
 

Accepted Manuscript 
 

 

Linking curriculum content to students' cultural heritage in order to 

promote inclusion: an analysis of a learning-through-the arts project 

 

Ibis M. Alvarez, Mar Morón Velasco and Patricia Román Humanes 

 

DOI; https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2021.1900425  

To appear in International Journal of Inclusive Education 

 

Please cite this article as: Ibis M. Alvarez, Mar Morón Velasco & Patricia Román Humanes (2023). 

Linking curriculum content to students’ cultural heritage in order to promote inclusion: an analysis of a 

learning-through-the arts project, International Journal of Inclusive Education, 27:13, 1487-1502, DOI: 

10.1080/13603116.2021.1900425 

 
 

This is a PDF file of an unedited manuscript that has been accepted for publication. The manuscript will 

undergo copyediting, typesetting, and review of the resulting proof before it is published in its final form. 

Please note that during the production process errors may be discovered which could affect the content, 

and all legal disclaimers that apply to the journal pertain. 

 
 
 
 

  

https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2021.1900425


Accepted Manuscript 

2 

 

 

Linking curriculum content to students' cultural heritage in order to 

promote inclusion: an analysis of a learning-through-the arts project 

Ibis M. Alvarez a, Mar Morón Velasco b and Patricia Román Humanes c 

 

aDepartment of Educational Psychology, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB), Bellaterra, Spain; bDepartment 
of Didactics in Plastic, Corporal and Musical ExpressionUniversitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB), Bellaterra, Spain;  
cFaculty of Education, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB), Bellaterra, Spain 

 

Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to highlight the benefits brought about by a learning-

through-the-arts project aimed at creating links between the cultural heritage of 

students from diverse backgrounds and the fundamental aims of school instruction. 

Guided by a naturalistic research strategy and the principles of teacher action 

research, the data was collected during the implementation of a training project for 

preservice teachers at a highly complex school setting. The results provide an 

interdisciplinary and inclusive methodology for learning through the arts that 

promotes the development of cognitive and socio-affective competences, which 

are essential for lifelong learning. The project was carried out in a multicultural 

primary school, where a disadvantaged social composition prevails as a result of 

school segregation. Evidence of learning and the schoolchildren's artistic creations 

provide examples of good inclusive practices that foster collaborative interactions, 

widen participation, and improve academic achievement in various school 

subjects. Ideas for future research are also discussed.   

Keywords: Art education; preservice teachers; at risk students; Primary school 

students; Inclusive Education; cultural heritage 

Introduction 

Many schools currently host a large number of students of immigrant origin with 

strikingly diverse cultural, linguistic, and religious backgrounds. In this paper we use 

the terms ‘students of immigrant origin’ to refer to both first- and second-generation 

immigrants; that is, those born abroad and those born in Spain but to immigrant parents. 

In Catalonia, the autonomous region with the highest number of students with an 

immigrant background, these students are becoming increasingly prevalent but sadly not 
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much is known about them. A recent analysis has revealed the increasing predominance 

of second-generation immigrants in school. This growth in the number of students of 

immigrant origin is considered by some schools as a grave concern due to its strong 

correlation with academic failure (Bayona, Domingo and Menacho 2020). Furthermore, 

it is evident that certain cultural groups are not represented in the curriculum; their 

communication modes and cultural heritage are being ignored or kept invisible (Llopart, 

Serra and Esteban-Guitart 2018).   

This situation led us to conceive a project that would take into account the 

artistic and cultural heritage of the students and their families as an element that would 

bring richness to their educational experience. This paper aims to provide evidence in 

this regard.  

First, some ideas are presented that support the approach of learning through the 

arts for schoolchildren of immigrant origin who are at risk of social exclusion. As an 

empirical contribution, we present the design and results of a project developed in a 

multicultural school which is a centre of high educational complexity and which has a 

disadvantaged social composition as a result of school segregation. 

Literature Review 

Educating through the arts: why and how? 

Educating through the arts increases motivation for learning and facilitates the transfer 

of knowledge to various areas (Vaughan, Harris, and Caldwell 2011; Vicars and Senior 

2013). Artistic activities (visual arts, music, dance, theatre, among others) are part of the 

key components of the school curriculum from an early age and they are inherently 

inclusive in nature as they do not depend to any great extent on language proficiency or 

language skills (Barton 2015).  
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However, there is no consensus on the role that artistic education should play in 

the primary education curriculum. In a documented review of the role of the arts in 

education for peacebuilding in Spain, Cabedo-Mas, Nethsinghe and Forrest (2017), 

found few references to artistic education geared towards promoting peace and moral 

values. In general, there are only a handful of initiatives by some teachers that are aimed 

at fostering intercultural understanding. 

According to Vallès and Calbó (2011), specifically in Catalonia the challenge of 

working on artistic and cultural competence is made more difficult by the little social 

value given to sensitivity education and to insufficient training for the teachers involved 

in this area. Teachers’ mindsets and practices are still dominated by a limited 

conception of art. When discussing ‘artistic object’, there is a tendency to identify this 

with the ‘artist’s’ exclusive products, usually highlighting his/her genius. There is very 

little inclusivity in terms of multicultural parameters.  

These practices tend to sideline the knowledge about world cultural heritage, 

ignoring possible links between the cultures represented in the classrooms, which, if 

taken advantage of, would help strengthen social and educational inclusivity. According 

to Dasch (2005),  

it is the task of the educator in the twenty-first century to construct pedagogies 

that acknowledge the debt we owe to peoples from different cultures and social 

strata for the way we live today. If this done, all children will begin to be placed 

at the centre of learning. (125) 

At school, the arts allow us to share details of our lives with others and to explore 

abstract and complex concepts such as ‘the future’ through the intangible exploration of 

‘what could be’. Kellman points out that artistic creation, together with narrative, is a 

‘means of inventing, a method of thinking, a way of giving life to hopes and dreams’ 
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(1995, 19). This process can generate a sense of freedom, liberation, and fulfilment 

because it connects with deep levels of symbol, meaning and emotion (Dewey 1980; 

Vygotsky 1971). 

The arts allow existing information to be communicated in new ways; for 

example, projecting personal challenges and/or controversial social issues such as 

racialisation and cultural diversity can help raise awareness of social justice (Garber 

2004; Dasch, 2005; Martin, Katz-Buonincontro and Livert 2015).  

In particular, the visual arts provide an ideal context for helping students to learn 

in a creative and critical way (Haynes 2020).  In addition, this art form can be 

complemented with reading and reflective writing, thus contributing to an enriched 

vision, and understanding and greater fluidity of ideas (Sommer 2014). 

Developing creativity generally focuses on the discovery, materials exploration, 

and idea expression (process) as well as making and presenting final works of art and 

design (products) (Sawyer 2011). As Cologon et al. (2019) show, these activities 

support inclusive education, as they can create and safe communicative spaces for all 

children. In this environment, students can feel motivated to work collaboratively and 

productively in a group, make decisions and solve practical problems in their 

communities through creative and artistic expression. After learning about various 

possible meanings, students could reflect on their own cultures and how these meanings 

might be relevant to their world.  

Thus, as pointed out by Bamford (2006), we should aim to provide an education 

that uses creative and artistic pedagogies to deliver the whole curriculum, from an 

interdisciplinary perspective, in order to achieve supra-educational goals —and not 

exclusively instructional ones— that are more geared towards improving people's 

quality of life.  As Atkinson (2017) argues, we need ‘local forms of transcendence 
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emerging not from external epistemological frameworks but from the intrinsic relations 

of how something matters for a learner in a particular learning encounter’ (146). 

These are, essentially, the reasons that allow us to defend that art should occupy 

a transversal and transcendental place in the curriculum, particularly in multicultural 

educational environments in which each person’s subjectivity needs to be revealed and 

reconstructed in order to be legitimised as a subject and as a social actor. 

Learning through the arts for schoolchildren at risk of social exclusion 

Numerous research studies have shown the potential of learning through the arts 

to foster the development of key skills for students who are academically or socio-

economically disadvantaged. This methodology also enables instructors to address the 

enormous diversity they are faced with, making the necessary and enriching 

differentiation, and accompanying children in the process of acculturation.  

La Porte (2016), for example, explored the effectiveness of a modified 

International Baccalaureate Primary Years Program for fourth graders at a state school 

with a large percentage of socio-economically disadvantaged students who were also 

speakers of other languages. The transdisciplinary learning through the arts 

implemented in this research challenged and motivated students to think and make 

decisions in collaboration with others. Regardless of ethnicity or socioeconomic status, 

students felt empowered and excited about attending school and their academic 

attainment improved. 

Highlighting the central roles of aesthetics and imagination in the artistic 

process, Catterall, Dumais, and Hampden-Thompson (2012) argue that the students who 

have arts-rich experiences in school do better across-the-board academically, and they 

also become more active and engaged citizens. The longitudinal research carried out by 

these authors in the USA showed that socially and economically disadvantaged children 
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and teenagers who have high levels of arts engagement or arts learning show more 

positive outcomes in a variety of areas than their low-arts-engaged peers.  

Similar, in Australia, through the government's ‘The Song Room’ programme 

for children and young people at risk of social exclusion, Vaughan Harris, and Caldwell 

(2011) demonstrated how providing quality arts education to all young people 

contributes to narrowing the gap between low-and high-achieving students.   

It has also been found that the use of a wide variety of mythical references often 

helps these schoolchildren to better represent the gaps between home and school, past 

and present, and it offers them the possibility of hybridising their worlds (Rousseau et 

al. 2011). The study carried out by Llopart, Serra, and Esteban-Guitart (2018) in 

Catalonia, which managed to incorporate into the curriculum the immigrant-origin 

students’ cultural identity funds, showed that this strategy increases motivation for 

learning and promotes greater involvement of families in school activities.   

Vicars and Senior (2013) reported similar results in a European action-research 

project that implemented the visual arts method to motivate pupils by drawing on their 

cultural capital and popular interests, in schools in Spain, Portugal and the UK. The 

beneficiaries of this study were school-aged children identified by their teachers as 

reluctant readers and/or with reading and writing difficulties. 

In Barcelona, Jiménez, Lalueza and Fardella (2017) analysed two systems of 

educational activity in the same school context: teaching-learning processes based on 

traditional approaches and teaching-learning processes inspired by the Fifth-Dimension 

model (Cole 2006, cited by Jiménez et al. 2017). The results showed that when activity 

systems allow their participants to link curricular content to their cultural references, 

chances for school success are increased and barriers to learning and participation are 

eliminated. Hajisoteriou and Angelides (2017) observed similar results in Cyprus. 
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Learning through the arts is therefore an educational approach based on 

inclusivity that involves developing contextualised educational experiences, adapted to 

the students’ needs and requirements (UNESCO 2020). As a way of equitably 

distributing opportunities for educational success, inclusive education favours the 

existence of heterogeneous and flexible learning itineraries. In this way, it is expected 

that every student will have equal -but not uniform- access to the learning expected by 

the school (Florian and Linklater 2010). 

Against this background, this paper describes and illustrates an educational 

intervention that seeks to establish links between the cultural heritage of pupils from 

diverse backgrounds and the fundamental objectives of school instruction in order to 

promote learning in a group of schoolchildren from diverse backgrounds who are at risk 

of social exclusion.  

Method  

Guided by a naturalistic research strategy (narrative, descriptive approach)  

(Lincoln 1995) and the principles of systematic inquiry conducted by teachers’ 

researchers (Mills 2003), the data was collected during the preservice teachers’ 

placement within a school context of high educational complexity. Evidence gathered 

includes observations and reflections as well as records of the process and end products 

of the activities carried out by the schoolchildren participating in the project (knowledge 

is an outgrowth of experience). The particularities of the school context and the 

characteristics of the educational intervention under analysis are described below. 

Context  

The study was part of a teaching innovation project carried out during the professional 

placements that are part of the Primary Education Degree of Universitat Autonoma de 
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Barcelona (academic year 2018-19). The main objective of the placement we are 

presenting was to learn to design, implement and evaluate a didactic proposal, which in 

this case was conceived as an interdisciplinary and inclusive learning-through-the-arts 

project. Students completed their placement at a state school in Terrassa, an industrial 

city in the province of Barcelona, which currently has the highest level of school 

segregation in primary education (Cuevas, 2020).  Indeed, this school is considered to 

be a centre of high educational complexity, where as a result of school segregation a 

disadvantaged social composition prevails (Resolución ENS/906/2014, de 23 de abril). 

The families in the school’s catchment area have a low socioeconomic status and among 

them there is a high percentage of immigrant and working-class populations.  

Nevertheless, the school describes itself as an open and inclusive setting. It promotes 

educational projects that respect the variety and different paces of learning so as to 

provide a balance between students’ diversity and educational action. The school thus 

strives to incorporate scientific, technological and pedagogic innovation that would 

enrich the school community and it is also committed to fostering in students a critical, 

responsible and ecologically sustainable spirit. These premises have turned the school 

into a reference point for teacher-training educational practices.  

Participants 

20 fourth-grade students (ten girls and ten boys aged 9-10) benefited from the 

experience under analysis, which was developed by one of the preservice teachers who 

took part in the wider project as part of the placement. 80% of the class were born in 

Catalonia (Spain) but come from families of immigrant origin —most of them from 

Morocco (45%). This group, unfortunately, stands out due to disruptions and failure in 

their academic trajectories (Pàmies and Bertran 2018). In this cohort there were also 
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schoolchildren from four other countries: Peru, Mali, Ecuador, and Pakistan. Students 

from the last two countries had just joined the school.   

20% of the group could be considered 'natives'. However, except for one girl 

born in a village in Catalonia, the rest belonged to the Roma community, an ethnic-

cultural group with transnational, transcultural, multi-ethnic, and multicultural 

characteristics that has historically been discriminated against (Arza and Carron 2015). 

One aspect that produced different learning paces in this group was the level of 

language proficiency, since the newly arrived children were learning Catalan, the 

language of instruction at the school. The schoolteacher also reported that there were 

frequent conflicts in class, especially when developing collaborative activities. The 

academic performance of the class group was considered to be on the low side of the 4-

tier qualitative scale used in Catalonia (Excellent, Good, Satisfactory and 

Underachieved), depending on the achievement of core competences.    

Based on these premises, a socio-demographic questionnaire and a brief 

interview on cultural identity and school interests were administered to the children in 

order to get to know them better. Despite having been born in Catalonia (Spain), the 

children of immigrant origin said they felt identified with their culture of origin. 

Additionally, a Revised Class Play sociometric questionnaire (Masten, Morison, and 

Pellegrini 1985) was applied, which allowed us to identify those schoolchildren who, 

according to their classmates’ perception, had some social behaviour issues. In the 

personal interview, many of these students described themselves as ‘nervous’ and 

reported difficulty in managing conflicts in their interpersonal relationships. They were 

given special attention during the activities. 
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Interdisciplinary and inclusive educational intervention through the arts 

As previously noted, in this study we are reporting an educational intervention 

consisting of a teaching-learning project of education through the arts. The use of 

artistic forms was encouraged (giving priority to visual and plastic expression) and 

special importance was given to the process and not just the results. 

To begin with, the preservice teachers were asked to choose an artist who would 

be the reference point for the project. As a key principle of this methodology, the artist 

had to be chosen among those representatives of the cultures present in the class. Once 

the artist was chosen, the preservice teachers went on to study and document themselves 

about the artist (enquiry): artistic movement, technique, social context, themes the artist 

explored with their work, etc. Based on their findings, the preservice teachers then 

designed an interdisciplinary programme in which the works of the artist of reference 

were used as a transversal resource for the whole intervention, connecting the concepts 

derived from the works with the contents and skills of the school curriculum. This 

programme lasted two weeks and involved the whole school, with all the timetabled 

classes and additional activities being reprogrammed to incorporate the project’s 

various activities. Thus, during these two weeks all the schoolchildren were involved in 

an extensive artistic creation process that they could perceive, investigate, create, and 

reflect upon. The learning project took place in four phases, as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Procedure for the development of an interdisciplinary and inclusive 

education project through the arts 
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The objectives and activities developed in each phase of the project are 

described below. In addition, a thorough analysis of the process and the results of a 

project designed on this basis, provides evidence of the benefits of this learning-by-art 

methodology in terms of the development of core competences in the knowledge areas 

involved in the project. To perform this analysis, we took into account the definition of 

core competences outlined in the Primary Education Curriculum (Decree 119/2015, of 

23 June). In the area of Language, we paid attention to Oral Communication (the ability 

to understand and express oral messages taking into account the communicative 

situation) and Written Expression (the ability to use writing to communicate, organise 

themselves, learn and take part in society). In terms of Maths, we focused on the ability 

to perform mathematical operations in daily situations and to check them, as well as 

their graphic representation in an intelligible manner. In Social Sciences, we centred on 

the acquisition of social coexistence habits and of knowledge and values so that students 

become critical and responsible citizens.       

To ensure the rigour of the analysis, all the information was analysed 

simultaneously by the article’s authors: the academic supervisors and the preservice 

teacher that developed the project during her placement.    

Project ‘Leila Alaoui and the Invisibles’. An overview of the educational intervention 

Phase 1. Perception, understanding and appreciation of the works of art 

This was the children's first contact with the life and work of the artist who was chosen 

as a reference point for learning throughout the project. There were three learning 

objectives in this phase: (a) to use elements of visual language and strategies to 

understand and appreciate artistic productions; (b) to foster the conscious perception of 

the reality of the social environment; and (c) to understand and appreciate significant 

elements of familiar artistic heritage. To achieve these goals, the teacher put on an 
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attractive display of the artist's works, drawing attention to those aspects that were close 

to the socio-cultural references of the children and their families. 

Considering that most of the families in the class were of Moroccan origin, the 

photographer and video artist Leila Alaoui (who was born to a French mother and a 

Moroccan father) was chosen as the artist of reference. Leila considered that 

photography and art could be used for social activism, choosing to focus her work on 

denouncing injustice, wars and abuse and defending refugees and women's rights. For 

our project, photographic sequences were selected from the collections ‘No Pasara’, 

about young Moroccans wishing to emigrate and ‘Natreen’, about Syrian refugee 

families in Lebanon. 

The project began by inviting children to comment on the content and format of 

these photographs. To encourage active and critical participation in the dialogue (to 

encourage oral communication), the teacher asked questions such as ‘Why do you think 

Leila has photographed these people?’. Time was given to elaborate and share answers. 

Thus, this first activity allowed the children to identify relevant social problems such as 

marginalisation, discrimination and social injustice suffered by many people who, like 

most children and families in the class, decided to migrate; people that Leila Alaoui 

calls ‘The Invisibles’. 

The activities that followed in this first phase introduced the children to 

photography as an art form and as a document. During the analysis of news, the children 

exercised artistic skills such as perception, interpretation and appreciation, and they also 

exercised key linguistic competences such as reading comprehension (critical reading; 

understanding the global meaning of a text), oral communication and written expression 

(the news as a discursive genre), as well as competences  in the area of Social Sciences 
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(learning about marginalisation, discrimination and social injustice and the causes that 

provoke them). 

Having sparked the children’s interest in the topic, their families’ background 

was then explored through an interview designed by the children themselves. The data 

extracted from the interviews was calculated and the corresponding graphic 

representations were made via a learning activity that encouraged the children to apply 

mathematical reasoning in order to describe, interpret and predict different phenomena 

in context, in a real situation such as the family’s migration experience, which added 

meaning to the activity and increased the children’s motivation. In addition, the children 

were asked to represent on a map the migratory routes taken by the artist and by their 

own families, thus prompting them to identify geographical areas, countries, cities and 

towns in different parts of the world.   

Through this first phase, the children were able to extract and share documented 

and updated information on a highly sensitive subject, connecting it to their life 

experiences. The children worked through a worksheet, which helped them formulate 

and write down their reflections. They demonstrated their understanding of the content 

of the audio-visual resources consulted, as they were able to explain the facts that they 

leaned via the videos. In addition, more complex tasks were set, such as interpretation 

and opinion. All this learning laid a solid foundation for the children to move on 

comfortably to the productive and creative phase of the project, as described below.  

Phase 2. Interpretation and creation 

This was the truly creative phase of the project. The challenge was to get the children to 

learn to express themselves through visual and plastic arts techniques, as well as to 

develop an analytical attitude towards reading images. The process of artistic creation 

was staggered through the activities described below.    
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Free experimentation. Activities to open the children’s imagination were 

conducted, encouraging the children to look for objects and materials that attracted their 

attention and that would allow them to give shape to and represent their ideas. During 

experimentation children needed to learn techniques to produce their creations. 

Drawing a sketch from the ideas generated. While the children were working on 

their sketches, the teacher walked around, stopping to chat with the children 

individually to discuss their ideas and facilitate their work. The teacher asked questions 

to focus their interest, to talk about their ideas and/or to expand the exploration. The 

teacher’s emotional involvement helped overcome the creative challenge for those 

children who were not confident decision-makers.  

Development of ideas. Having completed the initial sketch, sufficient time was 

set aside for the children to finish their work, considering their different paces of 

learning and execution. This additional time allowed the children to concentrate and to 

form original ideas and thoughts. 

Giving a format to the final product. Part of the success of this project lied in 

providing the children with a format to use as a reference, and this depended on the 

style and techniques used by the artist of reference. This was the context for 'framing' 

the creation, in the sense of providing a planned space for the completion of the artistic 

creation. 

In our project, literary creation was inspired by Leila Aloui’s photographic 

sequences: ‘No Pasara’ and ‘Natreen’ (2008 and 2013), which the children had already 

observed and commented on in the introductory session. 

To encourage free experimentation, the children were given cameras and asked 

to take photographs based on everything they had learned during their reflections on the 

artist's work. Armed with their cameras, the children left the classroom in groups and, 
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taking advantage of the playground space, they decided how to make their creations and 

empathetically pretended to be migrants or refugees. In this way, they developed 

competences  in terms of autonomy (choosing from various options on their own) , 

personal initiative (express and put into practice their ideas when choosing their photo 

frames and other photographic elements)  and entrepreneurship (getting actively 

involved and completing their photography projects).   

In addition, they learned techniques such as digital photography, documentary 

photography, camera shots, black and white and colour photography and framing, all of 

which were needed in the free experimentation stage. 

The photographs that the children took reflected emotions and yearnings related 

to the migration experiences. This was reflected in the titles that the children gave their 

photographs, for example: ‘She is very sad’; ‘Lonely girl’; ‘We wish joy for poor 

children’ and ‘Two sisters are searching for a better home’. 

During the activities that followed the experimentation phase, the teacher 

suggested that the children recover characters from Leila Aloui's photograph. She asked 

them to cut out the people portrayed by the artist, as if intending to take them out of 

those marginal environments, and to invent other environments that might be more 

suitable for these people.  Reflecting on the situation these people were in and the 

situation they should be in, the children began to create sketches so that later they could 

collect the ideas, analyse them and decide which one to take forward and produce their 

final creation (Development of ideas). 

The children kept the characters from Leila's works and invented an 

environment with elements that they believed could improve the quality of life of these 

people. The schoolboy from Pakistan, who could not communicate much with the 

others due to his lack of proficiency in Catalan, devised other resources to communicate 
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with the group and bond with them. He used the characters cut out from the 

photographs and the context they were drawing to explain what the character would do 

and say by making sounds (onomatopoeia or invented language) and by moving the 

character like a puppet in a puppet theatre. His inventiveness pleased his classmates; it 

made them laugh and showed them another side of the boy, thus overcoming the 

language barrier. Furthermore, the reflections that emerged during the analysis of the 

characters’ situation, and the possible changes in their circumstances, evidenced the 

argumentative thinking strategies that were being employed: cause - effect; relevant 

social problems such as marginalisation, discrimination and social injustice; change and 

continuity: people’s situations before and in a hypothetical future; development of 

empathy. 

Among the decisions that the children made in relation to the characters’ new 

life were: ‘I would send help and I would take the children to school and share my toys 

with them’; ‘To help them, I would take them to another city and look for a job for the 

father. I would also buy toys, food and give them money’. 

Finally, the children invented a story from the characters and the new life 

suggested by the new context (Giving a format to the final product). Below is one of the 

artistic creations made as the final product in the second phase of the project. Figure 2 

contrasts Leila Alaoui's photograph (from which the children got the main character) 

with the artistic creation: the character in her new environment, drawn by the children. 

Phase 3. Plenary. Evaluation and improvement of the work done. 

In this phase the children were given the opportunity to reflect on their own productions 

and that of others. This allowed the children to learn to value everyone's work. 
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Once the work was completed, each team presented its creation to the class and 

listened to evaluations and suggestions. When the plenary was over, the teacher 

suggested that the artistic creations should be sent to the Leila Alaoui Foundation, a 

decision that motivated all the children to translate all the texts into English, thus 

developing competence to express themselves in a foreign language, a key 

communicative skill that allowed them to communicate and understand simple 

messages and to get involved in authentic communicative situations like the one 

generated by this initiative. In this activity, a key role was played by the newly arrived 

Pakistani schoolboy who was not fluent in the local language but who was very 

competent in English. It is important to remember that the activities were carried out in 

small groups of two to three children, who had been strategically grouped to encourage 

peer support and participation. According to the teacher, doing this work improved 

relations between them and reduced conflict. 

   

Figure 2. Example of the resulting artistic creations 
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Phase 4. Community exhibition 

In a public space (in the school or in some other community space), the children 

presented to their families the evidence of learning and the artistic creations that were 

derived from the project.  

In our project, it was the children themselves who led their families through the 

temporary exhibition of their work. Emotional passages from this event were captured 

in a video documentary that was created as part of this project (AUTHORS 2019). It 

became clear that establishing links with the students' cultural heritage was perceived as 

an opportunity to foster the necessary collaboration between the family, the school, and 

the educational community in general.   

Furthermore, through this project, preservice teachers and academic staff at the 

participating schools were offered theoretical material, documentation and a series of 

didactic proposals to help them work through the arts at school; to bring students closer 

to the different artistic movements, artists and their works, and to provide teachers with 

strategies to relate art to all areas of the curricular contents, which was perceived as a 

necessary challenge. Below are comments made by the school’s Head of Studies: 

The hardest thing is to connect all the areas globally, right from the start. This demands 

great collaboration, a great connection. The academic team must be very strong, very 

involved. 

Indeed, the breadth of research that preceded the planning and the didactic 

proposals that emerged necessarily led to planning an inclusive classroom. The basis for 

the project was not social deficit or the label of vulnerable social group. Instead, the 

premise was to use the strength that cultural diversity brings to learning through 

collaboration in an artistic creation project. Despite low initial expectations, as one 

teacher pointed out in the comments below, and the challenges involved in 
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implementing an interdisciplinary design, the teaching team’s feedback was very 

positive: 

You may have had low expectations, but then you see the results, you see the sum of all 

parts, and the result is wonderful. At the end, you achieve the same objectives; the 

students end up honing the same competencies, but motivation and satisfaction levels 

are higher, both with the children and with their families. 

Discussion  

This paper’s aim was to demonstrate how introducing students’ and their 

families’ artistic and cultural heritages into the curriculum can be an enriching factor 

that has a significant and positive effect on the students’ development and promotes 

inclusive and intercultural education. Below we highlight the findings that we consider 

most relevant. 

In the affective realm, connecting with one’s culture of origin is an incentive to 

learn because it connects symbols and meanings that make us relive exciting 

experiences that lead a greater understanding of one's own life and that of others 

(Garber 2004; Martin et al 2015). As we know, emotions are essential for learning; as 

Dewey (1980) stated, they are the ‘cementing force’ that links what is happening in the 

current experience with previous knowledge, experiences and feelings, thus allowing 

for a sense of continuity throughout the transformation process. This increases 

motivation for learning and facilitates the transfer of knowledge to various areas 

(Bamford 2006; Vaughan et al. 2011; Vicars and Senior 2013). 

Engaging in artistic creation also involves decision making, dedication and 

willingness to participate in joint activities to achieve challenging goals of collective 

interest such as recreating a desirable life for people who suffer poverty and 

marginalization (Jimenez et al. 2017). The activities that were programmed during the 
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project’s productive and creative phases (phase two) encourage problem-solving to put 

ideas into practice through original and divergent processes of relationship connections 

and communication. As Vygotsky (1971) argued, artistic activities are simultaneously 

experienced, lived and practiced and are an ideal scenario for establishing the desirable 

balance between the subject and the social context at critical moments. The people and 

contexts photographed by the artist who served as a reference for the project allowed 

the children to empathise with them and motivated them to project a more dignified 

future. 

Involvement with artistic creation also supports the development of key skills 

such as communication and socialisation, which are systematically activated throughout 

the project, fostering attitudes that are indispensable for democracy such as respect for 

the opinion of others and tolerance of diversity; reducing marginalisation and promoting 

intercultural education and inclusion (Dasch 2005; Hajisoteriou and Angelides 2017). 

As similar studies have corroborated, regardless of the students’ ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, or command of the local language, the schoolchildren who 

participated in this project expanded their knowledge in various areas and practiced key 

skills that can be transferred to other situations and areas of learning (Catteral 2012; La 

Porte 2016; Llopart et al. 2018; Vaughan et al 2011; Vicars and Senior 2013).  

Developing this project with students of diverse backgrounds confirmed that 

individual differences are not an impediment to participation (Cologon et al. 2019). On 

the contrary, all contributions can be valid and necessary for the creation of a collective 

product, one that gives voice and dignity to the participants. The discourse that is 

created through artistic manifestations integrates words, acts, beliefs, attitudes and 

social identities (Barton 2015). The activities were designed to strengthen intercultural 

education and inclusion practices, to reduce social and academic marginalisation and to 
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increase the participation of marginalised children in the school's curriculum, cultures 

and societies (Hajisoteriou and Angelides 2017). 

In particular, visual arts, such as the analysis of photographic images, can help 

students learn in a creative and critical way (Haynes 2020). As we have shown in the 

project we analysed, visual arts are effective in communicating existing information in 

new ways, for example, projecting personal challenges and/or controversial social 

issues such as racialisation and cultural diversity onto photographs, helping to raise 

awareness of social justice. This is extremely beneficial for a group of schoolchildren 

such as the one who participated in this project, who, due to school segregation, are at 

risk of social exclusion.  In this learning proposal we corroborate that artistic creation, 

together with narrative (Kellman 1995; Sommer 2014), rekindles hopes and dreams, 

which is essential for vulnerable people such as the schoolchildren who participated in 

this project. 

Conclusions 

The aim of this paper was to highlight the benefits brought about by a learning-through-

the-arts project aimed at creating links between the cultural heritage of students from 

diverse backgrounds and the fundamental aims of school instruction. 

With this intention, an interdisciplinary and inclusive learning-through-the-arts 

project was devised, structured in four phases. The first phase encompassed activities 

that promoted the perception, understanding and appreciation of the works of art by an 

artist who would become the reference point of the project, and it was recommended 

that the artists chosen were relevant to the cultures and countries of origin of the 

children in the class. In the second, longer phase, the children started their artistic 

creation, step by step, first starting with exploratory learning through free 

experimentation and the use of artistic techniques and then proceeding to the actual 
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production of their creation in artistic formats, based on original ideas that were 

previously reflected upon and situated in a familiar social context. The diverse range of 

activities carried out in these first two phases made it possible to cover all the areas of 

the curriculum and to work in a transversal manner on the development of cognitive and 

socio-affective competences, which are essential for lifelong learning. The final phases 

of the project allowed the children to share the work done, first in the context of the 

class group (phase three) and later with the wider educational community (phase four). 

This community gathering was considered to be a polyphonic act that gave individual 

voice to the participants in the project and turned them all into protagonists. 

The methodology presented here allows for an approach to the arts as an 

alternative to promote key learning during school age that can especially foster the 

inclusion of students of immigrant origin at risk of social exclusion. These students can 

contribute to the school curriculum a wealth of knowledge and values rooted in their 

cultural traditions, which educators can use to innovate and improve teaching 

methodologies.  Being part of a project such as ours provides children with one of the 

most powerful tools to intervene and transform the world around us: critical thinking, a 

thinking that, as experts argue, is a crucial skill for competent citizens in a global, 

multicultural and democratic society such as ours.  

Implementing these ideas requires teachers to reposition their own views on 

cultural competence and move away from the defeatist attitude exemplified by the 

notion that: ‘There are so many cultures, how can I be an expert on all of them?’ When 

teachers regard their students as cultural experts and view all cultures in their 

classrooms as assets, this can be a step towards developing the cultural competence of 

everyone in the art room and positioning the teacher as a fellow student (Au 2009). 
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Again, this idea promotes a shift in power by recognising the students’ experience and 

routinely including them —their ideas and their cultures— in lesson design. 

Although the results cannot be generalised due to the limitations of qualitative 

methodology, the authors feel confident that this experience could be replicated in 

similar educational contexts to increase motivation for learning and the social inclusion 

of schoolchildren of immigrant origin. 
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