
Research emphasises that AC is a well suited competence builder due to 
anchoring in specific working methods, flexible results and the ability to give 
students ownership of their education (Solheim, 2009). AC can contribute to 
create a good social environment characterised by security, well-being and 
mastery. This lays the foundation for an increased level of function in students 
and creates positive learning opportunities (Johansson, 2019). In Norway, the 
Report to the Parliament 28 (KD, 2016, p. 48) highlights the practical aesthetic 
subjects and points out that each has justification and anchoring in various 
academic disciplines: 
 

The practical nature of the subjects can contribute to them differing from learning and 
working methods in other school subjects, but the subjects should not be an escape for 
making the school less theoretical for the students. (Our translation) 

 

According to Lutnæs and Fallingen (2017), AC in ESD can contribute to eco-
literacy including awareness and change competence through practical creative 
work, aesthetic experience, responsible product development and critical reflec-
tion. Lutnæs (2015) points out that when many individuals change their patterns 
of action and thought, critical reflection can lead to system changes – like trans-
formation of consumer culture and market mechanisms (Lutnæs, 2015, p. 8). 

In LK20, technological competence and knowledge of the connections be-
tween technology and the social, economic and environmental perspectives of SD 
are central in AC. Emphasis is placed on product development, material knowl-
edge and re- and up-cycling (Udir, 2020). We find five bullet points with compet-
ence goals in AC connected to SD, but these deal with repair, material use and 
recycling. With goodwill, we find only 3 out of a total of 41 competence goals 
that could connect to SD: After 7th grade, students should explore how emotions 
and opinions are displayed in art, and use symbolism and colour to express 
opinions in their work. After 10th grade, students must analyse how identity and 
place belonging are communicated in architecture, clothing traditions, art or 
objects, and integrate cultural references in their creative work. In addition, they 
shall investigate how art can contribute to social criticism, and create art ex-
pressions that shed light on challenges. 

The interdisciplinary perspective is lacking in AC, and bears little mark of the 
responsibility and opportunities that lie in the practical aesthetic subjects to 
strengthen students’ self-confidence and sense of mastery (Koritzinsky, 2021). 

Näumann et al. (2020) present how they believe in working with sustainability 
in AC and propose didactics that have strong focus on re- and upcycling and 
sustainable material use. Their goal for AC is to function as a unifying force where 
creative and artistic dimensions are included on an equal level with the technical 
and social science dimensions in ESD, and they criticise how SD is downplayed 
in AC’s curriculum. They rely on Sinnes and Straume (2017) and state that 
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formulations in the curriculum have a conflicting view of sustainability when the 
technically rational and human-centric perspectives in technological product 
development are connected with ethical and existential questions about human 
life. The concept of competence distinguishes between cognitive knowledge and 
practical skills and this is ill-suited in sustainability didactics where competences 
are in a dynamic interplay between cognitive understanding and the practical-
bodily doing. Furthermore, they criticise that concepts such as mastery and 
perseverance instrumentalises AC to enhance technology, and claim that the 
professional depth makes it difficult to realise interdisciplinary breadth, which is 
essential for a holistic sustainability didactics. The schemes that are presented and 
proposed in their book for teaching sustainability didactics in AC (Näumann et 
al., 2020) are, as we see it, of a mainly monodisciplinary nature. 

The research network SILAS (Sloyd, Education, Learning and Sustainability) 
with Ahlskog-Björkman et al. (2020) has explored Nordic craft educators’ 
attitudes to SD and looked at how craft education can contribute to SD. SILAS 
has interviewed eight Nordic craft educators. Results show that the main focus in 
craft teaching is largely related to material knowledge, and to some extent the 
emotional aspect in the face of materials. This can contribute to the craftsman 
changing his attitudes to production and consumption through compassion and 
may change the practitioner’s human-centred lifestyle. 

Johansson (2019) states that handicraft knowledge can largely be related to SD 
and discusses how it, with its material and cultural immaterial resources, can take 
care of SD in professional management documents and the UN’s sustainability 
goals. She criticises that the opportunity for SD in AC is minimally maintained as 
an independent focus area in research, and is rather connected as an addition to 
other starting points like classroom research, materiality and gender. 

On the research front and in curriculum the role of AC, in relation to 
uncovering, meeting and processing the affective side of the ESD themes, has 
been omitted. The subject’s role as a contributor developing students’ identity, 
commitment and well-being in a cultural sustainability perspective is little dis-
cussed. The same applies to the subject’s potential to contribute to public debate 
through visual expression and in this way develop students’ action competence in 
ESD. 
 
 
Research question 
 
The study is a contribution to promote the discussion about whether the AC 
subject can have a more multifaceted significance in ESD than what is reflected 
in current research and the subject’s competence goals in LK20. Our research 
question is: 
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How can arts and crafts contribute to an interdisciplinary ESD project on marine 
litter, and what does this mean for AC’s role in ESD? 
 

To find answers, we used empirical data from our teaching project about marine 
litter. 
 
 
Theory 
 
Cultural sustainability: Art and action 
Culture is dynamic and constantly changing. In this process, people can be 
innovative and influence the future with forward-looking ideas and values. 
Cultural sustainability is not mentioned explicitly as a sustainability perspective 
in the Nordic model for ESD (Scheie & Korsager, 2017), but is included mainly 
in the social perspective. However, cultural sustainability is recognised as an 
equal perspective (Figure 3) and deals with people’s relationships to each other 
and their attitudes towards local communities and the environment (Härkönen et 
al., 2018; Stoltenberg, 2020/2010; Soini & Dessein, 2016). 
 

 
Figure 3. Cultural sustainability as an equal perspective in ESD. Translated and modified after 
Stoltenberg (2020/2010). 
 

What has been created must be accounted for, and from a cultural sustainability 
perspective it is important that we create a relationship with the consumer culture. 
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It is central to maintain and reflect on cultural beliefs and practices (e.g., con-
sumption patterns and environmental practices) and to protect culture as a separate 
entity. In this discourse, one tries to find an answer to the question of whether our 
current cultures will be able to exist in the future (Soini & Birkeland, 2014). 

Cultural sustainability is site-specific, i.e., each locality must evaluate its 
needs, rights and responsibilities in order to live more sustainable lives (Härkönen 
et al., 2018). Experiencing culture, local environment and interactions between 
nature and people both before and now, can contribute to children becoming 
happy in both nature and culture. The place helps in building children’s identity, 
and can lead them to feel a stronger sense of belonging and motivation to take 
care of the place by giving ownership to issues in their own community (Sørmo 
et al., 2019). Children need to experience the world in reality, also in teaching in 
the form of project-based and situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Sinnes, 
2015; Gårdvik et al., 2015; Jokela & Coutts, 2018). 

Didactics in AC has developed from being about teaching’s how (individual 
skills training) to emphasising the interaction between school and society, past, 
present and future (Nielsen, 2009). LK20 for AC emphasises interaction between 
school and society in three interdisciplinary themes (KD, 2017). This reflects the 
paradigm shift in art education from an individual focus on artistic expression to 
a focus on the community where art contributes as a free dialogue with the society 
about challenges the world faces (Jokela & Coutts, 2018; Härkönen et al., 2018). 
We see that the focus on cultural sustainability is also present in LK20 in AC: 
 

AC is a key subject for practical skills, creativity and reflection on visual and material 
culture. By participating in aesthetic processes, students will gain experience in imag-
ining what is not yet, and a basis for participating in cultural and social development. 
The subject will prepare students for an everyday and working life that demands inno-
vation, practical skills and the ability to make aesthetic and ethical choices. Collabo-
ration with local cultural and business life shall contribute to linking students’ creative 
work to current issues. (Udir, 2020, our translation) 

 

Artists have used Eco Art to work with ecological and social themes and have 
helped to change values and attitudes of public consciousness (Brenson, 2001; 
Thornes, 2008). Social Art Practice and Community Art are about empowering 
and liberating individuals and communities to achieve personal, social, cultural or 
political change. The purpose is to arouse emotions and create awareness and 
commitment in individuals and stimulate dialogue between people to change their 
behaviour to increase quality of life (Permar, 2019; Hiltunen, 2008; Austin, 2008). 
This is directly linked to the concept of “cultural dimension of sustainability” 
(Figure 3), which is about increased social interaction and sense of community in 
the local community, through collaboration (Illeris, 2017; Jónsdóttir, 2017). 

The art educator Mantere (1995, p. 1) defined art-based environmental edu-
cation as a form of learning with the aim of developing understanding and 
responsibility for the environment where the relationship between the individual 
and their environment is central. Her research shows that sensitivity to the 
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environment can be developed through artistic activities. Innovative people with 
the ability to work interdisciplinary prove to be adaptable and creative problem 
solvers. It is important that students have the opportunity to practice these skills 
through education (Coutts, 2013; Eisner, 2002). Community and Eco Art are 
creative learning arenas that generate new understanding and insight and help 
students to develop belonging to their environment and provides knowledge and 
experience about local materials and culture (Gårdvik, 2011; Van Boeckel, 2013). 
According to Eisner (2002), children will learn that a problem can have more than 
one solution and a question can have more than one answer in the arts. 
 
AC and ESD and the bodily-emotional aspect 
Østern and Dahl (2019, p. 34) rely on Massumi’s (1995) description of affect not 
as comprehensible emotions, but intensities in the body based on a physiological 
response to an event that can initiate autonomous processes. Affects thus act 
directly and independently of the brain’s reflection or need to put into words, and 
represent effects inside the body that are not yet pronounced and understandable 
emotions. Emotions are a reaction to an affective influence that has been treated 
cognitively by the brain so that it has a more lasting effect that can be expressed 
and change our behaviour. 

People need to experience beauty in nature to develop positive emotions, but 
this alone is not enough to trigger actions for a sustainable future that involves 
moving from a selfish to a solidary behaviour. Research shows that emotions such 
as empathy and fear of the future are important for motivating students to take 
action and trigger hope (Ojala, 2007, 2013; Persson et al., 2011; Kielland, 2021). 

ESD has a strong affective side that triggers both spontaneous affects and 
emotions. To visualise this, we have added two dark blue arrows to Figure 4 to 
show that affective perspectives play a central role when students encounter 
emotional and complex topics. Attitudes like belief in opportunities, hope for the 
future and motivation to act are also strongly influenced by emotions. In research 
studies concerning ESD, the emotional dimension such as hopelessness, passion 
and dissonance are often mentioned (Wals, 2015; Sund & Öhman, 2014), but not 
given enough attention in ESD competences. Ojala (2013, 2017) criticises that 
ESD pays little attention to the emotional aspect and that this can hinder students’ 
learning, action, hope and visions for the future. She emphasises the importance 
of students gaining knowledge about how they can deal with emotions construc-
tively in order to get motivated to act within SD. It is a key skill that the students 
had to accomplish working with SD problems, and we added this competence to 
Figure 4 (a dark blue textbox). This presupposes that teachers must also have 
knowledge of the significance of emotions for learning (Kielland, 2021), and that 
this in turn is related to how students’ emotions are handled in a teaching situation. 
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Figure 4. Affective components in ESD are marked with dark blue arrows and a textbox, and 
added to the original figure of Mogensen and Schnack (2010) visualising ESD competences. 
Working with ESD topics confronts the students to deal with complex and emotional dilemmas 
without any “right” or “wrong” answers. Attitudes which should be developed in ESD are 
strongly influenced by emotions. 
 

Research from Folkman (2009) and Ojala (2013) also indicates that the way 
students master emotional challenges depends on teaching facilitating interaction, 
processing and communication. According to Bradshaw (2010), verbal language 
is a poor medium for communicating emotional nuances. Frisch (2013), Van 
Manen (1990) and Hopperstad (2005) have shown that visual expressions are a 
language that can provide insight into children’s emotional world. Art opens up 
for unconscious feelings and thoughts to be given a physical expression. 
Lowenfeld and Brittain (1976) state that drawing can support young people’s 
development of agility, originality and imaginative thinking, in addition to 
helping them to grow emotionally, express themselves and cope with new situ-
ations. Without appearing as a therapist, an AC teacher can give students oppor-
tunity to express themselves artistically about possible fears for the future, and at 
the same time process emotions in a safe environment and thus act therapeutically. 
Mantere (1992, p. 23) mentions the use of visual expressions that promote 
personal thoughts about environmental challenges: 
 

It is a therapeutic act to receive these images with respect for the students’ inner view 
of the world, but at the same time try to convey a positive attitude to life and give them 
hope for the future. 

 

Having faith in the future and developing attitudes for SD is a prerequisite for 
students to want to act in a sustainable way. This is important for students’ choices 
and thus for the individual’s future. In his research, Damasio (2000) points out 
from a neuro-scientific perspective that our emotions are essential in relation to 
development of attitudes and belief in the future, and that physiological processes 
pave the way for what happens in the brain. Therefore, the affective and bodily, 
sensory, relational and creative parts of learning are important elements in ESD. 
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In the same way as Dahl and Østern (2019, p. 51) describe processes that promote 
depth//learning, ESD is about having the body on the team and getting it to 
produce those affects and emotions that motivate, inspire and demand to make 
students want to learn. 

In AC education, aesthetic and bodily learning with all senses is essential 
(Dewey, 2005/1934; Eisner, 2002). Aesthetic competences are a source of 
development on several levels from personal growth via influence from one’s 
local community to creative innovation in a larger perspective (Coutts, 2013; 
Gårdvik, 2010). Also in ESD are these working methods important, and creativity 
is mentioned as a key skill (Korsager & Scheie, 2014). Creativity, on a cognitive 
level, is a key factor in being able to understand systems and contexts. Creativity 
is also important when knowledge is to be transferred to and used in other con-
texts, which characterises the concept of in-depth learning in the curriculum 
renewal in Norway (NOU 2015: 8, p. 49; Sinnes & Straume, 2017, p. 13; Udir, 
2019). It is not explained whether creativity in this context is intended as a cog-
nitive, an innovative and formative, or a physical skill, but the emphasis on the 
cognitive side of creativity seems to be most prominent (Dahl & Østern, 2019). 

Fredriksen (2013) refers to Eisner (2002) to justify that AC as an aesthetic 
subject, to a greater extent than other school subjects, safeguards children’s 
holistic learning. AC can be a safe arena for students to critically explore and 
experience cultural and ecological problems that affect their own lives and futures 
(Milbrandt, 2002). Østergaard (2013, p. 15) says about ESD competences: 
 

Admittedly, basic science knowledge plays an important role here, but when the task is 
to facilitate that students can connect with the world, more than knowledge is needed. 
What we need is an education that meets the world, that facilitates rich, aesthetic 
experiences, and that enables and develops the diverse relationships we have with the 
world. In order to achieve this goal, both the natural sciences and the arts in the school, 
however different they may be, must move in the same direction. 

 
 
Method 
 
In this qualitative study, we analysed empirical data from our teaching project 
about marine litter with all 12 school classes from grades 5–10 within the project 
area. The schools were located along a fjord on the coast of Northern Norway, 
where marine resources are important prerequisites for settlement and industry. 
The empirical data consist of 62 individual student drawings and 12 Eco Art 
sculptures where process and product were documented using participatory 
observation and photography. We carried out the project ourselves in the same 
way in the participating schools. To bring out the participants’ voices, we used 
direct quotes from dialogues that arose between students in the drawing process, 
as suggested by Creswell (2013, p. 19). Statements were written down by hand 
during the teaching, and were anonymised as part of our observation notes. 
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We used Visual Art Based Participatory Method (VABPM) to get insight into 
the participants’ feelings and complex opinions, such as thoughts and ideas about 
marine litter, articulated through students’ visual expressions. In this way, partici-
pants represent a duality in relation to empirical data in that they themselves are 
part of the study at the same time as they produce data in the form of visual 
expressions that are analysed (Leavy, 2015, p. 232). Leavy (2015, p. 271) presents 
various creative strategies for use in analyses of visual expressions to translate 
them into words based on Manders and Chilton (2013). In our analysis, we used 
free association and creative dialogue as creative strategies within Artistic 
Inquiry Translation to interpret participants’ artistic expression. Both strategies 
were used when in the analysis one moves between artistic expression and text, 
i.e., when artistic expressions were to be described also in text form. In free 
association, we as researchers put into words the first thing we think of when we 
look at the visual expression. We three went through the visual expressions for 
ourselves and wrote down what we immediately saw. With this as a starting point, 
we have roughly sorted the expressions, such as fish, human activity, rubbish, sun, 
mountains, beach and more. After this process, we compared our individual data 
and created categories such as animals, animals that suffer, garbage collection, 
death and more. To get to the final and overall categories, we went further into a 
creative dialogue and “interviewed” the visual expressions in several rounds 
using the form of a direct dialogue to gain access to unconscious messages or 
knowledge. In the connotative sorting, we focused on the drawings and the 
sculptures’ messages (Samuelsen, 2013). In this context, we did not focus on 
children’s drawings and sculptures as a genre or analysed them according to 
artistic qualities, but looked at what they told us about students’ thoughts, experi-
ences and understanding of marine litter. Categories became clear and the material 
could be grouped by content and message. After our discussions, we came to the 
final categories: a nice world, experiences with marine litter, empathy with ani-
mals, system understanding, faith and hope for the future, and symbolism related 
to death. 
 
Ethical considerations and validity 
Creswell (2013, pp. 57–58) states that ethical considerations must be taken 
seriously in all parts of a study, especially when children are involved. We have 
informed students, parents, teachers and school leaders about collecting data from 
the teaching project, including public exhibitions, and about the main goal for the 
following research, orally and in written text. The participants were also given 
information that their participation was voluntary. The consents gave us per-
mission to use observations, visual artworks, and quotes as research material in 
publications. The empirical material in our research is anonymised and any signs 
of personal identifications are removed. The study is limited in time, space and 
scope, and the results are valid for this research only. We can nevertheless claim 
that our findings about the AC subject’s role in ESD should contribute to a greater 

Acta Didactica Norden Vol. 16, Nr. 1, Art. 6

K. Stoll, M. Gårdvik & W. Sørmo 12/30 2022©adno.no



focus and discussion about the importance of AC in interdisciplinary teaching of 
ESD. 
 
 
Results 
 
Observations from drawing and sculpting processes 
The majority of students were eager and thought it was exciting to draw with 
pastel chalk. Some went into a “bubble” where deep concentration and attention 
were directed towards the drawing. Some other students thought it was unusual to 
draw with pastel chalk and needed some training. Others wondered if they were 
really allowed to use their fingers to mix colours and make transitions and were 
busy exploring materials and technique. Others preferred to use pencil because 
they thought drawing with chalk was not detailed enough in relation to what they 
wanted to produce. We also observed that students began to talk and share their 
experiences about environmental issues while drawing. 

Down on the shore, students showed great commitment in looking for litter. 
The litter consisted of various materials, mostly plastic. Students eagerly talked 
about where the waste came from, and were motivated to explore this further in 
the project’s follow-up. Sculptures built by students were characterised by the 
amount and type of material they found. We use the term “sculpture”, although 
several of the expressions cannot be defined within this art form. Some school 
classes focused on using all the litter they found (Figures 9, 10), while others had 
more focus on the aesthetics of the expression, working consciously with material 
and place (Figure 6). Several chose to build in a message to the outside world, 
such as compassion (Figures 13, 19), and symbolism related to death and danger 
(Figures 2, 22), but also hope for the future (Figure 19) in that together people can 
do something about the problem. 

In many conversations between students, it was clear that the experience of 
picking up rubbish on the beach was crucial for them to understand the extent of 
the problem. Students said: “There was a lot more rubbish than I thought, there 
was a lot we found that you did not expect to find on the shore”, and “No, we need 
to see with our own eyes, how much litter there really is.” Another student shared 
feelings: “I think if we do something about it out there then we know how it feels.” 
In all school classes, there were some students who were not particularly engaged 
in working on assignments within the topic. 
 
Content and expression in the children’s drawings and sculptures 
In the analysis of the children’s expressions, we came to the following categories: 
a nice world, experiences with marine litter, empathy with animals, system 
understanding, faith and hope for the future, and symbolism related to death. 
Some drawings and sculptures may fit into several categories but we have placed 
them after, for us, the most prominent message. From a total of 62 students, 10 
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students did not draw or made a mess and these drawings were not included in the 
VABPM analysis. Of the 52 analysed drawings, there were 3 drawings that did 
not contain anything about the topic marine litter. All 12 sculptures were built by 
materials from marine litter that participants themselves cleared from beaches and 
were thus involved in the analysis. 
 
Category 1: A nice world 
We have selected visual expressions that convey joy related to their hometown 
(Figures 5, 6). We interpret from these expressions that children reflect on the 
landscape they live in and that they feel good about a nature without littering. 
 

 
Figure 5. Two students drew a house and a horse/unicorn in a landscape without pollution. 
Photo: Mette Gårdvik 
 

 
Figure 6. Photo: School A 
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Only one sculpture had the coastal landscape as a conscious part of the expression 
and forms a whole with the surroundings. Although the sculpture in Figure 6 is 
built of marine plastic waste and thus shows litter, we have chosen to place it in 
this category. The aesthetically pleasing and clean sculpture in fine colours 
becomes part of, and creates an aesthetic whole with, the coastal landscape. 
 
Category 2: Experiences with marine litter 
We have selected drawings where the expressions tell us that the students have 
experience that rubbish is found in large quantities in the coastal zone and that 
this characterises the landscape (Figures 7, 8). Some students have drawn 
“typical” landscape pictures with sky, sea and mountains with none or few 
animals/people in the picture and no action. A student talks about his experiences 
with plastic in the sea with his grandfather:  
 

My family was going to drive out with a big boat, and my grandfather is very focused 
on litter. And then while we were driving he saw a plastic bag out in the water and then 
he grabbed the handle next to the boat and leaned down to get hold of [the bag]. 

 

       
Figures 7 and 8. Students’ expressions of marine litter. Photos: Mette Gårdvik 
 

   
Figure 9. Photo: School B             Figure 10. Photo: School C 
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The sculptures in Figures 9 and 10, which are part of this category, will convey to 
society what types and how much marine litter was found. While the students 
work, they talk a lot about their own experiences of marine litter. One student says 
about sculpture building with marine litter: 
 

[I] have realised how much [litter] there actually was, and that it [beach cleaning] is 
important because of society, the environment and the future. Now I throw away plastic 
I see on the ground and things lying outside. 

 
Category 3: Empathy with animals 
This category makes up a large proportion of the drawings and three of the 
sculptures. The expressions show clear compassion for animals that suffer due to 
marine litter and also arouses strong emotions in us (Figures 11, 12, 13). We 
recognise images from media reports, e.g., whales with litter in their stomachs, 
animals caught in abandoned nets or plastic around their bodies. The students’ 
sympathy was also expressed in conversations that took place while they were 
drawing: “It’s a bit sad that animals, that they eat [plastic]”, “It is scary to think 
that it is an animal […] that eats”, “It was a bit disgusting” and “It’s awful!”. 
 

   
Figures 11 and 12. Photos: Mette Gårdvik 

 
Figure 13. Photo: Mette Gårdvik 
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There is great commitment and outlet for emotions in the drawing session about 
animals that suffer due to marine litter: 
 

I had a bad feeling yes, because I saw how lethargic and […] under-dedicated the human 
species is. We have existed for over 10,000 years, in the course of a hundred years we 
have exterminated 50% of the animals on earth. 

 
Category 4: System understanding 
Although several of the drawings also deal with empathy with animals, it was 
clear to us that the students saw connections and understood systems within the 
theme of marine litter (Figures 14, 15, 16). A student said while drawing: 
 

They eat plastic because they do not know what it is, they think it is food. And then they 
end up, or the plastic makes less and less space, then they die of hunger because they 
cannot eat anything. 

 

In the drawings, the students have a greater opportunity to tell the course of action 
beyond one concrete expression that a sculpture will give. The drawings describe 
human activity with boat freight and the fishing industry as causes of animals 
being injured and dying, or showing litter from land-based activities and micro-
plastics. They illustrate a series of actions and tell us about how students have 
understood systems and ripple effects. 
 

  
Figure 14. The drawing shows waste from fishing and some consequences for the marine 
environment. 
Figure 15. The drawing shows that a lot of marine litter comes from land-based activities. 
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Figure 16. The drawing shows that large pieces of plastic turn into microplastic and a whale 
that has litter in its stomach and dies because of this. 
Photos: Mette Gårdvik 
 
Category 5: Faith and hope for the future 
We collected drawings and sculptures that show that people can improve the 
garbage problem by standing together and acting, which we interpret as 
motivation, hope and faith in the future (Figures 17, 18, 19). Some drawings such 
as Figure 18 evoke strong emotions with us. The three large fish with crosses in 
their eyes represent hopelessness, where marine litter seems infinitely large in 
relation to what we humans can do. Nevertheless, the drawing also has a positive 
message with people working in teams under a colourful rainbow and a sun. 
 

  
Figures 17 and 18. Photos: Mette Gårdvik 
 

The same dualism is found in Figure 19, which is the only sculpture we interpret 
that expresses hope and faith for the future. It shows a turtle that has plastic in its 
stomach, but the students hold each other’s hands in a ring around this challenge. 
When we stand together and work in teams, we can improve the situation. 
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Figure 19. Photo: Robert Øyjord, Arctic Air View 
 
Category 6: Symbolism related to death 
The visual expressions use strong symbolism about death, are gloomy and show 
depravity (Figures 20, 21, 22). The emotions are strongly visible and appear as a 
wake-up call to the world about what happens if we humans do not change our 
behaviour. Expressions also include written appeals such as “Sharpen up!”, “Do 
not litter!” and “Keep the sea clean!” (Figure 21). 
 

   
Figures 20 and 21. Photos: Mette Gårdvik 
 

 
Figure 22. Photo: Wenche Sørmo 
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During the sculpture construction, students had conversations between them that 
showed that they had ownership over their beach: 
 

[...] this summer [...] remember several times when we have been swimming with 
friends and it is these friends who start throwing litter in the sea. Then we say “No, you 
have to jump into the sea and pick it up again because it should not be the case that there 
are boxes and paper floating out in the sea. It’s not good.” 

 
 
Discussion of method 
 
It turned out that VABPM (Leavy, 2015, p. 232) was well suited to make visible 
the students’ feelings, understanding and knowledge of marine litter, even if they 
were not professional artists. This is in line with Bradshaw (2010), Frisch (2013) 
and Hopperstad (2005) who show that children’s drawings and sculptures can give 
us insight, through a dialogue with us as researchers, into the students’ world of 
values and thoughts in a visual way where words are often not sufficient. 

We are not trained psychologists and have no prerequisites for analysing the 
visual expressions in a psychological setting and this was not a goal of the 
research project. Nevertheless, we as educators can engage in dialogue and inter-
pret drawings and sculptures to find out what they express, which is in line with 
Mantere (1992). Such dialogue is important to gain insight into how multifaceted 
the expressions are and not just death and depravity, which is immediately a very 
prominent expression. Behind this, one can gain insight into the students’ ex-
pressions of interaction, hope, joy and knowledge. Our research perspectives are 
characterised by the theme; we were both researchers, teachers and project 
managers. We are aware that the analysis is influenced by our experiences and 
that others may interpret the visual expressions in different ways. 

The analysis helped us to find nuances in the expressions. We discussed 
whether it was justifiable to use the same analysis method for the individual 
drawings and the common sculptural expressions. In the exhibitions, the drawings 
and sculptures represented an overall expression and a whole in an Eco Art 
perspective. We thus found it appropriate to analyse them using the same method. 
 
 
Discussion of results 
 
Students as social agents 
Through published and exhibited Eco Art, students expressed what they want the 
world to look like (Category 1) and why and what this is due to (Categories 2, 4). 
Students also express what happens if we do not address the problem (Categories 
3, 4, 6). We also find messages that show what we, through awareness and inter-
action, can do to improve the situation and give hope for a better future (Category 
5). Through Eco Art, students gained experience in influencing their community 
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and thereby gain ownership of environmental challenges. This, in a cultural sus-
tainability perspective, strengthens their relationship with the local environment 
(Härkönen et al., 2018; Sazonova, 2014; Jokela & Coutts, 2018; Mantere, 1995). 

Through Eco Art as a creative learning arena, students can meet people with 
different interests in society. In line with Eisner (2002), the arts can help students 
learn that a problem can have more than one solution and that a question can have 
several answers. The creative way of working in the project gives students oppor-
tunities to increase their own awareness of real issues and develop skills such as 
social responsibility and critical thinking. The students’ sculptures of marine litter 
appear as announcements for an environmental problem and help to put a serious 
societal problem on the agenda. These are important skills for participation in 
public debate and development (Eisner, 2002; Coutts, 2013; Thornes, 2008; 
Gårdvik, 2010), and to act in a sustainable way. Work with creating and exhibiting 
Eco Art is a constructive experience that helps to solve a problem, provides 
positive experiences and will promote students’ action competence for SD, which 
is mentioned by Sinnes (2015, 2020) as the main goal of ESD. 

Our research shows that Eco Art is an important contribution to students being 
able to have a strong influence on and insight into society through artistic ex-
pression. This element is absent from the Norwegian AC curriculum dealing with 
ESD. Therefore, it will be challenging for a teacher who wants to work with Eco 
Art in an ESD project, to find an anchor for this in LK20. 

In Category 4, students show understanding of systems in society that lead to 
marine litter. Through practical creative work and aesthetic experience, students’ 
eco-literacy can be developed, which according to Lutnæs (2015) and Lutnæs and 
Fallingen (2017), includes critical reflection, awareness-raising and change com-
petence. The physical is a prerequisite for the students’ development of critical 
thinking, i.e., a cognitive creativity. In our project, physical and sensory first-hand 
experiences with garbage collection are also crucial for students’ understanding 
of the problem, motivation to learn, and desire to act. The significance of this is 
expressed in both visual and verbal expressions (Categories 2, 5), where students 
show that they need first-hand experience with the problem to act together, which 
promotes faith and hope for the future (Figures 18, 19 ). In this way, AC con-
tributes centrally to ESD didactics and this challenges the more cognitive 
definition of the concept of creativity in LK20 (Udir, 2020). This is in line with 
Dahl and Østern (2019), Sinnes and Straume (2017) and Damasio (2000) in 
relation to their views on in-depth learning which includes the affective and 
bodily, sensory, relational and creative part of learning. Aesthetic subjects take 
care of children’s holistic learning to a greater extent than other school subjects 
do, according to both Fredriksen (2013), Eisner (2002) and Østergaard (2013). In 
accordance with Johansson (2019), our results indicate that the opportunity space 
that lies in the AC subject is not reflected in the competence goals for SD in LK20. 
It will be challenging for teachers and educators to see that the AC subject should 
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be included in all parts of ESD. This space of opportunity must be further explored 
from an AC professional point of view. 
 
Students’ expression of feelings about marine litter 
We were not prepared for the large scale of strong feelings students expressed 
about the topic. The drawing process and sculpture construction initiated multi-
faceted dialogues that revolved around their experiences and their and others’ 
attitudes, which in turn contributed to raising awareness of the problem. Many 
students had a great need to talk while drawing and sculpting, and it could be a 
way for them to process and put into words their feelings about marine litter. 
Working with visual expressions on difficult topics can help students express and 
vent their emotions, and provide a deeper insight into their emotional world 
(Bradshaw, 2010). Even though we observed a certain degree of imitation among 
students, the drawings still had characteristics of the individual student’s world of 
life. This is in line with Hopperstad (2005), Van Manen (1990) and Frisch (2013) 
who claim that visual expressions say something about experiences students have 
as active, living and sensing individuals, which represent the students’ world and 
what they want to share. 

It is important that the teacher opens up for visual expressions and oral state-
ments to be treated respectfully in the classroom, and at the same time tries to 
convey hope for the future. In this way, the teacher can help students express 
themselves and cope with the difficult emotions (Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1976; 
Mantere, 1992). In an ESD perspective, this is a central task for the teacher and 
crucial for the students’ reflections on the topic and thus also their learning 
(Folkman, 2009; Ojala, 2013). Ojala (2013) criticises that ESD pays little atten-
tion to students’ emotional world, and here we see that the AC subject has a key 
function beyond the competence goals described in LK20 (Udir, 2020). 

Some students showed that the world is nice and without a trace of litter 
(Category 1). These drawings and sculptures appear as a wishful thinking situ-
ation, while the main message in the majority of the drawings is characterised by 
emotions such as empathy, suffering, despair and fear (Categories 3, 6). Students 
feel this and whoever looks at the expressions will also be able to understand it. 
Although it can be difficult for the students and us as viewers to take these feelings 
seriously, Ojala (2007) and Persson et al. (2011) showed that such emotions are 
important in order to motivate students to action and trigger hope for the future. 
Within place-based learning, closeness to, and experiences in nature are important 
for the students to want to take care of the environment (Sørmo et al., 2019). In 
ESD, issues based on the students’ immediate environment are essential to make 
the teaching engaging, relevant and rooted in their world, and provide the 
experiences that include affective aspects (Sinnes, 2015; Sørmo et al., 2013; 
Gårdvik et al., 2015). Development of identity and involvement in issues related 
to one’s own local environment is also important in relation to the cultural sus-
tainability perspective (Figure 1) (Sazonova, 2014; Härkönen et al., 2018). In the 
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coastal communities, the fishing and aquaculture industries characterise the 
culture. Students worked with marine litter, mostly plastic, from these industries 
and were motivated to explore these sources in the project’s follow-up. Through 
the work with garbage collection and sculpture building, the students gained 
ownership of the place and developed a stronger relationship and a greater 
responsibility to take care of it. This is shown especially in Category 5, faith and 
hope for the future, which shows that people take responsibility and clean up the 
beaches. In this way, each individual as part of a community can contribute 
directly to a more sustainable future. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This article has problematised several dimensions of AC’s contribution to ESD 
beyond what is described in LK20. Our research results indicate that AC plays an 
important role in relation to the students’ ability to express and process feelings 
about challenging topics. Strong emotions are important in order to motivate 
action and trigger hope for the future. AC is a key subject in ESD by giving 
students opportunities to express their emotions visually, and in this way con-
tribute strong messages into societal debates. Artistic expression appears as an 
active contribution to society and also gives students insight into the local 
community’s various conflicts of interest. In addition, students work creatively 
and relationally in the AC subject. The bodily/sensory way of working also 
promotes cognitive skills that are important in ESD, such as critical thinking and 
cognitive creativity. These are important skills in relation to the development of 
conscious attitudes and action for SD. 

With this article, we want to open up a discussion about AC’s role in ESD and 
how it can be raised in relation to interdisciplinary ESD projects in schools beyond 
the technology focus on product development, materials knowledge, re- and up-
cycling. 
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