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9. THE ART-LANGUAGE TECHNIQUE. DESCRIPTION,
PARTICULARITIES, FORMATIVE VALUES, APPLICATIONS
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Abstract: Given the increasing interest of students of all ages towards digital texts, but also the
prevalence of the visual over other forms of language, the use of images in the teaching of any
type of content should be a priority of the didactic act — or at least a common didactic practice.
Most frequently, however, teaching staff limit this priority to the use in well-defined contexts of
certain visual teaching tools, be they digital/ technological or in the form of graphic and figurative
materials. Without questioning their effectiveness, we promote their combination with last
generation didactic techniques, which could profit from the children’ s interest in the visual or
hybrid spectacular (llie 2020: 159), in ways that stimulate, and even prioritize, the development
of their aesthetic and cultural sensibility.

In this article, we propose to describe one of these techniques, the art-language technique, and
then to exemplify various modalities of using it, especially in the primary education. By assuming
the reasoned association of a theme or a message of a literary/non-literary text with an artwork
chosen from a series made available by the teachers (Ilie, 2020: 160), the art-language technique
can be used in a variety of curricular, but also extra-curricular contexts, that could facilitate
children's access to a wide range of contents from the school curricula specific to primary
education.

The applications presented in this work will take into account the areas of Language and
Communication, Man and Society, Arts and Technologies, as well as Personal Development. Of
course, the formative valences adjacent to the use of this technique derive from the inter- and
pluri-disciplinary character it implies, giving students the opportunity to creatively express
emotions and thoughts in a variety of situations. With the help of the teaching staff, the visual art
works could be transformed, on one hand, into anchors that can facilitate the adequate
assimilation of aesthetic and cultural contents; on the other hand, they could become excellent
vehicles of supplementary meanings, resulted from the subjective experience of the student, placed
in the posture of a sensible, but also critical observer, who sees beyond color and form.

Key words: art-language technique, didactics, curriculum for primary education, inter- and
pluri-disciplinary

1. Introduction New trends in didactic methodologies

Current trends in educational practices are constantly oriented towards the
hybrid nature of pedagogy (Matthews, 2011; Ratto, et al., 2019), balancing both
conservative attitudes and more open attitudes towards the particularities of
generations of children and young people, with broad perspectives on personal
development, and with different views on expectations related to their own
educational experiences. Among the most common practices of our days is learning
in a hybrid format, resulting from the combination of computer-mediated
instructional sequences and face-to-face learning sequences (O'Byrne & Pytash,
2015).

At the level of instructional designs, there are also practices that have become
increasingly popular following the emphasis on the benefits of student-teacher
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reversal — for example, the Flipped Classroom technique (Birgili et al., 2021; Yean,
2019). Collaborative and active learning in primary education (Le et al., 2018;
Bartholomew et al., 2018; Vergara et al., 2020) is also well-known for improving
student engagement in tasks and increasing motivational optimality. No less known
are the didactic strategies that provide methods and techniques focused on the
development of critical thinking, creative thinking (Forte-Celaya et al., 2021; Martin
et al., 2002) or metacognitive skills and improving the ability to memorize and
acquire a content (Ku & Ho, 2010; Kolendkova, 2019; Lee et al., 2023; Abadi et al.,
2023).

The audio-visual dimensions, which can be further enhanced thanks to the
features and functions of new technologies, also offer the possibility of configuring
alternative resources and techniques for approaching instructional content in
primary education. Among the most recent innovations in the development of
teaching strategies is the use of digital multi-modal text or Talk Text (Danielsson &
Selander, 2021; Lannin, 2020). Various ABMs (Arts-based methodologies, cf.
Nathan et al., 2023) are also found in current practices. Photovoice, Body Mapping
or Image theater techniques cover as well the imperative of the connection between
the student and the content and the principle of centering the didactic act on the
student, having remarkable contributions in the field of literacy of young people,
through the meanings of the experiences they carry and the interpretations that can
be practiced through them (Rozansky & Santos, 2009; Abma, & Schrijver, 2020;
Samonova et al., 2022).

Indeed, given the increased interest of students of all ages towards digital
texts, but also the prevalence of the visual over other forms of language, the use of
images in teaching-learning of any type of content should be a priority of the didactic
act - or at least a frequent didactic practice. However, teaching staff frequently limit
this priority to the use of certain visual didactic materials/resources, be they
digital/technological or traditional-graphic, figurative. Of course, in the sphere of
contents specific to scientific or technological disciplines, the use of images of
different types is more frequent.

According to the author of a well-known Grammar of Visual Design, in the
approach to some scientific, technological and geographical subjects, “images have
become the major means of representing some curricular content”. By contrast,
when it comes to “more humanistic” subjects, associated for example with history,
language and literature or religion, “images vary in their function between
illustration, decoration and information” (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006: 16).
Without questioning the effectiveness of such materials that can accompany the
teaching-learning or the systematizing process, we promote their combination with
last generation didactic techniques, which could profit from the children' s interest
in the visual or hybrid spectacular (llie 2020: 159), in ways that stimulate, and even
prioritize, the development of their aesthetic and cultural sensibility. Therefore, in
this article, we will describe one of these techniques, the art-language technique,
and then exemplify a few relevant modalities of using it in the primary education.

2. The art-language technique. Description, particularities, formative values
The art-language technique resembles the photolanguage method, but it has
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a specificity that exponentially increases its qualities, in the current (meta) didactic
context, in which the development of the aesthetic and cultural component - as an
essential part of the process of understanding the role of social, cultural identity, etc.
- acquires an increased importance.

Developed since 1965 by a group of researchers (pedagogues and socio-
pedagogues) from Lyon, France, led by Alain Baptiste and Claire Bélisle, the
photolanguage method involves presenting to a group a collection of photographs,
usually in black and white, with the fundamental aim of facilitating the conversation
on a given topic (Pizon, 2019: 117; Panisoara, 2022: 248). In the version proposed
by Angelica Hobjild for different types of literary and linguistic activities that can
be used in primary education, this method has a few simple steps: after the analysis,
in class, of atext (literary or non-literary), the teacher offers to the students - divided
Into groups or pairs - a sequence of photos or images, numbered or accompanied by
certain symbols, to make it easier to differentiate.

Each group or pair associates with the message of the previously read text the
Image that seems more relevant to them, taking care to justify their choice. The final
phase of the activity is frontal: after each team clarifies its option and presents its
arguments, the teacher formulates a series of general conclusions (Hobjila, 2017:
545-546). Starting from this variant, the author of a recent didactics of the Romanian
language and literature proposed the art-language technique, which involves the
reasoned association of the theme/ topic of discussion or the message of a
literary/non-literary text with a work of art, chosen from a series offered by the
teacher to his/ her teaching group (llie, 2020: 159-160).

Concretely, after establishing the subject of reflection and announcing it to
the group, the teacher shows the students a series of 4-5 works of art, articulated
around this subject/ theme - and preferably painted in different artistic styles. The
children have a few minutes to select the work that they think best represents the
respective theme or that arouses their strongest emotions. In the next didactic
sequence, those who wish (or those whom the teacher names) justify their choice in
front of the group. In order to help the students to choose with discernment and
possibly justify their decision precisely, the teacher can ask them questions like:
Which of these works do you think best represents the theme/subject...?

What elements of the chosen work led you to dwell on it?

What does color convey to you?

What do you think of the characters/objects in the close-up?

What about the ones in the background?

Is there a connection between the artwork that catches your attention the most and
your everyday life?

Therefore, any justification of the option of the participating students can have
as a starting point either a common component of the text, respectively the work of
art (for example: a theme/ central motif, a chromatic/ structural/ compositional
detail), an emotion or a state of mind generated by reading of the two forms of
artistic language (llie, 2020: 160). As a concrete example, in diverse types of
didactic activities specific to the discipline Romanian language and literature and
designed for secondary school classes, students could make great connections
between:
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a. the message of a poetic or narrative text organized around the rural spaces, the
artistic representations of the village and the children's perspective regarding the
village universe (be it traditional, modern, or contemporary):

Edvard Munch
The Village Street (1905-1906) I and the Village (1911)
e T : e W\ A M

Vincent Van Gogh Natalia Goncharova
Peasant and Peasant Woman Planting Potatoes (1885) Planting Potatoes (1908-1909)

b. the meanings of a poetic, dramatic or narrative text organized around the thematic
axis of love, the pictorial representations of the couple and the students’ conception
regarding eros:

o v =3 '

Jean-Honoré Fragohard ‘ David Burliuk
The Happy Lovers (1760-1765) Peasant couple (1945)

352



9
Wassily Kandinsky Marc Chagall
Couple riding (1906) The Blue Lovers (1910)
c. the thematic axes of the narrative texts with a fabulous or fantastical dominant,
the visual representations of the various fantastical creatures and the children's

conception of the fantastical otherness:

Katsushika Hokusai Mikhail Vrubel

Demon Laughing (1831) Demon and Angel with Tamara's Soul (1891)

Edvard Munch Mikalojus Konstantinas Ciurlionis
Vampire (1895) Demon (1909)

Applied in a correct way, the didactic use of the art-language technique has
considerable formative values and a series of clear advantages. It facilitates
communication, personal expression and active listening; improves the relationship
between group members (regardless of whether or not they choose the same artistic
image from the series proposed by the teacher); ensures a certain comfort of
expressing one's own point of view regarding the theme/subject of debate;
considerably increases critical spirit, artistic taste and aesthetic sensibility; develops
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cultural competence and stimulates interest in the variety of artistic discourses
specific to several eras, currents, schools, etc.

3. Possible applications of the art-language technique in primary education

Given its strong points and formative values, exposed above, the art-
language technique can be successfully used in a wide variety of curricular and
extra-curricular contexts: workshops and reading clubs, cenacles, artistic or literary
skills development circles, etc.

According to the model previously proposed for the discipline Romanian
language and literature — the secondary school cycle (llie, 2020: 159-164),
numerous activities dedicated primarily to the assimilation of some contents of the
Romanian language and literature (e.g. poetry, stanza, verse, the narrative text, the
literary character, the literary description, understanding the message of a text, etc.)
can be designed for primary education, in the opening of which the teacher should
also insert the art-language technique.

In the 4th grade, for instance, specific skills essential for this discipline
(describing a character from a book/ from a movie/ an imaginary character
following a set of landmarks, recounting an imagined event based on supporting
guestions, showing interest in participating in oral interactions, showing interest in
creative writing and writing informative and functional texts, etc.) can be achieved
more easily if in different sequences of the didactic approach - such as the pre-
reading or post-reading phase of the supporting literary text, the teacher combines
the critical thinking methods with the art-language technique.

In the following, we propose several distinct applications, to demonstrate
the fact that this technique can be successfully integrated into specific activities of
other disciplines and fields.

Personal development, preparatory class

The curriculum for the Personal Development discipline centres its
competences around the development of the child's socio-emotional side and self-
knowledge. One of the objectives aims at the recognition and identification of basic
emotions (happiness, sadness, fear, anger, etc.) in correlation with lived life
experiences (MEN, 2013: 7).

It has been frequently observed that the use of photographs to analyse and
identify basic and complex emotions is a practice often used in various activities,
including studies that aim to investigate the level of empathy by recognizing the
emotions expressed by a human figure in a two-dimensional visual material
(Olszanowski et al., 2015; Lu, et al., 2016; Dores et al., 2020).

But also, through the art-language technique, students can identify emotional
states of different characters, comment on their facial expressions and even make
associations between specific emotions described through the artistic language and
their own emotions. Moreover, by analysing the tones and shades in a plastic work,
the teacher can request the symbolic association of some colours with different
emotions. Students' attention can be directed towards certain suggestive plastic
elements (accessories, interior design objects, pieces of domestic furniture), due to
which the analysis of the character's posture or facial expression can be optimized.

Of course, the discussion of the emotions experienced by the human
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characters in different circumstances can be replaced by the commentary on the
emotions attributed by some modern or avant-garde artists to natural elements
(vegetables, animals, minerals):

P
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Pablo Picasso "~ Ferdinand Hodler

Crying women (1937) Emotion (1900)

Carravaggio René Magritte
Boy bitten by a lizard (1594) The Taste of Tears (1946)

History, 4th grade

The recommended curriculum based on the History School Curriculum for
the 4th grade (2014) leaves room for an integrated approach to the contents and
provides the application of simple source analysis procedures to identify various
information about the past, as well as the formation of the competence to express
one's own ideas regarding the value/importance of significant events in
personal/local/national/European history (2014, p. 5), in order to acquire a broad
spectrum of knowledge related to events from the near or distant past, on various
topics, such as the documentation of sources history, family, native space, peoples
of yesterday and today.

The use of illustrated materials of various types to facilitate children's
representation of milestones in the evolution of various cultures and peoples
belongs, for some time, to the usual teaching practice for many history teachers. The
school textbooks for this discipline provide, moreover, a generous palette of visual
or multimodal resources, from maps, hybrid schemes and plans to photographs
containing castles, ruins and other historical vestiges or illustrations of heritage
assets. For additional attractiveness of didactic activities in which it is considered to
stimulate children’s interest in crucial events from the local, national or international
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past and even rely on shaping a historical consciousness (be it in an early form), we
also suggest the use in appropriate contexts of the art-language technique. This can
become a key part of the didactic strategy that facilitates, for example, the
development and increasing of a competence centred on the recognition of people's
concern for reporting time and space (2014, p. 4), aiming at the training of the
ability to perceive and analyse evidence of the existence of past civilizations.

The success of the applicability of the art-language technique is conditioned
by the teacher directing the students' attention to the observation of the key elements
of the works specific to the time and space to which they refer. Initiation into the
knowledge of the past can be carried out against the background of familiarization
with the cultural elements of the main European countries and regions, identifying
components rendered by artists who channelled their effort in order to create an
original representation, although carefully documented, of moments with socio-
historical stakes and major ethno-identity. Similarly, fixing some contents related to
Culture and heritage — for instance, monasteries, historic houses and streets,
representative  monuments of ethnic communities, historical places in the
community, etc. — can benefit from more visual appeal using the art-language. The
teacher can also ask the students to compare artistic representations of landmark
spaces made in different époques or regions:

Theodor Pallady Ion Tuculescu
Targoviste Monastery Bell Tower (1930) Daphne Monastrey (1931)

S— e
AT

Mikhail Nesterov ' Konstantin Yuon
By a Monastery Entrance (1925) The Troitse-Sergiyev Monastery in winter (1910)
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Civic Education, 4th grade

The Civic Education discipline offers teachers sufficient content/thematic
possibilities for the application of interdisciplinary techniques, such as art-language.
Competences 1.2. Identification of relevant elements for belonging to different
communities (local, national, European) (MEN, 2014, p. 5) and 3.3. Participation
In projects with moral-civic content, within the class, school or local community
(MEN, 2015, p. 8) refer for instance to contents such as belonging to groups, native
space, local traditions or other elements specific to national culture.

In accordance with the theme of the need to belong to groups, many works
that have family, childhood, games and play, spending free time as their subject can
be exploited. The teacher can organize them into series that contribute, for instance,
to increasing awareness — either of the importance of a core character (mother,
father, child), or of the roles associated with each one within the family.

The success of teaching-learning activities, studying or consolidating some
contents associated with the skills mentioned above can be ensured if the series of
artistic representations proposed to the students contains numerous elements of
visual elements/ props that the children can compare with those in the universe they
are familiar with. Of course, not even the major differences between yesterday's or
today's scenes transformed into real rituals (family or community) would leave them
indifferent.

The art-language technique could be followed by literary or even artistic
creativity exercises; after selecting and commenting on some of the canonical
representations proposed to the children, the teacher can ask them to represent their
own family, in a pose they think is emblematic:

Pietro Longhi
Venetian Family (1760-1765)
- » D I

John Singleton Copley
The Copley Family (1776)
Pl :

Henri Matisse Niko Pirosmani
The Family of the Artist (1911) Family Feast (1907)
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4. Conclusions

Although it requires a certain effort from the teacher (forced by the specifics
of this didactic resource to document meta-artistically and even to develop art critic
skills), the art-language technique has undoubted qualities and advantages, which
make it suitable for a wide range of didactic activities subsumed under the various
subjects of the curricula for each schooling level.

Applied in the right and responsible way, it facilitates communication,
personal expression and active listening; ensures each member of the group a certain
comfort of expressing their own perspective regarding the theme/topic of debate;
considerably increases the critical spirit, the ability to reflect on some themes
reflected artistically; stimulates artistic taste or aesthetic sensitivity; develops
cultural competence and increases interest in the variety of artistic discourses
specific to several eras, currents, schools, etc.

Finally, the art-language technique allows us to notice and briefly comment
on how knowledge has evolved in multiple fields. By offering students the implicit
or explicit possibility to make connections between different historical, psycho-
social and cultural realities and their own universe, this technique could very well
be integrated into curricular or extra-curricular activities with an inter- and even
multidisciplinary goal.
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