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After the presentation, each class subsequently developed role cards and identified a specific
tree or ecosystem to focus on, and artforms through which to document and share their tree
stories.

Figures 3 & 4. Examples of student charcoal drawings, year 3 and year 5

Experiences and Findings from the Data

Key findings from the reflective tool responses. As previously identified, two months after the
project had concluded students were asked to complete a reflection tool on which they could
draw or write their responses. Questions asked students to identify experiences and activities
that they were engaged by. The data from this tool was tabulated by the researchers and the
same and similar words were colour coded and counted. The analysis of the written/reflection
data identified students reporting that their engagement was activated by a number of key
factors, including:

e Arts-based learning and processes
e Excursions and out of classroom activities that took them out of the classroom;
components of these saw them interacting with nature and learning about nature; and
e Meeting outside experts including an author, an artist and a veteran resident of the
area.
While the teachers found the identification of the active learning processes suggested by the
first two categories unsurprising, the final category of meeting and interacting with “experts”
in various fields was more unexpected, but signalled the children’s appreciation of learning
from people who are knowledgeable in their fields. The following table summarises the
student responses and percentage of students who identified that factor as engaging.



1JEA Vol. 19 No. 8 - http://www.ijea.org/vi9n8/ 12
Table 3
Specific engagement response indicated on reflective tool
Year Level Year 3 No. Year 4/5 No. Year 5 No. %
N=23 # N=20 N=25 identif
ying
this
factor

Art making Charcoal 11 Charcoal 14 Charcoal 20 56%

drawing drawing drawing

Taking Creating Drama activity

photos and photostories to explore

making Dance/movem solutions

photostorie ent sequence Photostory

s performed on using drawings

the esplanade

Outdoor or out Excursion 2 Excursion to 13 Walk to the 18 50%
of school to the the Bookfarm beach to draw
experiences Bookfarm

Interacting 2 Walking to the 3 Walk in 1 9%

with nature beach to see wallum scrub

Norfolk Pine with local
plant expert

Meeting Meeting a 18 Meeting 2 29%
experts real life Webby

author and

artist (at the

Bookfarm)

# Number of students who identified this experience as engaging. Note that students could write down multiple

instances.

What was apparent from this data was that students were engaged by those activities that
provided them with opportunities to make and do things. This extended to many of their
interactions in or with nature.

The question that sought to ascertain their emotional response and connection to the
experiences revealed some interesting findings as well (see Appendix A). Many students
identified positive feelings and emotions towards the experiences, most notably using words
such as “happy” and “excited.” There were a number of students who described mixed
feelings (it was a bit boring but okay) or emotions that aren’t really positive or negative, such
as feeling nervous, especially when they had to perform their work. A small but significant
number wrote that the experiences had been boring or bad. What is notable about this finding
is that these responses were all from boys and increased for the older year levels.
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The final question on the written reflection asked students what they had learnt. The responses
here largely reflect the learning intent of the teachers and the specific tree or ecosystem focus
their class studied. 79% of students identified characteristics or learning about trees or nature-
related learning (see Appendix B).

Most students in the year 4/5 class and year 5 identified that they had learnt about their
specific tree (Pandanus and Norfolk Pine) and some listed specific characteristics or issues. A
number of students made comments about learning about the importance of trees and facts
about trees. The year 3 students identified learnings more related to specific creatures they had
encountered, seen or drawn, reflecting their focus on ecosystems. They also mentioned the
fact that it is possible to plant a forest (and create an ecosystem) anywhere. The year 3s were
also the ones most likely to identify arts-specific learnings, in particular they discussed the
drawing with charcoal and learning the song and dance they performed. What is significant
about those who identified that they learnt nothing were that they were generally the same
boys who said the project had been boring or negative. Several of them did, however, identify
some specific tree learnings having emerged from the project.

From the data compiled from this reflective tool, it can be argued that for the majority of
students the project had provided them with engaging experiences and these related to them
having outdoor and out of school experiences. Importantly though, the use of various arts
processes helped provide them with the frame for engaging with the environment. They also
provided the means of processing that experience and creating a product (for example creating
a dance, a drama presentation, or a photostory). The learning outcomes they identified tended
to be in the environmental area, more so than the arts, which would indicate that they saw the
arts as a vehicle for learning and experience. Of considerable note was a number of students in
the older classes who reported they did not find experiences engaging and didn’t learn
anything. These students were all boys. Discussions with the teachers about these students
revealed that some of them had a history of problems with academic learning and negative
experiences of schooling. Teachers saw their negative responses as typical of their attitude to
school in general. Drawing on the little “¢” and Big “E” model, it would appear that these
boys in the main did not feel that school was for them. It is difficult to tell therefore whether
the attitudes of these students reflect their attitudes to the environment and the arts, or more
generally as related to their relationship towards schooling.

Focus group interview findings. The follow up focus group interviews were conducted with a
range of students, invited by the teachers to participate with the intention of representing

different attitudes and responses. The material from those interviews reinforced the categories
of experiences students found engaging, and the features of what they had learnt as identified
through the reflective tool. What was also evident from analysis of these transcripts was more
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detail about the process or pathways of engagement for students. This showed how some
came with an initial interest in the environment, while for others interest was not there
initially but was stimulated and then grew into involvement and commitment. This reflects
some aspects of Saxton and Miller’s engagement taxonomy, indicating some of the ways that
attention and interest was generated and then moved beyond.

Arts, Environmental Learning and “Triggers” for Engagement

What was evident from this analysis was that while a small number of students began with
some initial interest in the topic of “trees,” nature or growing, some were not at all interested
initially but became connected through a number of other means. The following section
therefore elaborates on the “triggers” for engagement that lead to further commitment. The
main triggers identified were as follows:

e Connecting to the idea of the work through personal background and interest
e Out of classroom experiences framed by arts processes and a sense of agency
e Interactions with domain experts

e Arts-based action leading to committed engagement.

Connection to the idea through personal background and interest. A small number of students
made connections to “the idea” of the unit very early on, they had an initial interest in the
topic and were motivated to be involved in the unit. Some of the ideas students reported
connecting with included having prior knowledge and experience with trees and growing
food. There was a cognitive and affective connection and a pre-existing interest or experience
with environmental issues. These students were open to different activities and could identify
the relevance to them:

Dee: Yeah, and I like growing trees and stuff. I’ve got my own vegetable garden
and that’s really fun. ’'m interested in trees.

Bee: Ilike trees and how things grow on trees. My Mum cooks like — all
vegetables and stuff, herbs, yeah.

Key triggers for this type of engagement were a connection to the idea of the work (e.g. an
interest in trees and nature) or connection to prior experience. The students were motivated to
be involved in the activities and could build on existing concepts to extend their knowledge.

Out of classroom experiences framed by arts processes and a sense of agency. A theme that
emerged strongly from the focus group interviews was how much students appreciated
moving out of the classroom, going on excursions and walking down to the beach (which was



Davis: The Engagement Tree 15

only several hundred metres away). This category also links to that of interacting with the
environment and nature as in most cases that was the purpose of the experience.

Two classes walked to the local beach, one to look at trees, to identify their features and draw
them. Another class took cameras to the beach and captured photographs of their selected tree
to make a photostory, accompanied by poetry that they wrote. The third class worked in
groups, whose task was to take a series of photographs of one tree in the school grounds to
create photostories. They also had a focus on ecosystems and so photographed and drew birds,
insects and other creatures apparent in that system. While these environments were readily
accessible and places students could go every day, having the frame of the specific arts-based
activities helped focus their attention and appreciate what was just outside their door:

Interviewer 1: What was the best thing for you?

Student 6: Well going down to the beach and um

Interviewer 1: Why?

Student 7: Well I like enjoyed - my favorite part of the project was probably
going to the beach, like just drawing the pictures, and now like,
when I look at the pandanus trees, they look really cool and
everything, like how the roots come out of it.

The experience of having to draw or photograph the trees required the students to look at the
trees very carefully. They had to focus their attention and commit to observing and doing.
This activity was significant for both increasing their artistic skills but also their scientific
learning as many of them could clearly recall the specific parts of the trees they drew and their
special features. Their attention was focused for a much longer time than if they had just gone
to look at the trees and have someone talk to them. This notion of focused attention and
providing a purpose and frame for committed interactions emerged as significant from these
findings.

What was also important about these experiences was that they were “novel” and different
from everyday classroom experiences. Students reported that they learnt things from
experiences that were “fun” and different from “normal” school learning, which was “not
fun.” Across the interviews and reflective comments, students were unanimous in their
identification of being engaged when they left the classroom and that these learning
experiences impacted positively on their learning:

Interviewer 2: What’s the difference?

Student 8: It’s like you actually get to go outside and like other kinds of things
you usually stay in the classroom or around the school kind of
thing.
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Student 9: But Maths and Science, you don’t really do much; you just sit in
the class writing in your book. When you’re actually learning like
this ... it’s better.

Many students described routinized learning that occurs as part of the school day as not being
engaging and some boys in particular spoke of their enjoyment of more active and outdoor
learning. These comments highlight the significance of the physical environment, novelty and
physical activity for breaking routines and activating student learning.

Interactions with domain “experts.” Another finding emerging from the reflections and
interviews was the significance of interactions with outside “experts.” These interactions were
important for engaging students, connecting them to ideas and stimulating their learning and
cognitive engagement. Groups had interactions with different people and these included:

e a “real” writer and artist met on the “Bookfarm” excursion;

e along time local resident who knew about the history of the Norfolk pines planted on
the foreshore;

e environmental group representatives who knew a lot about native vegetation and
helped identify the trees in the school grounds;

e the researcher taking on a role as an ‘environmental anthropologist’ introducing
students to information about different trees and their features.

These visitors were able to complement and extend upon the knowledge base of the teachers,
and in some cases extend the skills base of students as well. Students reported enjoying these
interactions, and they recalled quite a lot of detail. For example, they remembered a lot of
information from Dr. Rita’s talk, but the active experiences that followed further sparked their
Interest:

Student 11:  Pretty much it gave me - well I don’t know about anybody else, but it
gave me a whole lot of other understanding of trees, and how they help
us a lot. Well, that’s when trees got interesting for me. And then we
started going on excursions and it all got fun.

Arts-based active learning leading to committed engagement. For most of the students
interviewed, the arts-based experiences were important for leading towards more committed
engagement and involvement. Many students appreciated those activities that were active
(high operative) and where they had a sense of agency. For example, students said they
enjoyed having to create a dance themselves, that they had to “make it up.” It later emerged
that teachers did provide considerable scaffolding for the activity, however, students evidently
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felt a great deal of ownership and a sense of achievement about what they had learnt and
created:

Interviewer 3: Who taught you? Your teacher?

Student 1: No, we had to figure it out for ourselves.

Student 2: We had to make it ourselves.

Interviewer 3: So how did you do that?

Student 3: Well, one of our group tried it, and sort of figured out that it
worked.

Another class group had one lesson where they engaged in exploring issues through drama
conventions. Even though this had not been a particularly extensive experience some students
still appreciated the agency this activity offered them:

Interviewer 3: So girls, why did you get so interested when I said drama?

Student 4: It's because - you get to act and everything.

Student 5: I like the making up part. It's like ... because, you get to be
whatever you want...

These activities enabled students to work with each other and their teachers, to draw on their
growing knowledge about certain trees and to make decisions through different expressive
modes.

Conclusions

This research project focussed on exploring student engagement and learning emerging from
an environmental and arts-based project enacted in a primary school setting. The process of
engagement through arts-based learning, leading to attention, commitment, creative
engagement and meaning making is represented through Figure 5, which uses a tree graphic
beginning with the external features and activity represented on the leaves, moving through to
the “grounded” learnings which reside in the roots. The findings from this research project
indicated there were different triggers for engagement through which students connected with
ideas and experiences. Most significantly the use of arts-based processes and creation of arts
products provided a purpose and frame for their engagement with the natural environment.
For example, by having to draw the Pandanus tree in its location, this provided a frame for
them to engage with and notice the natural environment. For the year 5 class, for example, this
experience was identified most often as highly engaging as compared to the experience
whereby they walked around the school’s wallum scrubland attempting to locate and identify
specific plants.
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Figure 5. The engagement tree for arts-based sustainability learning

Initial attention and interest was then extended upon through interactions which required a
form of creative engagement and commitment, student ownership and control as they

developed various creative products. These processes contributed to active learning
experiences and significant learnings. The learnings the students recalled were predominantly
environmental or science-based learnings as well as arts learning and some students signalled

changes in attitudes.

As to implications for the planning of environmental and sustainability learning programs, the
findings suggest that a consideration of different triggers is required for “hooking” in student
attention and interest, recognising the potential of using arts-based activities to provide a
purpose and frame. These experiences can assist with turning interest into committed
interactions, creative engagement and learning. The focus on local trees and arts-based
processes and outdoor experiences provided the means of engagement for a majority of
students this lead to committed interactions and meaningful learning. This was a dynamic
process involving (but not necessarily beginning with) internal motivations and external
interactions and through the interplay of these the arts worked as frames enabling focussed
interactions with the natural environment and more than human world. Feedback from
children indicated these ways of learning were hugely underutilised in schools at present. The
evidence emerging from this project signals however, the huge potential for such processes
and their ability to transform the educational experiences and learning for students through

creative, active and interactive pedagogies.
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Appendix A
Responses to “How did it make you feel?”
Year Level Year 3 Year 4/5 No. Year 5 No. %
N=23 N=20 N=25 identify
ing this
factor
Positive Happy 19 Happy 7 Happy 4 69%
Excited 14 Excited 10 Surprised 2
Creative 6 Fun 4 Fun 2
Great 2 Smart/intereste 2 Learnable 2
Privileged 3 d Curious 1
Good 2
Mixed Nervous 6 Embarrassed 3 Pretty good 2 13%
Or Nervous Kind of bored 2
Negative Bored 5 Bored 5 18%
Uninteresting 2
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Appendix B

Responses to “What students identified that they learnt”

24

Year Level Year 3 No. Year 4/5 No. Year 5 No. %
N=23 # N=20 N=25 identif
ying
this
factor

Nature related  Specific 15 Norfolk Pines 5 Pandanus 11 79%
learning animals All about trees 8 Importance of

About 7 trees

forests,

growing

your own

forest
Arts related About 6 Performance 2 Drawing trees 19%
learning charcoal & aspects

drawing

IfIwerea 6

tree

song/dance
Learnt nothing Nothing 5 Nothing 16%
or wrote

nothing
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