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Abstract 

There exists little formal Art Education research that is concerned with the role visual 

culture plays as boys develop their concepts of masculinity.  In suggesting ways this 

oversight might be addressed, this paper summarises briefly the emergence of 

masculinity as an educational concern, and utilises findings from an ethnographic study 

to situate Art Education within this discourse by arguing its curriculum is serendipitously 

an exemplar of boy-friendly curriculum.  Visual culture pedagogy is discussed as a 

possible mechanism for engaging boys in the process of exploring a range of 

masculinities, supported by evidence from a large non-art national project that highlights 

visual culture‟s ability to engage and motivate boys in learning. The paper argues that 

emerging visual culture pedagogy in Art Education mirrors the type of curriculum boys 

believe helps them develop fair and equitable masculinities.  
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This paper will make the point that boys‟ development of concepts of masculinity is 

centred within the boy-culture they occupy in schools, that the visual plays a significant 

role within that culture, and because of this art education is a rich site for understanding 

boys‟ explorations of masculinity.  While feminist discussion has made a rich, valuable 

and lasting impact on Art Education, there exists no significant legacy of masculinity-

specific research relevant to our subject.  For this reason a component of the following 

discussion will, of necessity, occur in areas somewhat removed from Art Education, such 

as “mainstream” sociological discourses in gender, non-art government projects, and 

research concerning boys‟ relationships with each other, their school and broader 

interpretations of  curricular in which they engage. However each of these areas of 

discussion is highly relevant to Art Education; they begin the process of establishing a 

rationale for including masculinity as a topic of discussion within our subject, and offer 

evidence concerning the potential role our subject has in helping boys explore, build, 

police and inhabit their various masculinities 

 

Masculinity and Education 

 It is difficult to discuss the phenomenon of boys, masculinity and visual culture 

without first acknowledging the rich academic context within which the wider 

“masculinity discourse” is situated.  This foundation includes the enormous scholarship 

of those who have explored gender issues from psychological, psychiatric, sociological, 

historical and educational perspectives.  The nature of masculinity has been a topic of 

conversation for decades, incorporating descriptions such as its most essential (sexual) 

structure (Terman & Miles, 1936), its role in socialisation (Bem, 1974), the behaviours 
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and characteristics associated with being masculine (Brannon, 1976), the attitudes 

associated with masculinity (Collins, 1974), multi-faceted political machinations of 

masculinity (Messner, 1997), through to explorations of masculinity as a socially 

constructed phenomenon capable of re-invention (Connell, 1987, 1995, 2000).  The 

legacy of these decades of research was a complex, often polarised landscape of 

“masculinity terrains” (Messner, 1997), within which boy-specific research proved 

problematic due to conflicting agendas, essentialist politics, and difficulty accepting that 

boys in schools were not simply a younger version of men in society (Imms, 1997b).   

Historically, boys‟ issues were poorly addressed in educational research, or at least 

this was generally so until the late 1990s.  Before this, boys were represented as part of a 

wider sociological discussion on gender, but invariably as attendant information within 

the examination of girls‟ experiences in schools.  Boys were mostly referenced in terms 

of how their shortcomings impacted equity issues for girls (Kenway, 1995).  On the 

occasions that boys were discussed separately they were mostly treated as a monolithic 

category with a singular masculinity ascribed to them as a group (Imms, 2000a; Jackson 

& Salisbury, 1996).  It was rare to find any research or discussion about boys that was not 

negative, unduly categorical, or based on the presumption of a singular, hegemonic 

masculinity (West, 2000).  Around this time masculinity discussion appeared to be the 

domain of the sociological theorist with a penchant for the grand narrative; within this 

construct it was femininity which was oppressed, masculinity the oppressor (see, for 

instance Brannon, 1976), and the individual was rarely acknowledged.  As a result boys 

in schools, that is men in the making, were mostly deemed guilty of oppressive practices, 

sometimes simply by association, but also proved to be so through carefully scripted 
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literature (Gray, 1987; Jordan, 1995; Reay, 1990; Skelton, 1996, 1997, 2001; Walker, 

1988).   

As both a male and a teacher of boys this literature had two effects on me.  The first 

was the sense of disabling guilt described so well in this context by Jackson and Salisbury 

(1996); it would seem that try as I might I was incapable of escaping the collective 

mantle of male hegemonic practice (Connell, 1995). The second was frustration that such 

accounts did not reflect the complex reality of what I had seen of boys‟ experiences in 

schools.  Many boys were certainly guilty of hegemonic practices.  But a teacher I also 

witnessed boys being oppressed by other males, girls, female teachers, and even mothers.  

I had watched them struggle against socially imposed and quite limiting stereotypes of 

masculinity. I had witnessed the trauma of boys‟ suicides driven by pressures that 

remained tragically silent. During this time I had also seen them, contrary to the 

preponderance of descriptions at that time in the literature, grow into seemingly 

egalitarian members of society. This is not so much a criticism of what the field had 

proved – there was ample evidence that many boys were not behaving well - rather what 

it had omitted to explore. Without wishing to diminish or ignore the traumas girls were 

experiencing in schools, I felt that many boys were suffering as well (albeit in ways quite 

different to girls): this was quite unreported, and these untold stories (Imms, 2004) 

carried considerable significance for gender debate in education.  By mentioning this 

omission I am  highlighting the status of masculinity debate at the turn of the last century, 

and also providing an indication of how far this discourse has travelled in the few years 

that followed.  During the 1990s gender debate in education was guided by the larger 

debate concerning social equity.  In this regard Art Education was equally guilty of 
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omission; for many years masculinity issues within this subject were not explored 

through research in spite of boys being under-represented and under-performing 

academically in this subject (Imms, 1997a).  In both art and mainstream education 

remarkably few researchers bothered to problematise this discourse‟s simplistic view of 

masculinity (Smith, 1995), or to ask boys what they felt about schooling, gender, or 

“being male” (Imms, 1998; Slade, 2002).  While even now Art Education remains 

relatively mute on this topic, towards the end of the 1990s, within the broader education 

context, this state was to change relatively quickly. 

A wave of research evolved during the late 1990s and into this century that 

problematised masculinity as a multiple construct (Connell, 2000).  In most instances not 

intended to be friendly to boys, it never-the-less unwittingly validated the legitimacy of 

boy-specific research.  From this perspective masculinity was not considered an entity 

constructed of pre-determined rules and characteristics that males wore like an overcoat, 

rather it was considered to be actively constructed and inhabited by men, influenced by 

the society within which they lived.  This approach had, in itself, a multitude of 

sometimes quite polarised discussions, ranging from the mytho-poetical (Biddulp, 1997; 

Bly, 1990; Gurian, 1998; Pollock, 1998; Tacey, 1997), to the pro-feminist (Connell, 1996; 

Hearn, 1996; Mac an Ghaill, 1996; Mills, Martino, & Lingard, 2009).  A competent 

summary of this literature (Weaver-Hightower, 2003) is in itself an indication of how 

wide spread and catholic this international conversation has become, and emphasises 

through a total lack of representation Art Education‟s ignorance of the gender impact of 

its subject on half the school population.   
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Multiple Masculinities and Education 

The concept of “multiple masculinities” at one stroke significantly broadened how 

educators looked at masculinity.  Multiple masculinities theory took us from an 

essentialist, monolithic, singular view of gender, to a pluralist, site-specific exploration of 

the machinations that happen as boys explore and develop their masculine identity (Hearn, 

1996; Mac an Ghaill, 1996).  It had four main characteristics; (1) masculinity is a 

multiple entity; (2) masculinity is co-constructed by individuals and the society in which 

they live; (3) masculinity is relational with femininity; (4) masculinity (like femininity) is 

always in a  state of change (Imms 2000, p. 159).  It was within this new framework that 

a swathe of education-relevant literature evolved; an important characteristic of this 

literature was the recognition that boys actively used school curriculum to build gender 

constructs, as opposed to the opposite (Imms, 2003b):   

Contemporary research into boys‟ schooling requires not clinical or psychological 

abstraction, but a theoretical orientation that recognises masculinity as the 

embodiment of boys‟ actions and beliefs. It demands recognition that boys inhabit a 

variety of masculinities rather than one and that boys actively negotiate individual 

interpretations of masculinity and do not passively accept their gender as a set of 

pre-determined roles…each boy‟s masculinity is unique, and his actions are 

responsible for its structure. (p. 159) 

 

This focus recognised that in every sense, boys owned their own masculinity and had the 

power to build, modify and negotiate its very structure with others.  With this ownership 

came responsibility, most importantly that of egalitarianism (Imms, 2003b).  This 

discussion had a logical progression: if boys were continually building individual 

masculinities within and influenced by the community and culture in which they lived, it 

seemed logical that researchers in education needed to gain a better understanding of the 

qualities of the interplay between those environments – that is the impact of curriculum 



 7 

on boys‟ development of masculinities.  From the mid 1990s onward the school became a 

rich site of masculinity research (Commonwealth of Australia, 2002; Connell, 1996; 

Cresswell, Rowe, & Withers, 2002; Frank, 2003; Lesko, 2000; Lillico, 2001; Martino & 

Berrill, 2003; Martino, Kehler, & Weaver-Hightower, in press; Mills, et al., 2009; Mills, 

Martino, & Lingard, in press; van Houtte, 2004), but with a few exceptions (Imms, 2003c, 

2004, 2006; Kelly, 2001; Martino & Berrill, 2003; Martino & Meyen, 2002; Martino & 

Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2001, 2003, 2005; Mills, et al., in press; Nilan, 2000; O'Donoghue, 

2006).  There has been less attention given to the obviously co-related topic of the “boy-

cultures” built by boys within, and influenced by, those institutions. This is a significant 

void as there is an obvious and important link between the personal culture a boy inhabits 

and the active, ongoing, never ending construction of his masculinity. What do we know 

of boy-cultures as they exist in schools?  

 

Masculinity and Boy-cultures 

During the late 1990s I interviewed many boys in schools intending to establish an 

Art Education perspective on this topic, but found a lack of antecedent data necessitated 

first building an understanding of the ways boys perceived, negotiated and inhabited the 

range of masculinities within their culture  (Imms, 2003b).  One significant  research 

project was ethnographic in nature, conducted over a full year through a “participant-as-

observer” model (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). This included informal and formal 

observations in as many school sites as possible, many dozens of informal interviews, and 

approximately forty formal interviews with boys aged between thirteen and eighteen 

(grades 7 to 12), teachers and school administrators.  The “multiple masculinities” 
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theoretical structure described in the previous section was used as a lens for all data 

collection, and was intended to gain in-depth participant views on masculinity, and 

explore the overlap between gender identity formation and the school curriculum.  While 

not random, a representative sample of art and non art participants were selected through 

“convenience” and “snowball” sampling processes (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993).  There 

slowly evolved from boys‟ responses two models that I feel now inform the further 

investigations of visual culture and art education. The first model (Figure 1) summarised 

how boys in the school of this study identified a range of masculinities, and how they 

moved between them; not in a hierarchical sense, but as part of the practice of negotiating 

masculinities while conforming to the mores of their complex boy-culture (Imms, 2008a).  

With this established, it was possible to begin the process of exploring how Art Education 

assisted (or hindered) boys‟ negotiation of these masculinities.  Again, with little previous 

research to draw upon this first required an understanding of what boys believed to be the 

qualities of curriculum that allowed them choice, protection and guidance when 

negotiating gender beliefs.  The second model (Figure 2) described the type of curriculum 

boys said optimised their social, emotional and academic well-being, something I 

eventually termed “boy-friendly curriculum” and which was later favourably compared to 

the predominant Art Education curriculum at that time, Discipline-based Art Education 

(Imms, 2003d). 

Developing models from ethnographic data is problematic but useful if used 

cautiously as lenses for discussion.  The first model opens space for situating visual 

culture within the masculinity negotiations boys conduct with each other.  The second 

model allows a view of how this might be done. It will be these two issues that will be 
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discussed throughout the remainder of this paper.  Of necessity, this will be a brief 

overview, but those interested in greater detail might like to access two publications;  

Imms (2008) for the former, and Imms (2006) for the latter.   

 

 

 

Figure 1.  Boys layered engagements with masculinity (Imms 2003a) 

 

When asked about masculinity boys are generally reticent to make comment 

(Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2001), but when approached from a somewhat safer 

perspective they readily sort themselves according to characteristics more familiar to the 

culture within which they live (Imms, 2008a).  In this study the question “How are some 

boys different to others?” produced quick references to very broad categories of boys: 

“We come in all types, according to what we are good at or like to do” (Kurt, Grade 10). 

Consistently, responses such as these; “I am a sporty type of guy” and  “Matthew is a 

loner, keeps to himself, but is really involved in music and grunge type of things” 

comfortably categorised boys by traits that seem to them to be unchangeable parts of their 

personalities, characteristics the boys said they were born with and would find quite 
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impossible to change.  You were either a tough, a nerd, a jock.  It was the type of boy you 

were, and man you would become. Typing was safe because it was determined by generic 

inheritance, and these categories were imbedded within the social stereotypes of 

masculinity so well understood by all. 

It took further interviews and considerable data gained through observations to get 

beyond the superficiality of typing. To go beyond this layer was to begin to express a 

degree of individuality that carried increased danger.  The next layer involved the groups 

that boys said existed in the school. Becoming part of a group was in itself reasonably 

safe they said; to criticise one boy for the way he acted, and the beliefs and values he 

espoused, was to challenge all that group.  Grouping provided protection in numbers but 

its drawback was obedience.  The list of groups boys described was exhaustive, including 

categories that are quite common such as jocks, nerds and metals, as well as the more 

esoteric whiggers (white boys who envied and emulated black rap culture),  parachutes 

(boys who lived in the country only to study), and gangsters (boys supposedly embracing 

violence and gang behaviour).  In comparison to types, this layer involved a degree of 

self-selection.  Boys aligned themselves with a particular group and in the process 

adopted its cultural mores, many of which were visual; the brands of clothing they wore, 

hairstyles, where they congregated in the school, and additions to their regalia such as 

badges and chains on their clothing, and the graffiti they placed on their school bags 

linking themselves to particular genres of music. 

As an outsider living in the school for many months it became easy for me to 

identify this myriad of groups using the rich visual evidence of their mannerisms and the 

cultural artefacts they exhibited.  What was clear was that these groups certainly were not 
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homogeneous entities.  Repeatedly boys discussed the need to “build identity”, a 

maturity-related issue that apparently disrupted the stability of groups.  Being part of a 

group allowed only a small degree of personal expression but it provided social security.  

But going to the next level was dangerous: 

When you are younger, your style, expressing your individuality, isn‟t as important.  

But as you grow older, your style is important because it shows you are different.  

But you can‟t set yourself up as different in a way that totally conflicts the trends 

(Oscar, grade 11).   

 

To seek a greater degree of autonomy meant either successfully re-defining the accepted 

boundaries of the group, a difficult task, or risk ostracism.  Fear of the latter permeated 

the actions and decision making of all boys, with katagelophobia policing the identities 

they sought to build within this “…ephemeral thing; our culture is always changing” 

(Oscar, grade 11).  Kategelophobia is the “fear of ridicule”, in this context a term that 

neatly describes the way a boy‟s actions can be counter to his true beliefs or opinions, in 

an effort to subscribe to peer pressure and avoid being ostracised.    Boys stated that they 

needed tools to negotiate their divergence from the group, a critical one being 

manipulation of the elements of the culture within which they existed.  They could do this 

and challenge the hegemony of groups most successfully, through utilisation of their 

strengths; “Its hard to make fun of someone because of how good they are at 

something…” (Robert, grade 12).  Boys good at art, sport and music used these skills to 

define themselves and to build an identity within the group that made them admired and 

different.  Interestingly, little social status was achieved from being singularly skilled at 

academics.  Being accepted as a scholar necessitated complementary skills at, for 
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instance, sports or leadership or the arts; the lack of such breadth of activity labelled these 

boys as “lacking a life”. 

The final layer boys described was occupied by those they called “bohemians”, the 

socially unconventional boys.  Bohemians were those who freely expressed their opinions, 

often being activists for change, whose pursuit of their “passion” went beyond normal 

boundaries and often overrode their social survival instincts.  These boys moved from the 

protection of the group into a state of virtual self-exile.  To them individuality often came 

at a high social cost, being simultaneously outcast yet also admired; by staff (for their 

forthrightness and courage), and by their fellow students (for the “escape” they had 

made).  These individuals enjoyed their fellow student‟s envy because of their freedom to 

“…say what they want, do what they want.  They don‟t care…” (Grant, grade 12), and 

often used this position of autonomy to express egalitarian beliefs and social critiques.  

Comments such as “You have to realise that your own actions impact on others”, and “As 

you get older you see that other opinions, while different to your own, are equally valid” 

(Neil, Grade 12) epitomised both this particular layer of engagement with masculinity, as 

well as being the embodiment of “good” masculinity into boys‟ actual beliefs and deeds 

that is sought by social theorists in the literature described earlier.   

Figure 1 provides one extra component to this phenomenon, a large vertical arrow 

between these layers.  Boys themselves discussed how they moved between these stages 

according to the various social situations in which they found themselves.  In times of 

katagelophobic duress they might retreat to the safety of the simplistic stereotypes of 

masculinity contained in the earlier layers.  Under certain favourable cultural (and 

curricular) situations, they might occupy the more egalitarian versions of masculinity 
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epitomised by the individuals layer.  This vertical movement equates to the constantly 

evolving nature of masculinity discussed earlier, the ability of the individual to build and 

negotiate and navigate various masculinities with his peers with the ultimate objective for 

many boys being the freedom enjoyed by individualists, but without the social cost.  The 

obvious challenge for educators is that of facilitation, of creating curriculum that helps 

this intra-masculinity mobility to occur; the failure of “remedial” strategies with boys (see, 

for instance Martino, 1995; Nilan, 1995) has proved that we have little control over the 

culture they build and occupy, principally because such strategies seek control from 

outside masculinity‟s structure (Imms, 2006; Jackson & Salisbury, 1996).  This research 

indicates, however, that educators may at least have some control over aiding change, 

providing curriculum that allows boys to manipulate their masculinities from within its 

structure, and as will be discussed later in this paper, visual culture pedagogy potentially 

plays an important role in this process.  

 

Boy-friendly Curriculum 

This term is problematic, but to many boys it exists; during the process of the 

ethnography from which these models were developed, boys named the majority of the 

terms being used in Figures 1 & 2, including boy-friendly curriculum.  During this year-

long ethnography (Imms, 2003b) boys were asked to describe the qualities of teaching, 

the operation and structure of a school, and the curriculum that they felt best suited their 

needs in  terms of positive academic, social and moral growth; boy-friendly curriculum.  

Figure 2 provides an overview of the data relevant to the third of these foci.  It reports 

that boys said they wanted a curriculum that provided them safety, opportunities to 
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communicate and express, freedom, opportunities to develop relationships, and that was 

sympathetic to the particular ways they learned.    

 

 

 

Figure 2.  Boy-friendly curriculum (Imms, 2003a) 

 

These were only broad categories, with the specific characteristics they contain changing 

from boy to boy, and over time.   This model is discussed in length elsewhere (Imms, 

2006), and has since been used with some success by teachers when assessing their own 

pedagogical practices (Imms & Imms, 2005).   A consistent thread across the 5 areas of  
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boy friendly curriculum identified by boys were characteristics that could be argued to 

come from the domain of their own visual culture, and that are now emerging as 

characteristics of visual culture pedagogy (Daiello, Hathaway, Rhoades, & Walker, 2006).  

Boys wanted opportunities to engage their passion, to have work that was relevant, to 

have work that let them explore the self, to have subjects that allowed the possibilities of 

alternative truths, that allowed multiple outcomes rather than one super-truth.  Boys 

wanted a curriculum structure that provided them safety; mechanisms that protected them 

from ridicule and harassment as they explored issues personally relevant to their own 

experiences, and as they built relationships with others.  They wanted to be able to learn 

by “doing”, and that included allowing the inclusion in daily classroom activities that 

carried significant relevance to their own culture.  They wanted learning to be non-

competitive so that their personal interpretations of tasks would not be judged against 

others.  They wanted the physical freedom to move around the class so they could 

negotiate their own learning with others, the intellectual freedom to bring to their learning 

ideas from their own culture, and the academic freedom to conduct learning using the 

skills and knowledge in which they excelled.  The close parallels between these 

characteristics and those of generic Art Education curricular are obvious, and are 

explored more fully elsewhere (Imms, 2003a, 2006).  What is also clear is the way visual 

culture is embedded in the characteristics of this model and is implicit in boys‟ portrait of 

this “ideal” curriculum.  Given that these are significant issues for Art Education, what 

empirical evidence exists to support these supposed links?  
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Linking Visual Culture and Boys 

Art Education has, in recent years, witnessed some quality research in areas 

including historical analyses (Chalmers, 2008; Chalmers & Dancer, 2007), teacher 

education (O'Donoghue, 2005), the aesthetics of space and place (O'Donoghue, 2006, 

2007) and issues concerning participation and achievement (Bowden, 2008).  However, 

there exists limited research that provides evidence of the impact of visual culture on 

boys‟ schooling, with little of it situated within Art Education.  During my own study I 

observed how important  physical appearance was to boys, discussed briefly at an earlier 

stage in this paper in reference to boys‟ groupings (Imms, 2003a).  Jones and Vigfusdottir 

(2004) wrote on this topic, identifying a culture of appearance amongst girls and boys and 

links between this and popular culture, particularly magazines.  O‟Donoghue (2006) has 

explored how the physical and visual spaces boys occupy in schools manifests itself into 

the boy-culture within which they live.  Vamos (2008) conducted a gender-oriented study 

of student use of media, and found that boys significantly differed to girls in terms of 

quantity of some media usage, and in the types of media being used.  Alloway and 

Gilbert have been concerned for years with boys‟ literacy skills, particularly the methods 

that best engage them in reading.  They published findings that indicated that video 

culture amongst boys – while potentially troubling (1997) held more power than 

traditional learning methods and speculated where this might lead pedagogy in schools 

(1998).  Newkirk (2002) explored boys‟ interaction with new media, and found that they 

did not conform to the stereotyped behaviour of mindless occupation, rather they were 

surprisingly quite discerning, critical, and manipulative of (rather than victims of) popular 

culture than people gave them credit for.   
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While Art Education has been blessed with many years of invigorating discussion on 

this topic (Duncum, 2003; Freedman, 2003; Tavin, 2000), including work focusing on 

gender (Freedman, 1987) there exists a paucity of research on visual culture specific to 

males.  Some evidence does exist embedded within larger projects: somewhat tangential 

data has emerged from my own country located within the Boys Education Lighthouse 

Schools program (BELS).  In 2004 and 2005 the Australian Federal Government spent 

over AUS$8m on this program aimed specifically at  improving the learning outcomes of 

boys (Godinho, Thompson, & Imms, 2006).  This amount of spending on a classroom-

based initiative was in itself notable given Australia‟s small population, and equally 

remarkable was the fact the project focused exclusively on boys, the result of a lengthy 

consultative process that included parliamentary reports (Commonwealth of Australia, 

2002), commissioned research (Trent & Slade, 2001), and a large pilot project 

(Department of Education Science and Training, 2003).  While most of this project is not 

of relevance here, what is pertinent to our tentative exploration into boys and visual 

culture is the nature of the strategies that were employed in many schools. 

BELS funded teachers to identify exemplar teaching strategies for boys that currently 

existed in schools, and to disseminate those practices to other schools.   This “bottom up” 

model was unique in that it recognised and utilised teachers‟ expertise - governments tend 

towards forcing pre-designed strategies on teachers, rather than allowing teachers‟ 

expertise to direct pedagogy-focused research (Godinho, et al., 2006).  Because of this 

BELS constituted a unique research opportunity because it provided an excellent sample 

of what teachers saw as the actual boy-problems that needed to be addressed, and the 

strategies they felt dealt well with those problems.   
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Results from BELS were mixed (Cuttance, et al., 2007) but some interesting data 

emerged after the final report.  Of the four hundred strategies utilised, between thirty to 

forty percent contained arts-rich pedagogies (Imms, 2008b).  That is not to say teachers 

employed the arts overtly, or even in some cases conscious of the fact they were “doing 

art”.  In fact most BELS projects were reported as focusing on literacy, engagement, and 

boys‟ learning styles.  But it was in the implementation of those strategies where the arts 

came to the fore.  When teachers wanted to engage boys in learning, whatever the stated 

focus, more than a third of the time they used an arts based strategy to some degree.  

Even a brief illustration of these projects demonstrates the role the arts played in this 

large program.  The Northern Beaches Cluster of schools in New South Wales identified 

as the educational problem to be addressed that “Many of our boys are disengaged in 

their schooling.  These at-risk boys lack motivation to learn, and to engage in the 

curriculum.  They are often aliterate, that is they choose not to read even when  they are 

capable.”   This cluster‟s aim was to boost boys‟ literacy levels and their engagement in 

reading.  Their strategy included, amongst a range of approaches,  art appreciation 

exercises, ICT for art-making, and workshops in tap dancing, puppetry, pottery, and 

digital diary construction (ePortfolios).  In their results they noted that while 

improvement in literacy levels could not be accurately measured over the time-frame of 

the project, they could report an eighty percent drop in truancy of at-risk boys, and a 

significant fall in recorded incidents of inappropriate behaviour, violence, and suspension 

from within the group of targeted boys (Imms, Ward, Adamson, & Collie, 2008).   

Similarly, the Albury-Wodonga Cluster (New South Wales/Victoria) had a litany of 

problems with their boys, including “…bullying, anger management issues, homophobia 
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and other „masculinity‟ problems, illiteracy and aliteracy, poor engagement, poor 

leadership skills, rampant truancy, anti-social behaviours, and anti-school behaviours”.  

Their strategy included, amongst a range of approaches, drama productions, creative 

writing, music ensembles, video production, and computer animation.  This Cluster 

reported results similar to Albury-Wodonga.  The Flora Hills Cluster (Victoria) reported 

poor engagement by boys in schooling, and used, amongst a range of approaches, a 

visiting artist strategy.  The Airds Cluster in Queensland wanted to address boys‟ poor 

self-esteem, engagement, literacy skills.  They used, amongst a range of approaches, a 

manual and creative art  strategy, designing and building billy-carts with role models 

(Imms, et al., 2008). 

Because the schools‟ BELS reports rarely acknowledged the role of the arts in their 

strategies (Cuttance, et al., 2007), we can only surmise why the arts proved so useful to 

this large program.  It may be reasonable to say teachers‟ intuition told them that the arts 

had the capacity to do what many other subjects could not; it engages boys in actual 

classroom practice, and does so by allowing them to bring the personal, the relevant into 

their learning and their identity formation (Imms & Nash, 2008). What was clearly 

evidenced in these BELS final reports was the way visual art was unintentionally utilised 

as a portal for accessing boys‟ cultures, and making otherwise uninspiring learning 

relevant and poignant for these disaffected males. 

The trajectory of this discussion to date has been one of masculinity research 

occupying space somewhat removed from art education.  The fact that such a gap exists 

is surprising, given the obvious role our subject has to play in this discourse.  A rationale 

for Art Education‟s central position in this debate reads this way: The issue concerns 
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supporting boys‟ active exploration of positive masculinities.  In this regard Figure 1 

illustrates how, mediated by issues of safety and agency, boys are actively mobile in 

negotiating access to the egalitarian masculinities characterised by “individuality” - free 

exploration of the self – a state that allows them opportunity to rise above stereotypes of 

masculinity that are often hegemonic in nature.  The strategy requires education to 

facilitate this exploration of masculinity through implementing boy-friendly curriculum.  

Figure 2 paints a model of the type of curriculum that boys say helped them access these 

worthy versions of masculinity, a curriculum that closely mirrors Art Education.  Art 

Education curriculum allows academic, physical and intellection freedom; it provides 

provide safety by scaffolding the expression of often quite personal thoughts and beliefs; 

it trains for, then facilitates expression and communication between students; it has the 

ability to cater to specific learning styles; it provides considerable opportunity to build 

relationships.  Evidence supporting this trend is evident in analysis of one large national 

project demonstrating that, quite unsolicited, and with no acknowledgement for this 

subject, non-art teachers in a large national project consistently utilised Art Education 

pedagogy to address boys‟ poor learning outcomes.  

If the topic of this paper has been a conversation about issues seemingly unrelated to 

Art Education, this has been caused by neglect rather than irrelevance.  For some reason 

Art Education has steadfastly and inexplicably avoided engaging in any sustained 

examination of the obvious impact of its curriculum on boys, fifty percent of the 

schooling population, even while those with no interest in Art Education utilise its unique 

and powerful capacity to positively impact boys‟ social, academic and emotional well-

being.  The attraction for those teaching outside our subject appears to be art‟s ability to 
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easily appropriate for the classroom those issues, interests and activities usually attributed 

to student‟s “other” life, the “material milieu” (Tavin, 2003) that have traditionally 

existed beyond the regulatory confines of the school.  Within our subject this art of the 

everyday (Duncum, 1997) has awakened art educators to the power of popular culture to 

engage and motivate students, not only by providing them with rich sources of relevant 

material to engage with in the classroom – what Tavin (2003) would call the “substantial 

thread” of visual culture – but also by facilitating a co-relational “phenomenological 

thread” that addresses their experiences, subjectivities and consciousnesses (p. 210).  

Particularly with the latter, it is at this juncture that the discourses of masculinity and Art 

Education begin to converge, perhaps obliquely, but certainly suggestive of some 

powerful possibilities. In particular, this is so in terms of visual culture pedagogy‟s ability 

to address the qualities of boy-friendly curriculum listed in Figure 2. At heart concerned 

with what Freedman (2008) calls the “…development of cultural and personal identity” 

(p. 211), visual culture research in this subject acknowledges that “…student creativity 

can be thought of as an imaginative illustration of their responses to external conditions” 

(p. 211). This movement away from more traditional approaches to art curriculum 

philosophically mirrors the move that occurred in the late 1990s in gender discussion 

from viewing males in monolithic and essentialist categories, to the multiple-

masculinities paradigm discussed earlier in this paper which gives males responsibility 

for, and scope to be able to create individual versions of masculinity (Imms, 2000b).  
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Conclusion 

The gender aspect of Art Education‟s visual culture debate is obvious and curiously 

overlooked; for both boys and girls, pedagogy that “…enables students to map, identify, 

and question their personal and cultural values, meanings, historical suppositions, 

memories and emotions” (Brasher, 2002, cited in Daiello, et al., 2006) has a direct impact 

on their explorations of masculinity and femininity.  Pedagogy that embraces visual 

culture is predominately concerned with informing our understanding of how we 

construct knowledge (Marshall, 2007), and tolerates the transgressive qualities (Duncum, 

2008) essential for boys and girls to engage others, and the world they live in, as they 

negotiate and inhabit their concepts of gender.  This paper has unashamedly focused on 

boys, not because visual culture offers only one gender any significant benefits – this is 

clearly not the case - but as a response to the regrettable lack of visibility of masculinity 

in our subject.  For boys, exploring masculinity is the practice of personal exploration; 

this discussion is naturally focused on “the self”, and as such, Art Education and its 

unique pedagogy holds extraordinary benefits for young males.  

As occurs with the arts on many issues, the powerful role it plays in peoples lives 

often goes unrecognised.  Illustrated in this paper through limited examples such as the 

BELS program, this is particularly the case regarding the role visual culture pedagogy 

plays as boys explore their beliefs concerning masculinity.  This paper has attempted to 

do no more than to provide some evidence of the strong links that limited research has 

shown to exist between these phenomena: that masculinity discussion has evolved to the 

stage where we generally accept the existence of multiple versions of masculinity with its 

emphasis on boys‟ active negotiation of masculinities; that we can facilitate boys‟ 
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building of (and mobility between) those masculinities; that art education curriculum 

contains the critical elements that facilitate boys development of egalitarian masculinities; 

that of these critical elements, art has the ability to allow boys to bring to the classroom 

the elements of their visual culture most important to them; that the exciting discussions 

concerning visual culture and art education must include a gender aspect that embraces 

boys‟ negotiation of masculinities.  Further research into boys‟ use of visual culture to 

explore and negotiate egalitarian masculinities must be a priority for art education. 
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