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Introduction
There is rising concern regarding mental health within higher education (Carter & Goldie,
2018) and clearly more extensive interrogation is required to understand the problems more
completely. However, it is timely that we explore a range of more creative approaches to a
raft of issues affecting both students and staff in an era of unprecedented social and tech-
nological change. There are significant questions surrounding the neoliberalist higher edu-
cation system that have emerged as pervasive in many countries around the world, however
it is not possible to address all these here of course. This article can at least provoke some
philosophical assumptions which hamper both education and also the field of applied arts
and health.

Although there has been much progress in higher education since the 1950s, “the one
observable feature is the growing negative bias within the higher education sector” (Prior,
2018a, p.133). In his book The Toxic University: Zombie Leadership, Academic Rock Stars,
and Neoliberal Ideology, John Smyth (2017) describes the pernicious effect of fears peddled
by politicians, policy elites and of course the ‘zombie leaders’, as he puts it, of our uni-
versities. He accuses them of adopting consumerist systems of rankings, metrics and
reporting systems in order to demonstrate global competitiveness to achieve reputational
gain. Smyth firmly blames economically driven neoliberalism and government educational
policy. Within this adverse situation, I argue here that art of all types can play a role in both
responding to the current wellbeing concerns and also contribute to changing the dominant
research paradigms which are not always helpful in reaching the heart of issues.
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In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, economic pressure, social change agendas and
ready access to information and technical application via digital technology, the value and
relevance of higher education is becoming somewhat challenged. Whilst there is still an
expectation that more and more young people should at least possess an entry level degree,
this norm is coming under increasing question in relation to value for money, practical
skills shortages and real-world need. This situation provokes us to question the very drivers
of why we might seek to engage in higher education in the first place. It certainly makes us
question how we can educate with issues of health and wellbeing closer to the forefront of
our practices.

Positioning of Students
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With the rise in individualism, neoliberalism and consumerism, the student has been repo-
sitioned, quite uncomfortably, as a ‘customer’ replete with customer satisfaction surveys (for
example the National Student Survey in the UK), entitlement and a ‘value for money’ ethos.
“This shift in mind-set moves the student away from asking ‘why is it so’ to questions of
‘what for’, ‘when’ and ‘how much’” (Prior, 2018a, p. 130) which arguably is becoming some-
thing of an increasingly hollow transactional exercise. As an educator, I know we learn when
we are challenged and experience failure – not part of a customer relationship – but all can
be done in a supportive and inspirational educational environment.

Corporatized University

It is imperative to examine how the commercial nature of the ‘education business’ is
properly serving society today. Students are being encouraged in unprecedented numbers to
enrol in degree programmes with the lure of financial gain in the world of work, resulting
in a growing loss of interest in an education embedded in the classics, philosophy, history,
arts and humanities. We find ourselves in a situation where a deep intellectual education in
what makes us human and indeed civil, has given way to a rhetoric of ‘better’ jobs, implied
greater wealth and university as a somehow driver of future enterprise. However, perhaps
ironically, this rapidly changing higher education sector is now struggling to maintain its
once prestigious position. These are all real-world issues we must be considering in contem-
porary wellbeing agendas.
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Strain of the Digital Age

Post-Millennials, otherwise known as Generation Z, or the iGen, have a range of new pres-
sures and uncharted problems. Social media, particularly for the younger generations, has
become a major occupier of time (Prior, 2018a). We have seen that the large number of
social media outlets feed into anxiety and peer pressure for young people and exposes them
to potential online abuse (Carter & Goldie, 2017). The digital environment adds a con-
stant pressure and substantial compulsive behaviour has resulted, such as frequently check-
ing smartphones, no matter where and when. Masahiro Yamamoto and Matthew J. Kushin
(2014) suggest that “engaging in polarized online environments, or being the recipient of
criticism could have negative effects on self-image as well as impeding actualization of
intrinsic and extrinsic awards” (p. 434).

Metrics-Driven Culture
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Research in science and indeed in education has tended to privilege a metrics-driven
approach. Education has largely adopted traditional social science-based inquiry in an
attempt to qualify and quantify ‘data’ despite how difficult it is to accurately pin down and
measure knowledge and knowledge construction. A largely unchallenged orthodoxy has
emerged that has resulted in the attempt to ‘measure’ in research, which has shoehorned
many educationalists into thinking that empirical research has to be accompanied by narrow
definitions of data and statistical measurement in order to demonstrate validity. Whilst
appropriate for certain questions, this approach is deficient when applied to creative acts and
various types of personal knowing pertaining to lived and felt experience. Why do we persist
is separating the people conducting research and the things they study? The subjugation
of art within research methodology is symptomatic of linear-thinking positivist researchers
questionably claiming ‘objectivity’, yet art most usefully celebrates the deeply personal.

Art is Empirical with Embodied Meaning

Influential educationalist John Dewey in one of his major works, Art as Experience (1934/
2005), expressed the central idea that art functions as experience itself, which justifies the
broadening in the understanding of ‘empirical’ to mean ‘observable’. Many of the answers
within research can be found in observing what is specifically happening. Dewey places great
value on the actual processes of inquiry: looking and finding meaning. He highly values the
various components of artistry that involves hard to pin-down qualities such as intuition,
impulse, invocation and spontaneity. Surely these are valuable qualities of education?

Dewey also comprehensively understood the entwined and embodied nature of meaning
contained within art as the aesthetic medium: “Sense qualities are the carriers of meanings,
not as vehicles carry goods but as a mother carries a baby when the baby is part of her own
organism. Works of art, like words, are literally pregnant with meaning” (Dewey, 2005, pp.
122–23). Whilst artistic research differs from science and the social sciences, it is simply a
mode of inquiry that best suits the use of the artistic form, as it is the form that is of empiri-
cal interest alongside the artistic process itself. Meaning is therefore best understood in and
through practice involving the use of art as its modus operandi.
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Using Art-Based Research

Shaun McNiff, arguably the father of art-based research1, explains: “I define art-based
research as the use of artistic expression by the researcher, either alone or with others, as a
primary mode of inquiry” (McNiff, 2018, p. xi). Art is both the object of investigation and
the method of inquiry – an important distinction to make in this research paradigm. Artistic
objects are made full participants in the research of artists where the interplay between artist
and artefact are uniformly explored.

Antithetical to this is literature with an arts and health or educational focus that ignores
art-based methodologies in favour of quasi-scientific approaches. However, the essential
evidence comes from art and it is paramount for researchers in this field to “assert the
importance of methods that actually investigate the potential value of arts and health activ-
ities, methods that focus on relationships, the positive gaze of the artist and the inherent
value of art itself ” (Yoeli et al., 2020, p. 104). At the core of artistic research methodology
is the understanding that art becomes the evidence of research, yet many researchers ignore
the obvious. Out of frustration with many researchers in applied arts and health, McNiff
(2018) asks:

If we advocate for art as a way of knowing that engages realms inaccessible to linear and logical

thought, then why is it that we do not use it as a primary mode of inquiry when researching how

the arts might enhance human experience? (p. xi, original emphasis)

1. Whilst Elliot Eisner and Tom Barone have made a valuable contribution, Shaun McNiff ’s earlier and subsequent
scholarship on art-based research offers much in the way of understanding art as inquiry. The actual term ‘art-
based research’ (McNiff 1998) rather than ‘arts-based research’ does not emphasize dividing the fields of ‘art’
where the principle is clearly art as the actual methodology.
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Reflective Practice – Artistry

In affirming the broader role of ‘artistry’, Donald Schön highlights the commonality of art-
istry across a range of creative occupations such as painters, sculptors, musicians, dancers,
and designers that bears a resemblance to the artistry found in other professionals such as
adroit lawyers, physicians, managers, and teachers. Schön advances:

It is no accident that professionals often refer to an ‘art’ of teaching or management and use of

the term artist to refer to practitioners unusually adept at handling situations of uncertainty,

uniqueness, and conflict. (1987, p. 16)

There has been a growing interest and realization in the unique part that artistic research
plays (McNiff, 1998, 2004, 2013, 2018; Kossak, 2012, 2018; Butt, 2017; Prior, 2017, 2018b;
Mateus-Berr & Jochum, 2020). Developing understanding and confidence will undoubt-
edly see artist-researchers using art-based research to understand and directly inform their
own practices. Further, it is proposed here that artist-educator-researchers (Prior, 2018c)
might renew the way they construct the curriculum in order to more closely align art-based
research throughout the higher education experience, from undergraduate to doctoral can-
didature:

Using art as research provides a natural educational cadence for those of us who do not see

necessary borders between artist, researcher and educator in and through the production of art.

A convergence of roles allows for artist and academic to become one. (p. 11)

Using Art-based Approaches in Higher Education

Globally, mental health is a priority for the health agenda (WHO, 2017) and the use of art-
forms for wellbeing is thoroughly established (e.g. All-Party Parliamentary Group, 2017).
To these ends, university staff and students are not exempt from the growing mental health
issues experienced across society (Carter & Goldie, 2018) and therefore warrant attention.
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By way of illustration, a recent example of a novel wellbeing project at one UK university
gives some insights into how the use of art can offer a mindful approach to addressing the
stressors of academic life and brings together both staff and students. The title of the project
was ‘pARTicipate: take a break with art’. The project piloted a weekly lunchtime series of
artist-led participative workshops using art as a vehicle for promoting wellbeing. The work-
shops lasted around one hour each and took place within several campus locations such as
a communal meeting area and the main library at the University of Wolverhampton in the
United Kingdom. The workshops were open to any person regardless of ability and were
intended to explore the effect of using participative art-based activities in the promotion of
mental wellbeing. All art materials were supplied free of charge to the participants, with the
most popular media being paper and pastels.

Whilst the participants all responded very positively to the engagement, the strongest evi-
dence of effectiveness was not in what people said but what was observable, or in research
terms, ‘empirical’. The mindful focus and creative flow exhibited by the participants was
entirely observable and represented in the creative works themselves. The artworks allow for
greater transparency of tacit knowledge – knowledge that is richly embedded by experience
but not necessarily something readily communicable in words, demonstrating that much
“knowledge is generated through direct, personal and experientially derived meaning”
(Prior, 2012, p. 193). This view values the importance of knowledge that is incrementally
gained through the act of doing and being.

Artistic processes and outcomes lend themselves to a dialectic engagement with the artist.
It is the rich interplay between the artefact or the creative expression that provides the
opportunity for deep investigation between artist (creator) and the artwork produced. “In
other words, in art-based research we can ask what the object or creative expression reveals
about itself and what role the artist plays” (Prior, 2018d, p. 56–57, original emphasis). This
essential quality enables the field to resist being marginalized by narrow definitions of what
constitutes ‘valid’ research activity. Detachment, objectivity, controlled experimentation,
random trials and rationality do not reach the heart of artistic inquiry and therefore scien-
tific approaches are not always pertinently useful. Artistic practice and experimentation tend
to place the artist (creator) firmly at the centre, and every situation is entirely unique – it is
this uniqueness that is celebrated and highly relevant in education.
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Conclusion
This paper, summarizing the keynote, has aimed to critically advance the potential of art
within educational health and wellbeing research and practice. Scientific and social science
approaches are not fully useful to artist-researchers, but are we all really listening? Many
difficulties in the field have been caused by “the art-based researcher trying to fit in other
methods [as] they feel that the academy or the so-called ‘authority’ might not really under-
stand art-based methodology” (Kossak, 2018, p. 71). Artists – that is anyone who creates
– can confidently make use of art as a research methodology to investigate their own prac-
tices and outcomes, seeing the threefold primacy of art as the topic, process and outcome of
research (Prior, 2018d). Dewey (2005) summarizes that the potential limits in aesthetics are
determined experientially and by what the artists make of it in practice. He states that: “the
medium of expression is neither subjective nor objective, but is an experience in which they
are integrated in a new object” (p. 299, original emphasis).

Art-based inquiry, therefore, includes affective, sensory, creative, observational and intui-
tional ways of knowing – all essential qualities of education. In addition, the use of experi-
mentation, risk-taking, discovery and meaning-making are all important attributes to
research through the process of creating art and provide the ‘evidence base’. Armed with the
knowledge of artistic research methodology, artist-researchers can meaningfully undertake
the type of research to fully include aesthetic engagement and “reject the predictable – the
potentially anti-creative” (Prior, 2018d, p. 58, original emphasis) and embrace art-based
research in the researcher’s quest for personal knowing, whether it be within places of edu-
cation or anywhere that the applied use of art for wellbeing is employed.
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