
As teachers we try to participate in the process of empowering people to be
the artists they are. […] As artists we work every day. We make our own lives
every day; we care for our family every day. It is hard daily work, this cre-
ative process. But it is also greater than personal. We are asked to care for
others as well – helping them to create their lives as we were helped.

– Corita Kent1

Teaching and learning are intimately connected to and through the notion of care.
Just like the interpersonal binary of teacher and learner, which is folded into the
larger concept of education, the notion of care too is fundamentally twofold. Care
comprises caring for something or someone and caring about something or some-
one.2 With regard to the teaching-learning binary, “caring for” relates mainly to
the work of the teacher, while “caring about” relates to the work of the pupil. So-
ciety entrusts teachers with care for pupils of all ages. In an educational setting,
caring for is associated with safekeeping, fostering, developing, and inspiring. It
is also a spatial concept, as pupils are in or under care in a designated place, such
as a school or university. Caring about, on the other hand, is what pupils learn to
do. A teacher’s main goal and ideal achievement is to make her pupils care about
the world and everything in it: words, things, plants, animals, people, languages,
art, science, philosophy, religion, etc. Without instilling care, teaching will remain
futile, because without care, knowledge won’t stick. Anyone engaged in any kind
of teaching sooner or later realizes that good teaching must somehow balance car-
ing for and caring about and ideally resolve the two into a collaborative “caring
with,” as recent voices in philosophy of education describe the democratic, re-
spectful, and empathic relation between teachers and learners.3 How to achieve
“caring about” has informed educational theory from its very beginnings, as a
brief look into the history of pedagogy illustrates.
    In the preface to his Orbis Pictus, a primer in Latin and vernacular German
published in Nuremberg in 1658 (the English version was entitled The Visible
World in Pictures), the Czech philosopher and educator John Amos Comenius
writes that the most important goal of the book is to help make school a joyful
experience instead of an agonizing one. The addressing of the fact that learning
can indeed be agonizing, boring, or pointless when done carelessly, distinguishes
early pedagogical theories from other theories of knowledge transmission. The joy-
ful aspect of Comenius’s new method of language learning lies in its matching of
Latin words with pictures of everyday things and phenomena – from leaves and
birds to birth, death, and religion. Comenius aimed to capture children’s imagina-
tions by offering them a way of learning through direct experience of and sensorial

191190

to mind is to care

TEACHING 
BY HEART 

CARE, EDUCATION, AND ART

.
ann-sophie lehmann

& 
frederiek bennema

Ann-Sophie Lehmann studied at the University of Vienna and Utrecht University, where
she received her PhD in 2004 and worked in the Department of Media & Culture Studies
until 2014. Since 2015, she has held the Chair of Art History & Material Culture at the
University of Groningen, where she researches how materials, tools, and practices partake
in the meaning-making of art and studies the history and theory of material education.

Frederiek Bennema studied art history in Groningen and is a lecturer in art and design
theory at Minerva Art Academy in Groningen and a PhD candidate at the University of
Groningen, where she is working on a project involving a dialogical and participatory
approach to higher arts education. Her research concerns the development of an ecological
arts pedagogy. She regularly presents at conferences and has published in the Dutch journal
“Boekman.”



engagement with the world around them. Pictures were only part of this new ed-
ucational program. He also encouraged schools to collect real objects, so that chil-
dren could experience those things they would not encounter in their everyday
surroundings. In this way, each school would become a "school of things." The
Orbis Pictus also invites children to imitate animal sounds as a way of learning
the alphabet, and to draw and paint to train their manual and intellectual skills.
In fact, Comenius’s whole pedagogy is grounded in the practice of making. In his
educational theory, he frequently compares the processes of learning and teaching
to the arts of painting, woodworking, and gardening, impressing on his readers
the necessity of learning whatever needs to be learned by actually doing it. Paint-
ing appears to be Comenius’s favorite metaphor: a good teacher, he writes, fills
children’s minds with colorful pictures as a painter fills an empty canvas, and pre-
pares his lessons with care just as a painter primes a canvas, makes a preparatory
sketch, sets up a palette and uses a clean set of brushes. In stating, finally, that
“through making we make ourselves,” Comenius expands the metaphor of making
to include with personal growth and developing an ethical conscience.4 In Come-
nius’s theories and methods, the art of making thus connects education and care.
Comenius was not the only avant-garde pedagogue who linked education, ethics,
and creativity. Such a relation, in fact, can be traced throughout the seventeenth
century, when after the disastrous Thirty Years’ War education was employed as a
persuasive medium to reconnect countries and people. In Germany, for instance,
Erhard Weigel, a professor of mathematics in Jena, published a short treatise ar-
guing for a school of joyful education in the arts and virtues (Kurtzer Entwurff
der freudigen Kunst- und Tugend-Lehr [Jena, 1682]). Its subtitle emphasizes that
this new way of learning uses “no force, only joy.”5 The didactic methods Weigel
describes in the book appear strikingly modern in their straightforwardness and
creativity: bake an alphabet out of bread dough with the children; take them out-
doors and have them collect natural and artificial objects and then let them sort
their findings using all their senses; build wooden and cardboard models of archi-
tectural structures and planets with them. For language learning, Weigel explains
that memorizing vocabulary words works best when done with an active mind
and body. To this purpose, he describes a “hover class” (Schwebe-Klasse): a class-
room with swings, which connects motion and memorization, a design he seems
to have employed in his own school in Jena. Weigel did not reserve the arts for
primary education. In an earlier book on the ontology of art, craft, and technology,
he had proposed introducing practical education into university curricula, because
knowledge about making things, he explained – regardless of their origins in the
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to know how things are made and because making something with one’s hands
would promote well-being in body and soul.
    All three authors discussed here – Comenius, Weigel and Locke – assert that a
careful, joyful education is produced through creative practices and that these
practices, in turn, benefit mind-body harmony. Such educational ideals are usually
associated with the Age of Enlightenment. But as we have seen they were not
invented in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Émile, ou De l’éducation (1762), Johann
Pestalozzi’s Wie Gertrude ihre Kinder lehrt (1801), or Friedrich Froebel’s
Menschenerziehung (1826). Rather, these authors reintroduced and expanded upon
them in their influential texts, giving them a more lasting impact and greater
visibility. By the end of the eighteenth century, schools and kindergartens had been
established with a view to general education, in which Pestalozzi’s famous triad,
“head, heart and hands” – or, to use more contemporary terms, intellect, ethics, and
practical skills – were to be developed in harmony. Half a century later, John Ruskin
conceived of a holistic educational scheme that aspired to much the same goal and
also resembled John Locke’s earlier ideas with regard to the role of craft practices in
education: “every youth in the state – from the King’s son downwards, – should
learn to do something finely and thoroughly with his hand, so as to let him know
what touch meant; and what stout craftsmanship meant; and to inform him of
many things besides, which no man can learn but by some severely accurate
discipline in doing.”8 Around 1900, reform pedagogy was shaped anew by Maria
Montessori, John Dewey, and others who, like their predecessors, aimed for a
holistic pedagogy. Today, movements like “maker education” again advocate the
promotion of creativity, intellect, ethics, and dexterity through the arts.9 While
social, economic, and cultural circumstances and motivations have varied greatly
from the mid-seventeenth century to the twenty-first, ideals and methods have
remained strikingly similar, down to the details. 
    Weigel’s excursions to the forest, the bread alphabet and the classroom with
swings, for instance, anticipated major milestones of reform pedagogy, such as
Pestalozzi’s Anschauungsunterricht (object lessons), Montessori’s famous sandpa-
per letters, and recent developments in embodied cognition: a “hover class” in-
stalled in 2017 at the first university for physiotherapy in the Netherlands inserts
movement into teaching in a Weigelian fashion. Comenius’s “school of things”
was mirrored one-to-one in Dewey’s ideal school. That school’s floor plan arranged
chemistry and biology laboratories and studios for the visual and performing arts
around one central space: a museum where pupils could see and handle things
they were taught about but could not observe in daily life.10 With the shift in art
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visual arts, sciences, engineering, or medicine – could not rely on textual trans-
mission alone but needed experience and experiment in order to be comprehended
and further developed.6 The polytechnics that evolved from such initiatives would
later separate different areas of expertise and eventually exclude the arts (with the
exception of design and architecture). The involvement of artistic practice and
practicing artists in the curricula and ranks of the university that Weigel pleaded
for is only occasionally realized today. 
    Whereas Comenius and Weigel were pursuing democratic ideals of education,
the last seventeenth-century example, John Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning
Education (1693) was written for the upper classes. In the tradition of Erasmus,
the book is a practical guide to child-rearing and covers far more than just teaching
methods. Locke includes advice on clothing, sleeping habits, diet (“lots of apples!”),
health, and discipline, but also on goblins (“don’t tell your children scary stories!”),
truth, trust, and punishment (“as little as possible”). When it comes to children’s
disposition towards learning, Locke advocates balancing it with pleasure, because
if the inclination to do something (like reading or making music) is taken into ac-
count, learning may be experienced just as pleasurable as play. The idea that chil-
dren should care about what they learn comes most explicitly to the fore in his
discussion of their curiosity, which, he writes, should be carefully nourished. Locke
suspects that many children become disinterested in learning because their natural
curiosity has been neglected and recommends that parents and teachers take a
child’s inquiries seriously. The metaphor he employs to impress this on potential
educators calls on their empathy: children, he writes, “are travellers newly arrived
in a strange country, of which they know nothing,” and should not be misled.
Locke begs the reader to imagine being dropped in Japan without knowing the
language and receiving no answers from the inhabitants about how things work
there. In doing so, he forges a direct relation between curiosity and care, writing
that curiosity, “the highest and most important faculty of our minds, deserves the
greatest care and attention in cultivating it.”7 Towards the end of the book, Locke
turns to more concrete aspects of teaching, including educational games. Probably
with Comenius at the back of his mind, he writes that learning Latin vocabulary
is made easier when the words are related to the children’s environment and the
plants, fruits, and trees in it. In this way, useful knowledge is generated as a side
effect of tedious memorization. Picking up yet another idea that had been advo-
cated by other educational theorists, Locke advises that a gentleman should learn
a trade, preferably something creative like husbandry or painting. This would ob-
viously not be for the purpose of becoming a crafts person but because one ought
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education from rigid academic doctrine to the integration of arts and crafts shortly
after 1900, such methods moved from children’s into adult education. Weigel, we
remember, had children collect materials outdoors and then sort and describe them.
Froebel describes an identical exercise in which children developed their cognitive
capacities by collecting, sorting and combining pebbles, scraps of paper, pieces of
wood, straws or grains of sand.11 John Ruskin’s philosophy of art education relied
on what he called “the law of help” – the conviction that small things and big
things supported one another and that therefore, “If you can paint one leaf, you
can paint the world.”12 After the famous Bauhaus art school was established in
1919, Johannes Itten developed a preliminary course with Gertrud Grunow in order
to create common ground for the diverse student population and forge them into
a tight-knit community. Here, too, materials were at the center of the undertak-
ing.13 The famous Vorkurs combined physical exercises to loosen body and mind
with Materialstudien, for which Itten would send his students out into the streets,
kitchens and workshops of Weimar to collect all the abandoned materials they
could lay their hands on. Back in class, they would sort their findings, make as-
semblages out of them, draw and photograph these, and identify them blindfolded
to train their sense of touch. Thus their minds, eyes, and hands were taught
through materials. By the end of the Vorkurs, Itten writes, he could make out the
“material persona” of each student and advise heron which workshop (metal,
weaving, woodworking, etc.) would best suit her creative capacities. László Mo-
holy-Nagy, who took over from Itten in 1923, criticized paradigmatic educational
models as “sectional” and summarized the essence of Bauhaus pedagogy as inter-
sectional and holistic, citing Froebel and Montessori as sources of inspiration. The
Vorkurs, he stated, returned art education to explorative childhood, so that the in-
herently human talent “to give form to one’s experiences in any material” could
be recuperated.14 Like the tradition it tapped into, Bauhaus pedagogy aimed to
make students care about and eventually shape the environment in which they
lived through pointing out the potential power of the seemingly insignificant. A
Bauhaus student could create an entire world out of a leaf, a piece of string, or a
scrap of paper (Fig. 2).
    Reform pedagogy, it can be concluded, is not so much a change agent but a
regularly reemerging phenomenon that aims to push education back into balance.
But why is this necessary, and why is education constantly under threat of be-
coming careless, agonizing, or just plain boring (as Comenius and others had al-
ready observed in the seventeenth century) and in need of being reformed back to
its better self? The answer is as follows. Good teaching addresses body and mind,
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about through designing or making art in relation to particular places and the
people who live there.18 This practice is termed an “ecological arts pedagogy”; the
term is based on the notion of ecological learning, to which David A. Greenwood’s
concept of a “critical pedagogy of place” has been added.19 This critical pedagogy
encourages “teachers and students ... to pursue the kind of social action that im-
proves the social and ecological life of places, near and far, now and in the fu-
ture.”20 In the ecological arts pedagogy being developed here, the learning
environment in its entirety is viewed as an ecology. Its affordances – not only nat-
ural and material but also social, as described by James J. Gibson and by Erik
Rietveld and Julian Kiverstein – are explored by individual students and student
groups through making art.21 In an ecological arts pedagogy, art students work
from affordances and incorporate possible values and meanings into their artistic
processes. They find their roles in a new community as artists and designers by
developing a caring attitude for the environment, each other, and their own work.
How is this achieved, and how does an ecological arts pedagogy invite art students
to care? How does their care affect people in the environment? And last but not
least, what is the role of the teacher in an ecological arts pedagogy?
    At the core of ecological arts pedagogy lies the dualist notion of care introduced
at the beginning of this chapter, which forms an explicit part of the specific edu-
cational setup: “the dual meaning of care in terms of caring for someone (carrying
out caring work) and caring about someone (having caring feelings).”22 While car-
rying out caring work was part of the course, it was not based on transactions of
labor. Students did not turn into social workers providing a sympathetic ear or
artists trading works for cups of tea. However, the actions of everyone involved –
organizing an event, buying lunches, providing a kitchen as a central meeting
space – nurtured a way of “caring about” that helped the students discover the af-
fordances of their temporary habitat. Caring became an empathetic process as well
as a reflexive one, informed by listening, paying attention, taking time for things
to evolve, and being sensitive to the environment. 
    This type of care is assumed to be intrinsic in ecological arts pedagogy, but it
needs to be triggered and developed first, and doing so is typically the task of a
teacher. According to Gibson, values and meanings of things in the environment
are external and can be perceived.23 By taking on a curatorial role, the teacher
points out affordances to students and helps them to become perceptive to “caring
about.” “Curating” stems from the Latin word cura, meaning “care, concern or
trouble,” and teaching as curating corresponds to the origin of the word “curator”
in two ways. While her work also entails curating in the well-known sense, the
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art and science, and takes place inside and outside the classroom, in culture and
nature. Such teaching however demands care, time, space, people – in short,
money. It is therefore a risky business in economic terms, yet in the words of ed-
ucational theorist Gert Biesta, it is a vital and “beautiful risk.”15 If this risk is not
taken, education is threatens to become bloodless. But because education does not
produce commodities quickly and its economic impact is less visible than that of
material, governments tend to take the beautiful risk only in times when means
are plentiful. Most of the time, the risk is not taken at all. The current norm, for
instance, is mostly formed by output-directed forms of teaching that predomi-
nantly address the mind, and allow for a streamlined assessment of so-called learn-
ing outcomes. Visits to the forest, baking bread, having swings in classrooms, and
making art are pushed to the margins as expendable extras. When economic con-
siderations put pressure on the ruling paradigm, those margins are easily cut off
entirely.16 After a while, when teaching has become unbearably dire and boring,
care and creativity are rediscovered as if they had never been there before, and
what has been stored in the collective memory of educators since Comenius (and
maybe ever since people have engaged in teaching) is revived once again. 
    Such is the cyclical movement that explains the regular recurrence of the call
for a better, more careful, and more imaginative education. Art schools are sanc-
tuaries where such education is kept alive and hibernates. Corita Kent (1918–1986),
a nun, pop artist and art teacher at Immaculate Heart College in Hollywood, was
an exemplary keeper of the philosophy of a holistic art education. Like Johannes
Itten and others before him, she infused teaching with ethics, yet in such a playful
and creative way that it never turned into doctrine. In her posthumously published
book Learning by Heart (1992), she outlines a holistic art pedagogy in which care
and art are connected through making, in student-teacher relations, and in the
work of art itself. Her silkscreen print Handle with Care shifts the familiar message
printed on packaging from fragile objects to people, suggesting that they are in
far greater need of being handled carefully (see Fig. 1).17 Today, art education as
a form of caring, or, in Kent’s words, as “helping [others] to create their lives as
we were helped,” is being explored and developed yet again, as the example in
the following paragraph shows.

an ecological arts pedagogy of care

Minerva Art Academy in Groningen is currently developing a contemporary edu-
cational practice in which art and design students learn how to care for and care
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curatorial teacher should not be confused with the alleged powerhouse at the top
of the art-world food chain. This curator is engaged in the “extremely problematic
undertaking between the assumed position of power with respect to the artist …
on the one hand and the social function of the establishment of values on the
other.”24 The curatorial practice of a teacher in ecological arts pedagogy, on the
other hand, is far more rooted in the function of being a safe keeper of things.
During the course at Minerva Art Academy, the teacher curated artistic processes
by supplying resources and tools, scouting a location, setting up a network, and
doing the very practical job of providing transportation. In consequence, “caring
for” the students also made the teacher “care about” the students, the participants
and the surroundings. This entailed a genuine interest and open-mindedness to-
wards the worldviews of the students and their fascinations, imaginations and
artistic practices, as well as towards the people who lived in the place where the
students were learning how to care. The teacher felt, at times, not unlike a curatus,
a medieval priest who was devoted to the care (or cura) of souls. She and the stu-
dents “cared with.”
    The “ecological arts pedagogy of care” took shape in the villages of Hongerige
Wolf and Westerwijtwerd, both located northeast of Groningen, the Netherlands.25

In each village, a group of around six students with different areas of expertise
(design, fine art, art education) and from different cultural backgrounds worked
in and with the community. The brief merely stated that the course would take
place in a small village – their temporary studio – and that there would be a social
aspect to it: students were to establish a dialogue with the inhabitants of the village
through their artistic practice. Thus, through a conversation with local people, the
students weaved their work into the physical and social context. As a result, they
became socially responsible actors as well as caretakers of their own artistic
process. What happened specifically? Though geographically close to the art acad-
emy, Westerwijtwerd is small and isolated, a rural microcosm that could not differ
more radically from student life at the academy. To create a neutral ground where
the project could start, the teacher scouted a place right at the heart of the social
fabric of the village. The so-called Huiskamercafé (living room café) is no ordinary
public space. It was established in the early nineteenth century in someone’s actual
living room and has been in and out of business ever since. After the previous
owner moved to a home for the elderly, it closed down for a while and was recently
revived by a young couple.26

    Once a week, the students and their teacher travelled to Westerwijtwerd by car,
usually on Fridays. From this schedule, a rhythmic structure of meetings, lunches,
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and discussions developed that differed radically from lessons at the academy. The
students were temporarily removed from their familiar ecosystem and placed in a
completely different one. The continuous switching challenged their artistic
processes. Life in Westerwijtwerd moved more slowly than at the academy. The
kitchen – and, once the weather got warmer, the garden of the living room café –
became the hub from which the rhythm was paced and the structure took shape.
The day would start with coffee and tea and casual conversation, which would
segue into discussions of observations, ideas, and plans for concrete works. Then
the group would split up, some students going off to appointments with local res-
idents, others to try their luck knocking on doors or talking to people in the streets.
The students returned to the Huiskamercafé for lunch and reflected on their expe-
riences. Then came another session of encounters in the village, and after a last
cup of tea, everyone headed back to the city. The first encounters resulted in stu-
dents joining in with social activities already taking place in the village: workshops
in flower arranging and flowerpot painting.
    Most students had little prior knowledge of socially engaged art; this process-
based and participative way of working was entirely new to them. Their training
as interior designers, photographers, illustrators and so on had given them partic-
ular tools, which they fitted to the affordances of the environment. The resulting
encounters – for instance, between a camera and a pet owned by one of the in-
habitants – helped them to render the meanings and values of things in the village
visible. And so they eventually started to care about those things and the inhabi-
tants who were attached to them. At the same time, being confronted with un-
comfortable situations and discovering unfamiliar sides to their artistic practice
gave them opportunities to reflect on their positions as artists and designers, and
also as students. In an atmosphere of togetherness provided by the Huiskamercafé,
they developed their own form of peer review all by themselves through discussing
each other’s processes, projects, and roles in the two professional worlds they now
inhabited: the academy and the village.
    In trusting that the students would find their way in the village and create their
own path due to the appeal of a new social reality, the teacher supported them
with resources and a dialogic approach instead of telling them explicitly what to
do and how to do it. The teacher thus performed the role of a curator who gave
students the responsibility of acting as they saw fit. The importance of not impos-
ing the teacher’s intentionality on the students, on the basis of care for their in-
tentions, is reflected in how feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray describes
educational relationships: 
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Fig 1. Corita Kent, Handle with Care, 1967, 58.4 x 88.9 cm, Screenprint on Paper Collection
UCLA Grunwald Center for the Graphic Arts, Hammer Museum. Corita Kent Bequest.



Listening to the one whom we are teaching is also a means to educate them
about the fact that the truth of each one crosses the path of the other, and
that the matter then is both one of opening to the other, of listening to his
or her truth, and of being faithful to one’s own truth.27

The teacher did not know how the students should weave their artistic practice
into the social fabric of the community, nor did the students possess the truth
about the reality of Westerwijtwerd. However, it was essential for all parties to
recognize this subjectivity and postpone any judgments. During the home visits,
street encounters and café meetings, the students had to acknowledge the differ-
ences they came across in order to be able to care “each time about the otherness
of the other.”28 An issue frequently discovered and discussed was the barrier be-
tween inhabitants who had been born into the community and so-called “imports”
who had moved to the village from other parts of the Netherlands. Demographic
shrinkage was also discussed. Yet neither issue was approached as a problem to
be solved, nor was art employed to offer solutions. By listening “to the way in
which the other envisions and constructs their truth,” the students simply uncov-
ered and sometimes redefined the roles villagers took on within the community
by drawing new connections through their projects.
    Such defining and redefining only became possible through students’ starting
to care about the people they encountered. In the course of discovering what those
people, in turn, cared about, the students drew up an agenda of issues they wanted
to address, habits they wished to question, and stories they had heard and wanted
to pass on. In doing so, they not only investigated their position in Westerwijtwerd
but also specified their role as artists and designers through a dialogic approach.
As opposed to taking a position or having a point of view, engaging in dialogue
entails taking a moral stance towards the environment and the people in it. A di-
alogue provokes a reaction and invites the conversation partner to redefine his or
her role or take on a new one. The instigator responds in turn by fine-tuning her
role, for instance through artistic practice. Whether it was through a medium like
drawing or photography, a topic they were working on, or merely an attitude, the
students learned that they could rely on their artistic practice in a foreign envi-
ronment. Being a student from an art academy and bringing along a camera or a
sketchbook and drawing supplies resulted in a different encounter with a villager
than merely having a cup of tea with them and listening to a story would have. It
created the expectation that something new might arise from the conversation.
Through the interweaving of making with talking and listening, the student’s artis-
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Fig 2. Anonyme Materialstudie, Textilfachschule Zurich 1945, in
Johannes Itten, Mein Vorkurs am Bauhaus, Ravensburg 1963.



tic practice became an extension of his or her voice and ears. In some cases, it be-
came a tool for transformation, enabling students to express what they cared
about. 
    A beautiful example is the work of a student named Renee, who often visited
an elderly carpenter who had been declared unfit for work due to an accident and
lived somewhat in isolation. The two had tea together, and Renee made drawings.
She then designed a custom postcard service, nudging the carpenter carefully into
social activity. Inspired by a particular conversation, Renee drew the carpenter’s
pet parrot on a postcard and then asked him to name someone in the village he
would not normally speak to and would like to send a message to. She wrote
“Happy Easter” on the back of the postcard and delivered it. The receiver, a tough-
looking man covered in tattoos who lived a few houses down the street, was
moved. “Wow, I didn’t know he had a parrot,” he remarked. “I used to have one as
well.” “Happy Easter” was merely a cover for the real message transmitted through
the drawing. Led by her caring-about, Renee translated a conversation into a proj-
ect which brought two worlds together, very much in line with Irigaray’s caution
to not only listen to words “but also to the linguistic and cultural context in which
they take place, to the world that they compose and construct.”29 The postcard of-
fered the two men, at least briefly, a new perspective on their environment and
each other (Fig. 3, 4).
    Another project that redefined the roles of the student and the participants and
forged new connections was a “go fish” card game about mortality, death and fu-
neral rituals. Valerie, an interior architecture student, had a special interest in the
subject. After establishing a network of Westerwijtwerd residents with very dif-
ferent views on the subject, she asked them to take photos of things in their per-
sonal environments that for them were connected to loss and mourning. She
handed out disposable cameras and a questionnaire in order to document the proj-
ect. Not only the picture-taking but also the delivery and collection of the cameras
and discussion of the photos led to dialogues in which big questions like how to
come to terms with mortality became accessible through pictures of apparently
small or insignificant things: a flowerbed, a bench, a dead bird. Being of a very
private nature, these conversations initially took place only between the student
and individual participants. To create a space for the participants to share their
views with each other, Valerie then created the card game using the material she
had acquired during the process. When the game was finally presented to the par-
ticipants in the Huiskamercafé, people ended up talking to each other about life
and death instead of playing the game by the rules.
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Fig 3. Classroom with Swings, SOMT University of Physiotherapy,
Amersfoort, 2018. Image by Jeroen Jeneson.



    The course in Westerwijtwerd resulted in participative and partly co-creative
works that made an impact on social relations in the village and among the stu-
dents. The values and meanings in the village’s ecology became affordances to
start conversations. These, in turn, shaped the projects in which locals took part.
Students only discovered what to care about by acknowledging the often rather
radical otherness of those they encountered. The dialogues conducted through
artistic practices were brought about by small interventions, like drinking tea,
painting flowerpots, or drawing on a postcard. However, the small things produced
in and through this ecological arts pedagogy provided the students and villagers
with new perspectives on what it means to be old, to be lonely, and to belong in
a place.

teaching by heart

As the 2010s draw to a close, the plea for a reconnection of education, care, and
art echoes once again in educational philosophies, and its long legacy is recuper-
ated in attempts to develop ecologically aware pedagogies that honor the impact
of the apparently small. Tim Ingold, for instance, whose writings abundantly ref-
erence his personal, engaged teaching practices (e.g., taking his students out to
collect objects, build kites and weave baskets, very much in the tradition of those
educators discussed here), ponders in his recent book Anthropology and/as Edu-
cation the relationship between the environment, education and care: 

If education is about caring for the world we live in, and for its multiple
human and non-human inhabitants, then it is not so much about under-
standing them as it is about restoring them to presence, so that we can at-
tend and respond to what they have to say.30

Artists, Ingold writes, are best equipped to achieve such a “restoring to presence.”
Indeed, art – as this brief review of the relation between reform pedagogy and art
education and its contemporary manifestations has tried to show – comes to the
fore as the third party that intervenes in the binary relation that characterizes care
as well as education. While the binaries of caring and education (caring for/caring
about, teacher/learner) are necessarily laden with responsibility and duty, art has
been acting as a light-footed mediator between them since Comenius and Weigel.
And because art, unlike the binaries, does not demand a symmetrical relation, it
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Fig 4. The former carpenter with his parrot. Image by Valerie Smalen.
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can expand care to include small things, like leaves, bread letters, and swings –all
of which, according to Ruskin, the Bauhaus and Corita Kent, have the potential to
include the entire world. Minimal material interventions, which can be open-
ended, ephemeral, funny or upsetting, have a curious power to make people care
about their environment and the things in it. For a while now, socially engaged
art has created space for art to become an explicit form of caring.31 To learn or to
teach others how to make something called “socially engaged art,” is a tall order,
however. But when art education mobilizes the power of the small along with its
own process-based and ephemeral characteristics, it can lower thresholds and allow
students to investigate their potential roles as care-full artists in society. Such ed-
ucation – as the cyclical return of reform pedagogy shows – can only become real
through continuous reinvention. There is no blueprint method for it except for
doing and repeating. In learning and teaching others how to make art, care helps
to establish a meaningful environment for artistic practice. Art affords caring-
about and draws new lines between formerly unrelated entities. Artworks and the
processes that shape them act as go-betweens and help materialize emotions and
things unsaid or unseen. A photograph of an empty bench, a parrot on a postcard,
an alphabet made of bread dough, a drawing of a leaf: they all connect pedagogies
of care through the ages, through the apparently careless effort of art.
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