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Abstract

This study applied the recent concept of 'threshold graphics' (Lackovic, 2020) and
developed it further in the context of professional social-care education. Threshold
graphics are pictorial images selected and analysed by a learning community for critical

and deep thinking about threshold concepts across disciplines (ibid.).

Many studies of threshold concepts (TCs) have followed the seminal work in this field
by Meyer and Land (2003). However, there is a scarcity of studies that research the
teaching of TCs in depth through pictorial images such as photographs, other than
Lackovic (2020). This study addresses this gap, building on the concept of 'threshold
graphics' (Lackovic, 2020): it develops a unique threshold graphics classification for the
field of social care. The key novelty of the threshold graphics approach applied in this
thesis is that it embeds inquiry graphics theory and method, based on semiotics (how

signs of communication make meaning to learners).

An inquiry graphics analysis was applied, which is, in principle, a photo-elicitation
method that integrates inquiry graphics. The method was applied to 45 participants,
including students, graduates and educators at Irish higher education institutions,
within the programme in social-care education. Four researcher-provided photographs
and varying numbers of participant-provided images were analysed by the participants
in semi-structured interviews at various locations across Ireland. Of the 45 people who
participated, 27 educators taught various subjects on social-care programmes,
including knowledge contributors or those who had researched and published in social
care. Six students were currently in a level 7 or 8 social care programme, and 12
graduates had a level 7 or 8 social care qualification and were working in social care.
NVivo™ software provided a platform for a mix of thematic and inquiry graphics

analysis guided by the following research questions:

(1) What ‘threshold concepts (TCs)’ are identified within social care subjects, by three
key user groups (lecturers (knowledge contributors), current students and graduates),

via an ‘inquiry graphics’ photo-elicitation research method?



(2) How is an 'inquiry graphics’ (IG) & ‘threshold graphics' visual teaching method
evaluated by lecturers, graduates and students with regard to learning ‘threshold

concepts’ and overcoming ‘troublesome knowledge’?

(3) How is visual content related to the conceptual meaning of TCs when applying IG in
both research methods and teaching contexts? What does that mean for teaching and

learning threshold concepts with images (as an approach to threshold graphics)?

(4) What does this experience and method tell us about how we think about concepts
and images?

The researcher identified the overarching threshold concept of Self-Other in social-
care education, 14 threshold concepts (TCs) and 80 integral concepts (ICs). The
introduction of integral concepts (ICs) is one of the key innovations of this study,
offering an original perspective that threshold concepts are broad, overarching
concepts that underpin disciplines and represent a larger field of knowledge that
students often struggle with —they embed many integral concepts, which are integral
to TC development and represent more concrete but also troublesome concepts.
Threshold and integral concepts form a rhizomatic concept network. This network
helps our understanding of how concepts in a domain (here: social care) are not
standalone entities but form connections with and between themselves and threshold
concepts (TCs) within a wider rhizomatic network of disciplinary concepts,
programmes, learners’ and teachers’ experiences and interpretations. This
conceptualisation builds on the proposition that concepts are complex, ever-growing
interpretative entities called 'rhizomatic concepts' or 'concept-rhizomes' (Lackovic,
2020). Their meanings branch depending on the interrelations of learners' and
teachers' interpretations (of studied concept resources), experiences and the given

context where threshold graphics are applied.

The inquiry graphics photo-elicitation method was found to be effective in accessing
the troublesomeness of concepts and for the exploration of their meaning through
reflective engagement and active analysis by participants of visual signs in images. The
threshold graphics method applied is a critical visual, pedagogical and analytical tool in

higher education pedagogy, not just in social care but beyond it. The study suggests



that it has significant potential as a teaching and learning approach, as it can reveal
troublesomeness, and offer new interpretations of and perspectives on social-care
concepts. However, it is recommended that educators receive specific educational
training regarding an inquiry graphics approach and analysis skills, especially the
process of selecting images (by a student and/or an educator), providing emotional
support, tackling time restraints and working with large/small groups that can present

challenges for implementation.

The findings contribute to our knowledge in conceptual learning. In particular, it
advances our knowledge of how concepts are formed through pictorial images and,
therefore, adds to the specific fields of: higher education teaching and learning as an
umbrella field, threshold concepts, visual semiotics/learning in education, inquiry and
threshold graphics and social-care education as domain-specific knowledge. The
findings can inform future threshold concept studies by addressing how troublesome
concepts interconnect and underpin threshold concepts to form rhizomatic networks
and how they can be investigated through pictorial images, an area which is mostly
under-recognised, under-researched and unacknowledged. The study can also inform a
comprehensive design and methodological approach to planning and teaching social-
care programmes as well as related disciplines. Further research could investigate,
evaluate and develop threshold graphics in other disciplines and with other pictorial

media, such as videos, illustrations, diagrams, paintings, and sketches of infographics.
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Chapter 1: Introduction — The Research Gap and Contribution to Knowledge

1.1 Introduction
Irish social care, after many years, is on the cusp of professionalisation, and social-care
education is also going through momentous changes. Incoming professional
regulations and standards have focused on learning proficiencies, and colleges are
currently overhauling their programmes. This process will result in standardised
programmes and external accountability. This study is timely as it will inform this

process, as outlined in the following chapters.

1.2 The Research Gap
1.2.1 My Own Motivation and Experience of the Gap
As an educator on a social-care programme, | was motivated to undertake this study
by witnessing students’ growth and struggles as they transformed from novice first-
years to competent professionals. | wondered what kind of concept learning prompted
this. Threshold concepts theory, inquiry graphics theory and semiotics offered a lens
through which to view and investigate this transformation. They provided two critical
aspects of learning practice that | was particularly interested in: how conceptual
learning develops and the stumbling blocks in this development, and how visual media
mediate learning. As a lecturer in creative studies and an art therapist, | have
witnessed the power of images for healing and learning and how they can knowingly
or unknowingly strongly influence our thinking, behaviours and beliefs. | also noticed
the general lack of research on threshold concepts in Irish social care and the use of
visual media in disciplinary teaching. From this position, and informed by the reviewed
literature, | conducted this research to better understand what troublesome concepts
were thresholds and whether visuals could be used for teaching and learning, for

conceptual expansion, critical reflection and inquiry.

1.2.2 Threshold Concepts in Social Care

Like any other discipline and subject, social-care students grapple with many complex
concepts, but once these are understood, they lead to ‘transformative’ learning. Such
concepts have been identified as “threshold concepts” (TCs) (Land, Meyer, & Flanagan,

2016a; Land, Meyer, & Smith, 2008; Meyer, Land, Baillie, Meyer, & Baillie, 2010). There



has been no threshold concept research in Irish social care and relatively little in
health, social work and child and youth care in Ireland (Barradell, 2013; Steckley,
2020a). Academic commentaries within Irish social care have also acknowledged these
gaps, with speculation on placement as a liminal space for professional identity
formation (Byrne-Lancaster, 2017), and how the ‘self’ and personal experiences might
contribute to conceptual interconnectedness and socio-emotional learning
(Prendergast, 2017). In addition, both nationally and internationally, no studies have
focused on how educators could use images to teach threshold concepts in social care
and other healthcare professions. Therefore, this study is innovative and new as it
addresses these knowledge gaps, building on ‘inquiry graphics’ (Lackovi¢, 2020a) to
understand how pictorial images can be used to teach and critically unpack

troublesome concepts to reveal understandings and, indeed, misunderstandings.

1.2.3 Inquiry Graphics to Understand Concepts in Disciplines

Social-care students and workers deal with social-care concepts through everyday
problems and challenges rooted in real-world experiences strongly linked to the
emotional and material worlds, such as environments, things and situations. Images
can serve the role of bringing in material manifestations of the outside world and
imaginative associations and metaphors to learning concepts in any discipline, social
care not excluded (Lackovi¢, 2020b). There are two main reasons why images can help
in learning concepts. First, it is their potential to mediate and uncover multiple
interpretative meanings by students who choose or create them, and students and
teachers who can join in a collaborative act of interpretation (Lackovi¢, 2010, 2020a).
By doing so, teachers engage students’ creative and reflective faculties, exemplifying
that concepts are indeed subject to personal experiences and interpretations, and
much more than simple definitions. Second, as mentioned above, their ubiquitous
nature in our modern hypervisual and image-oversaturated culture constantly engages
the viewer — we need to stop, pause, slow down and use images for deeper reflection
and analysis. Educators have, with the advances in technology, realised some of the
visual’s potential (Exley et al., 2004), such as in PowerPoint presentations (Chavez
Herting et al., 2020; Frey & Birnbaum, 2002), for their explanatory or summary
function (Pozzer-Ardenghi & Roth, 2004), to decorate (Cyphert, 2004; Gabriel, 2008;



Kjeldsen, 2006), prompt memory and recall (Schraw et al., 2014), and for the retention
of information (Thomas et al., 2008). However, this is still an underexplored area
despite the work done to explore and categorise the use of images for learning in
lectures (Hallewell & Lackovi¢, 2017). Indeed, visual pedagogy, and especially
semiotics, is not a mainstream approach in higher education and is ‘left’ to specialised
disciplines in the arts, language and communication (Lackovi¢, 2020a; Semetsky,

2016a).

IG is a new, cutting-edge educational approach that interconnects semiotics, arts and
humanities, learning sciences and psychology. Essentially, it is about learning and
thinking with images in higher education, observing pictorial and sensory media as an
integral part of concept development. At the core of IG, and indeed this research, is
Lackovi¢’s (2020a) argument that ‘knowledge development’ is ‘embodied, distributed,
multimodal and multisensory’ (Lackovi¢, 2020a, p.19). Inquiry graphics (IG) is, then, an
“art-science”’ integrated approach (Lackovi¢, 2020a, p.20) that can, for example, turn
‘graphics into inquiry artefacts to slow down unreflective image consumption’
(Lackovi¢, 2020a, p.16). In today’s world of visual image frenzy on social media and in
everyday communication, such a ‘slow-picture’ approach is needed, alongside other
‘slow’ approaches (Lackovi¢ & Hurley, 2021). This can counter the unreflective, speedy
image consumption that leaves subconscious imprints of visualised values on the mind,
which education needs to bring to the surface and challenge. | propose that IG can be
deployed in four ways and forms the basis of this research: (a) as a theoretical
approach, (b) as a critical visual and pedagogic tool in teaching, (c) as a research
method combined with photo-elicitation, and, connected to (c), as a (d) guide for
critical visual analysis when applied in research. | will discuss these further in Chapter

Two, section three.

An IG analysis (Lackovi¢, 2018), for example, has three flexible stages of analytical
interpretation, when used with images: (1) the representamen-led (observing and
stating the embodied sign, what it consists of), (2) the interpretant-led (providing
image descriptions) and (3) anchored object stage (led by research/ analysis/ teaching

guestions and analytical inquiry goals that link image content with conceptual content



and the conceptual goal of analysis). The first stage is observational or perceptive and
involves listing and numbering the observed visual elements (signs) in the image. The
second stage has two steps. The denotation-focused step asks for a basic description
by using qualitative adjectives to describe what something that is observed is like, how
it feels and what is happening in an image. This is followed by connotation-focused
guestions, asking for contextual meanings and presumptions based on a denotative
description. The third stage, the anchored object, synthesises the first two phases
through research or inquiry questions. This can be informed by a theory, which will
focus on interpretations. In simple terms, the IG method involves a focused reflective,
creative and analytical thinking process applied to taught concepts. Some of the
benefits of this approach for teaching and learning concepts stemming from empirical
research include: helping students to relate to/tap into learners’ own experience and
image of a concept, imagine conceptual possibilities, practically ‘manifest’ abstract
concepts via the material world to bridge concept abstraction with the
phenomenology of the material world, show that concepts are rich and complex
entities beyond concept definitions dependent on contexts and interpretations, make
connections between seemingly unconnected objects and ideas, reveal
misconceptions and open up an engaging discussion among peers supported by the
teacher (Lackovié, 2020a). Therefore, this study sought to identify threshold concepts
in social-care education using an inquiry graphics photo-elicitation method — this
approach of combining threshold concepts and inquiry graphics is termed “threshold
graphics” (ibid.).

In this section, | have provided a brief introduction to the concept of inquiry graphics
for exploring challenging concepts through graphics and different forms of visual
representations. The theory is elaborated in Chapter Two, and the associated

methodology is presented in Chapter Three.

1.2.4 Contribution to Knowledge
By focusing on social-care education (Mc Hugh & Byrne, 2014), this study makes a

contribution to knowledge by identifying TCs that inform curriculum design in various
disciplines (Wright & Gilmore, 2012) and evaluating ‘threshold graphics’ (Lackovic,

2020a, p.145), as the application of pictorial images, collectively called “graphics”



(Lackovi¢, 2020a, p.119) to support the teaching of TCs. Therefore, the research aims
to advance our knowledge in social-care education, threshold concepts pedagogy and
related innovations when using images to teach and learn threshold concepts. In terms
of practical implications and impact, it aims to inform (1) future programme design in
social-care education and (2) provide advice on critical visual analysis through
“threshold graphics” as a pedagogical approach to teaching concepts in social and
health-related sciences (3) and potentially introduce a novel visual method and
analysis to TC research and practice more broadly. In addition, research using
edusemiotic theory, which argues for the value of semiotics in educational theory and
practice, has focused mainly on linguistic communication (Semetsky, 2019) and the
fields of linguistics, media and communication or philosophy, with images being rarely
addressed with regard to their role in learning, and threshold concepts in particular.
This study recognises images as contributors to knowledge, aligned with the inquiry
graphics arguments that images are not mere add-ons or illustrations in teaching and
learning but are needed to bridge the abstract and concrete sides of knowledge and
concept-building (Lackovi¢, 2020a). In agreement with this argument, Danesi (2009)
identifies a lack of practical frameworks looking at ‘how human representational
systems are learned and how these can be used to construct appropriate pedagogical

curricula and methods’ (Danesi, 2009, p.vii).

1.3 Research Aim, Paradigm and Research Questions

This phenomenological study aims to understand educators’, students’ and graduates’
perceptions of uncomfortable and troublesome concepts through applying threshold
graphics to identify threshold concepts in social-care education. At this point, | will
briefly state my ontological and epistemological position. | am ontologically aligned
with the relative pragmatic position of the social constructivist world view of reality,
with multiple subjective realities that are socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann,
1991; Guba & Lincoln, 1982). My epistemological position then defines knowledge as
an inaccessible ‘truth’ (McCarthy, 2005), yet a subjective occurrence, formulated
within the space between the actors and is thus in continuous flux and flow within a

defined context.



This phenomenological study explores the learning of threshold concepts from the
perspective of those who have experienced it (Neubauer, Witkop, & Varpio, 2019) and
uses a pragmatic semiotic approach to education that combines the perspectives of
educational semiotics and the related approaches of inquiry graphics, social semiotics
and photo-elicitation methodology. | used a visual-research method, the IG photo-
elicitation approach, based on Peircean semiotic theory, as it offered a versatile tool to
enable deep exploration. Therefore, this interpretative approach to accessing
knowledge with images offers an explicit means for participants to perceive and access

their experiences (Jonathan Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).
Main Research Questions:

(1) What ‘threshold concepts’ (TC) are identified within social-care subjects by three
key user groups — lecturers (knowledge contributors), current students and graduates

via a threshold graphics method?

e What characteristics and types of threshold concepts are
experienced, identified and reflected on?
e To what extent are the identified TCs similar (convergent) and

distinct (divergent) among the groups?

(2) How is a ‘threshold graphics' visual-teaching method evaluated by lecturers,
graduates and students with regard to learning ‘threshold concepts’ and overcoming

‘troublesome knowledge’?

e What characteristics of the method do the participants find
beneficial or challenging, and why? What does stand out for
them, if anything? What forms of conceptual knowledge and
engagement does it afford, or not?

e How does the method help, or not, the participants to reflect on
their own knowledge, and how do the students evaluate it with

regard to overcoming the liminality of TCs?



(3) How is the visual content related to the conceptual meaning of TCs when applying
IG in both research methods and teaching contexts? What does that mean for teaching

and learning threshold concepts with images (as an approach of threshold graphics)?

e What kinds of flexible taxonomies of chosen photographs can be
concluded with regard to their content (e.g. showing people)
and their function (e.g. metaphor)?

e To what extent are educators’ (knowledge contributors),
students’ and graduates’ chosen photographs to represent TC
concepts similar (convergent) and distinct (divergent)?

e How do these different groups interpret the same photographs
provided by the researcher as related to the TC? To what extent
are their interpretations convergent or divergent, and what does
that mean for teaching-learning practice?

e What are the salient photographic features reported by
participants that lend themselves to conceptual exploration and
inference in the context of research methodology?

e What is the role of naming elements, denotation and
connotation |G reasoning in understanding TCs?

e What can be observed about using |G visual content to facilitate

learning TCs?

(4) What does this experience and method tell us about how we think about concepts
and images?

e What implications does it have for social care and general higher

education?



1.4 Thesis Structure

This thesis comprises five chapters, outlined as follows:

1) Chapter One has given an overview of the research gap, personal motivation,

2)

3)
4)
5)
6)

threshold concepts in social care, contribution to knowledge and inquiry

graphics to understand concepts in disciplines, the research aim, paradigm and

research questions.

Chapter Two is divided into four sections, each explaining the theoretical

approach taken and a review of relevant literature.

1.

4.

Section one outlines Irish social-care historical timelines and how this
has influenced concepts taught in SC education.

Section two explains threshold concept theory, asks what a concept is,
and outlines the pedagogies applied to teach and learn threshold
concepts and those identified in the social and healthcare professions.
Section three outlines the four contributions of Lackovi¢’s (2018) Inquiry
Graphics (IG) theory: (a) as a theoretical approach in higher education,
(b) as a critical visual tool in teaching and learning, (c) as a visual inquiry
research method combined with photo-elicitation and (d) the
characteristics of |G as a critical visual analysis applied in research.
Section four outlines a novel approach to teaching TCs using
photographs with the development of ‘threshold graphics’ (Lackovi¢,

2020a, p.142) as a critical visual inquiry tool.

Chapter Three outlines the methodology and methods used in the research.

Chapter Four sets out the findings regarding the research questions.

Chapter Five conducts a discussion based on the findings and limitations.

Chapter Six sets out the conclusion and recommendations.



Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework and Literature Review

2.1 Introduction
This chapter will set out the conceptual framework and review related literature. The
conceptual framework guiding this study incorporates inquiry graphics and threshold
concept approaches, which can also be seen as distinct but also related theories or
approaches in conceptual development (Fig. 1), resulting in “threshold graphics”

(Lackovié, 2020a).

Edusemiolics

Social semiotics

Threshold
Concepts

Threshold
Graphics

Inquiry
Graphics

Mulfimodality

Feircean
semiotics

Figure 1: Conceptual framework. Threshold concepts, inquiry graphics and threshold
graphics

The following sections discuss these theories and the social-care conceptual context.
Section 1 outlines the historical origins of social-care concepts and related literature.
Section 2 outlines threshold concept theory, defines a concept, offers an overview of
approaches to teaching TCs and presents the TCs identified in the social and healthcare
professions. Section 3 is subdivided into four sections focusing on inquiry graphics as
(a) a theory, (b) a critical visual tool used in teaching and learning, (c) a visual inquiry
research method combined with photo-elicitation and (d) a critical visual analysis
approach applied in research. Section 4 brings the previous sections together to

outline the potential of threshold graphics as a critical visual inquiry tool.



2.2 Irish Social Care
In this section, | define social care and explain the historical development of Irish
social-care education as a significant aspect of professional formation (Fortune,
Barradell, Kennedy-Jones, & Jones, 2014; Peseta, Fortune, Jones, Barradell, &
Kennedy-Jones, 2018). By doing so, | am arguing that the field is still nascent and
developing, which calls for teaching and learning support and interventions to
understand what staff and students define as threshold concepts in this developing
field of study, thus benefiting staff who teach in the area. Professional social-care
educational programmes are relatively new, emerging from inquiry reports,
legalisation and policies calling for qualified staff. The following section sets out the
historical and sociocultural context, and in doing so, | also identify the origins of many
of the concepts and, indeed, troublesome concepts taught in educational programmes.
My argument is that relatively little attention has been paid to how images could be
used to teach troublesome concepts through the semiotic unpacking of historical and

sociocultural origins surrounding personal meanings.

First, CORU (2022b), the multi-profession health regulator tasked with overseeing the

statutory registration of social care, defines social care workers as:

...professional practitioners engaged in the practice of social care work. Social
care work is a relationship-based approach to the purposeful planning and
provision of care, protection, psychosocial support and advocacy in partnership
with vulnerable individuals and groups who experience marginalisation,
disadvantage or special needs. Principles of social justice and human rights are

central to the practice of Social Care Workers. (CORU, 2022a)

Social-care practice has grown from and is deeply entwined with Irish history and
spans two countries: the UK and Ireland. It begins with the impact of the Irish potato
famine (1845-1849), which displaced and killed an estimated one million people,
leaving many destitute poor to seek out workhouses (Poor Relief (Ireland) Act, 1838).
The Irish welfare system advanced from legislation in the UK, and with the
establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922, it was developed further in Ireland (The

Children’s Act (Ireland), 1929).
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The dominance and failings of some religious care caused a shift to a neoliberal state
based on ‘choice’ and the separation of church and state. These developments
hastened the introduction of state-funded care in the 1970s and ’80s. At that time, the
religious orders working with the state stepped in to provide for the welfare needs of
those who were vulnerable, destitute and requiring redemption. Religious involvement
in care came under scrutiny with the publication of inquiries (Kennedy, 1970; Mother
and Baby Homes Commission of Investigation Final Report, 2021; Task Force on Child
Care Services: Final Report, 1980; The Law Reform Commission, 1990; Tuairim Report,
1966) exposing gross failings, and Irish society began to question their role and the
complicity of the state. Prominent among the areas of investigation were child abuse
in families, state care and child deaths. From the 1990s onwards, the government and
independent bodies conducted 29 inquiries and reviews regarding concerns over the
abuse and deaths of children known to child-protection services (Department of
Children and Youth Affairs & The Irish Research Council, 2008), and over 32 child-
related pieces of legislation were enacted (Department of Children and Youth Affairs &
The Irish Research Council, 2008). This inquiry process altered public perceptions and
attitudes (Department of Children and Youth Affairs & The Irish Research Council,
2008), highlighted failures and made recommendations in the areas of law, policy
(Considine & Dukelow, 2014), interagency collaboration and cooperation, roles and
responsibilities, inspection, procedures, protocols and training, to name a few. These
reports, inquiries and media exposés (Kenny, 2009) established official expectations
and statutory responsibilities based on concepts such as state involvement with

families, equality and children’s rights.

Again, improvements in disability services resulted from various reports (Commission
of Inquiry on Mental Handicap Report, 1965; Commission on the Status of People with
Disabilities, 1996; Department of Health & Social Welfare, 1984; United Nations
General Assembly, 1993), policies (Commission on the Status of People with
Disabilities, 1996; Department of Health, 1990) and acts (Equal Status Act, 2000;
National Disability Authority Act, 1999). These reports recognised the role of the state
as a positive enabler through law enforcement and policy, and they influenced the

meaning of concepts such as: discrimination, respect and dignity, accessibility, equality
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of opportunity (Hanlon, 2009) between men and women (Mulkeen, 2013), evolving
capacities of children with disabilities (Finnerty, 2013), preservation of identities, full
participation and engagement, inclusion, freedom, independence (Killeen, 2014), the
medical and social model (Grubgeld, 2020; Linehan et al., 2014) and person-centred

care (Thompson, Kilbane, & Sanderson, 2008).

The inquiries and resultant public outcry called for qualified staff (Kennedy, 1970;
Tuairim Report; 1966,Task Force on Child Care Services: Final Report, 1980; South
Eastern Health Board, 1993; Report of the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse
Vol.1-5, 2009). Colleges then introduced social studies courses across the country, the
first being the Kilkenny course, training residential ‘child care’ workers in the 1970s,
run by the Vocational Education Committee in Dublin (Task Force on Child Care
Services: Final Report, 1980). After establishing the National Council for Educational
Awards (NCEA) in 1972, Diplomas in Child Care followed in 1974 in Dublin, Waterford
and Sligo Regional Technical colleges (RTCS). As of 2022, 18 education providers,
including private colleges, deliver 40 programmes (CORU, 2022a). Programmes have
continuously evolved in response to an ever-changing multicultural society (McCann
James, 2013) with diverse social issues, such as youth offending (Campbell, 2005;
Tovey & Share, 2003), family issues (Feeney, 2014; Rdiste, 2006), abuse (Halpenny,
2012), homelessness (Kasting & Artz, 2005; Seymour, 2013), addiction (Doyle, 2009),
domestic violence (Charles, McElwee, & McKenna-McElwee, 2005) and care of those
with disabilities (Finnerty, 2005), influenced and directed by inquiries, political actions,

policy and the law.

Social-care education puts emphasis on learning in practice placements (Byrne-
Lancaster, 2014; McSweeney & Williams, 2019), on language (Clarke Orohoe, 2014) in
relationships (Behan, 2014; Fish & Morgan, 2021) and the use of self (Lyons, 2013;
Mulville, 2014), with others as best practice (Garfat, McElwee, & Charles, 2005; Ruch,
2000); and rather than fixing others (Mooney, 2014), it supports empowerment
(McCann James, Roiste, & McHugh, 2009b) and independence (D’Arcy, 2014) from a
rights-based perspective (McCann James, Roiste, & McHugh, 2009a). SC work, for
example, involves working in and managing teams (Leonard, 2014; Molloy, 2014) to
ethically care (Charleton, 2007) for clients who deploy challenging behaviour
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(Fizmaurice, 2009; O’Sullivan, 2014; Walsh, 2014) and self-harm (Williams, 2014), often
in residential settings (King, 2014; Reynolds, 2014). SC workers require ongoing
professional supervision (Doyle, 2014; McSweeney, 2017; O’Neill, 2013) to establish
and maintain boundaries, confidentiality and non-judgemental practice (McCann

James, Roiste, McHugh, Roiste, & McHugh, 2009).

As social-care concepts continuously evolve, teaching threshold concepts in this
domain require a flexible and inclusive pedagogical and relational approach that
recognises self and others. ‘Threshold graphics’ is such an approach to threshold
concepts, focused on conceptual development through learning, community exchange
and efforts rooted in personal, embodied experiences (Lackovi¢, 2020a, p.145), which
are highly relevant in social care. Redefinitions and reframing concepts can then
connect more and better with the sensory and environmental situatedness of caring in

practice.

2.3  Threshold Concept Theory and Approach

Threshold concept (TCs) framework research encompasses many multidisciplinary
domains (Meyer & Land, 2006a; Meyer, Land, & Davies, 2008) and continues to
develop and evolve (See website Flanagan, 2019). Its broad appeal lies in the potential
and utility of making known which conceptual knowledge students find ‘troublesome’
(Perkins, 2006), leading to ‘transformative’ learning and contributing to resolving
educational issues such as the evaluation of curriculum design and teaching and
learning support. In addition, TC research can develop and integrate other bodies of
knowledge, creating new synthesises (Barradell & Peseta, 2017). However, their value
has been questioned (Brown, Whybrow, & Finn, 2021; O’Donnell, 2010; Salwén, 2021),
such as the possibility of empirical isolation (Rowbottom, 2007) and issues

differentiating between agreed ‘core’ and threshold concepts (Barradell, 2013).

Whereas key or core concepts provide basic knowledge units within disciplines and
professions, Meyer and Land (2010) argue that threshold concepts (TCs) differ.
Encounters with ‘troublesome’ (Perkins, 2006) conceptual knowledge or TCs provide
crossing points or portals, leading to genuine understanding and transformation.

Successful crossings result in changes in discursive interactions, cognition and
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behaving, conforming to the norms of the profession or discipline, instilling authentic
mastery (Meyer & Land, 2003a, 2005) and identity formation (Barradell & Peseta,
2017; Clouder, 2013). TCs are understood to have seven defining characteristics. These
are: (1) transformative, (2) troublesome, (3) irreversibility (unlikely to be unlearned),
(4) integrative (with other knowledge structures), (5) possibly bounded (occupying a
conceptual space), (6) reconstitutive (change in subjectivity over time) and (7)
discursive change (adopted as a change in discourse) (Meyer & Land, 2003a, 2005;
Smith, 2006). All characteristics, except troublesome and liminality, describe the
outcome of acquisition rather than the student's actual learning experience
(Schwartzman, 2010). It is also worth noting Shanahan et al.’s (2008) accretion that a

single TC may not possess all the characteristics or affect all learners in the same way.

Liminality, influenced by Turner (1989) and Gennep (1960), is described by Meyer et al.
(2010) as a ‘suspended state of partial understanding’, an uncomfortable and ‘stuck’
(Meyer et al., 2010, pp.4) place, that can manifest a type of mimicry before further
knowledge development. Significant transformative learning is not without effort,
destabilisation and discomfort (Land, Cousin, Meyer, & Davies, 2005). While
comprehending ‘alien’ concepts, learners can endure uncertainty within a liminal
space to pass through the ‘portal’. Whereas Meyer & Land (2006a) identify TC by its
characteristics, Davies et al. (2010) propose three types of conceptual change: basic,

discipline threshold and procedural.

It was never Meyer & Land’s (2003a) intention to establish fixed and stable criteria
setting out what students should or would experience. According to Baillie et al.
(2013), it is open to development and interpretation, as the characteristics of TCs ‘will
be experienced in varying degrees by students because of individual differences in, for
example, but not limited to, individual levels of prior or tacit knowledge, and
predispositions to think about phenomena in a particular way’ (Baillie et al., 2013,
p.246). In addition, Baillie et al. (2013) proposed a new idea called ‘threshold

capabilities’, building on capacity theory.

Land et al. (2014) define liminality as a space ‘in which there is a reformulation of the

learner’s meaning frame and an accompanying shift in the learner’s ontology or
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subjectivity’ (Land et al., 2014, p.199). Liminal spaces are where troublesomeness and
being ‘stuck’ lead to transformation. Meyer et al. (2008) developed this further by
proposing three stages of liminality: pre-liminal, liminal and post-liminal. Where
uncertainty is involved, there is a risk of experiencing affective discomfort in
constructing and accommodating new knowledge (Land, Meyer, & Flanagan, 2016b).
Peirce’s abductive reasoning, a staple of his semiotic approach, helps us to think about
how learners enter this partial liminal state. Abductive reasoning relies on inferences
or interpretations based on observation and experience. It permits leaps or best
guesses, leading to discovery, and it is the first step out of certainty (Campbell, 2018).
Genuine doubt (Peirce, 1974), according to Cunningham (1992), arises from surprising
experiences external to oneself within a pertinent context. For the learner, genuine
doubt occurs when confronted with anomalies at odds with their constructed reality.
Through an abductive process, beliefs or habits of mind destabilise and are re-
evaluated. All this can provoke discomfort by opening up many possibilities and
revealing many truths. For novice learners, particularly those without professional
experience, the direct relationship between concepts and practices is outside their
meaning frame. Partial or pre-liminality is entered when learners ‘hold’ concepts in
mind until a full resolution is found in professional experience at a future point, post-
liminality. According to Meyer et al. (2006b), transformation within all stages of
liminality may take time and fluctuate with regression to earlier states or forms of
mimicry. ‘Compensatory mimicry’, according to Meyer et al. (2006b), appeases the
student’s sense of knowing when it may be irrelevant, and ‘conscious mimicry’ (Meyer
& Land, 2006b, p.24) is when the student is aware of a knowledge gap and yet deploys

mimicry.

Meyer et al. (2012) refer to Perkin’s (1999) forms of troublesome knowledge. They
include routine and meaningless ritual knowledge, inert knowledge that does not
integrate or connect to everyday reality or is inseparable from ‘everydayness’ (Shinner-
Kennedy, 2008, p.122), conceptually difficult knowledge and alien knowledge that is
inconsistent with one’s perspective. However, Ross et al. (2010) and Barradell (2013)
argue that conceptually challenging troublesomeness may not always indicate a TC.

Tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 1962), according to Perkins (1999), is related to complexity,
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inconsistency and subtle distinctions between knowledge, with Meyer et al. (2012)
adding that tacit knowledge remains implicit, personal and practical, often within
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). Tacit knowledge may become apparent when
confronted with opposing or conflicting concepts that assist the learner in seeing their
tacit knowledge in a new light (Meyer & Land, 2012). Language arising from discipline
discourse can be troublesome, yet it helps to differentiate between communities of
practice. Familiar words for concepts, perhaps in common everyday use, may become

alien or difficult as they require re-signification to fit the purposes of the discipline.

Meyer & Land (2006a) provide a metaphor for TCs, portraying them as crossing points
or ‘portals’ leading to enlightened availability and the integration of new knowledge
perspectives. This is a specific visual metaphor, which, | think, only reinforces the idea
that concepts can be better or more fully understood through images (Lackovic,
2020a). However, this state of being in a portal may not be easily captured in data
collection or be evident to those teaching in the discipline. Critics such as Rowbottom
(2007) question the possibility of empirical isolation and ask if threshold concepts are
collective or individual entities. The semiotic ideas of inquiry graphics that inform
threshold graphics are helpful in this respect, as this approach suggests that concept
development is both individual and collective through collective exploration, and
contribution building on individual interpretations. Barradell (2013) also points to a
differentiation issue between agreed ‘core’ and threshold concepts among discipline
stakeholders and vagueness surrounding defining qualities across the aforementioned
characteristics. Taking account of these concerns, TCs are understood more succinctly
as part of an episteme (Baillie et al., 2013; Meyer, 2016; Perkins, 2006) or a system of
interlocking threshold concepts expanding over a non-linear learning journey with
multiple ‘liminal spaces’ (Land et al., 2014), arriving at a point of irreversibility. A TC's
worth also lies in its adaptability, permitting pliant modification. According to Cousin
(2008), threshold concept theory shares gestalt perspectives by grasping that ‘the
whole allows the learner to see the constituent parts’ (Cousin, 2008, p.261) and
aspects of Mezirow’s (1990a) ‘perspective transformation’ (Mezirow, 1990a, p.220)

through ‘disorientating dilemmas’ (Mezirow, 1990a, p.222), although the focus is on
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the ‘rational and analytic nature of critical reflection’ (Land & Meyer, 2010, p.xii),

rather than affective dimensions.

Conflict arises, as Mezirow (1991) states, when there is a ‘dilemma pertaining to our
view of ourselves’ (Mezirow, 1991, p.28) and a gap between what is currently known
and what needs to be understood. Troublesome knowledge, then, according to
Schwartzman (2010), ‘denotes an anomaly that cannot be avoided, ignored, or made
to conform, leading to a rupture in knowing’ (Schwartzman, 2010, p.33). Stopford
(2021), with reference to Wittgenstein, points to student difficulties arising when
existential ‘certainties clash with discipline-specific conceptual content’ (Stopford,
2021, p.165, emphasis in original). This shortfall brings the meaning frame into view,
causing discomfort (Schwartzman, 2010). Critical reflection upon these ‘disorientating
dilemmas’ (Mezirow, 1990a) can also shatter complacency and offer insights
(Schwartzman, 2010). Difficulties do not lie within the concept itself per se, as pointed
out by Stopford (2021), but how the learner’s emotional and/or cognitive certainties
are challenged and Stopford rightly points to shifting the emphasis away from the
concepts themselves to a ‘phenomenon about students’ (Stopford, 2021, p.166,
emphasis in original). TCs are, then, identifiable by looking ‘at the complex mediations
of individual student experience, [and] socio-cultural background, alongside
disciplinary content’ (Stopford, 2021, p.168). These arguments align with Blunden’s
(2012) contribution to conceptual theory, discussed later, as social formations
embodied with past practices and language with agreed meanings within disciplines.
Concepts are, therefore, continuously remade as relational entities, and

troublesomeness arises from these encounters.

Teaching from these perspectives involves introducing ‘trigger events’ (Ricketts, 2010,
p.53) to provoke a critical response. Therefore, | argue that using inquiry graphics with
photographs as threshold graphics can reveal systemic, hidden and opaque structures,

opening up debate, examination and critique.

2.3.1 Whatis a Concept?
Having outlined TC theory in the previous section, | now briefly address the ‘What is a

concept?’ question, as this underpins assumptions in TC theory, although it does not
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feature prominently (Mead & Gray, 2010). However, answering this question is difficult
as it can involve many disciplines, including cognitive science and philosophy;
nonetheless, a brief overview of my position on concepts in the thesis will offer some
parameters for clarity of focus. | adopt the view on concepts of Blunden (2012),
because his work aligns with the idea of concepts as developmental, fluid,
socioculturally constructed and non-finite entities, which | think also aligns with some

of the ambitions of educational semiotics discussed later.

According to Blunden (2012), various contributing disciplines have offered valuable
insights, although their separation presents an obstacle to a coherent approach. Of
particular interest here is how concepts have come to be seen as products separate
from process. Blunden defines a concept as a process rather than a thing, and ‘a
thought from which constitutes a unit of knowledge of the world’ (Blunden, 2012, p.3).
Blunden critiques contemporary concept theory by first opposing the idea that
concepts are mental representations in the mind, narrowly dealt with by a ‘process of
pigeonholing’; and second, that the ‘objective world is atomistic, being composed of

individual entities’ (Blunden, 2012, p.14).

Concepts are ‘forms of social life’ according to Blunden (2012), as ‘all human
interactions involve language and concepts which are cultural and historical products
already existing prior to any particular interaction’ (Blunden, 2012, p.8). For Blunden
(2012), concepts are embodied and bring forth meaning originating in the practices
and language of the past and, in doing so, oppose dualism, proposing concepts as units
of ‘both consciousness and the social formation’ (Blunden, 2012, p.9). This position
aligns with how the |G semiotic approach can reveal historical concepts, such as
disability or race, that are fluid and in constant formation when contrasted with the

present.

Concepts also resist categorisation into types but emerge from a social formation
process, and getting the ‘essence’ of the concept involves some ‘combination of
attributes which are deemed core or non-core’ (Blunden, 2012, p.21). Categorisation,
then, as a way to see concepts, comes to nothing as it is ‘stripped of its contingent

attributes’ (Blunden, 2012, p.83). Blunden (2012), however, notes the limited
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objectivity of the concept’s content as, ‘insofar as concepts reflect the material world,
they will be inconsistent, unstable and contradictory’ (Blunden, 2012, p.19), and that is
what happens with concepts — they have life and effect in the world. However, Mead
et al. (2010) argue that concepts in disciplines distinguish between private and public
conceptions, with public concepts being more stable due to shared negotiation with
others. Disciplinary concepts and definitions fit this collective agreement protocol
showecased in textbooks and scholarly articles. These are less likely to be rapidly
altered or changed, according to Mead et al. (2010). The learning work of disciplinary
education is to evolve and align personal concepts with those of importance within the
discipline (Mead & Gray, 2010). Mead et al. (2010) draw attention to the contract
between the personal, more unpredictable space and the more rigid space within

disciplines.

Blunden’s and Mead’s views align with the inquiry graphics approach, suggesting that
concepts hold or embody rich fragments from cultural and social practices (Lackovic,
2020a). Hence it makes sense to attempt to locate and critically interrogate these in
the visual world as manifestations of such practices, thereby challenging assumptions
and constructing knowledge that stretches beyond the self and abstractions into the

material world, such as that represented in photograph:s.

Pictorial signs can embody both subjective and objective meanings. The inquiry
graphics framework (IGF) can bridge the gap between substance or the essence
present in the materiality that an abstract concept or theory needs to be realised, and
those very abstract concepts and theories have some effect on or work in the real
world (Lackovi¢, 2020b). The IG framework, as briefly introduced at the beginning and
discussed in detail further on in section 2, offers a holistic and unifying, albeit
challenging, approach to the critical mediation of often separate entities of theory or
concept, and practice and sensory world experiences (included emotions), in teaching
in higher education. The objective-subjective and abstract-concrete components of
concepts are, after all, two sides of the same coin and require exploration. The point is
that abstract concepts, such as many concepts in social care (abuse, care, neglect,
economic hardship, etc.), can only be developed more fully (from an initial verbal
introduction) concerning real-world experiences and embodied examples, material or
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sensory. In agreement, Semstsky (2007b) states, regarding Deleuze’s metaphor of the
rhizome, that ‘the creation of concepts is a function of experience and is inseparable

from affects and percepts’ (Semetsky, 2007b, p.197).

2.3.2 Pedagogies Applied to Teach and Learn Threshold Concepts

This section reviews the threshold concept literature and identifies the pedagogies
applied to teach and learn threshold concepts. Threshold concepts can be troublesome
or counterintuitive for some learners, though not all (Steckley, 2020a), due to their
abstract nature that impacts on the self and alters world views. As Gibbs (2005) states,
‘learning enables you to perceive the world differently. Everything changes ... you have
become a different person’ (Gibbs, 2005, p.23). Therefore teaching involves helping
the learner to become a stranger to themself (Bayne, 2008; Kristeva, 1991; Land &
Meyer, 2010; Wilson, 2004) and their reality. Educators play a crucial role in helping
students shift and refine these meaning frames (Schwartzman, 2010), guiding them
through extremely challenging material that leads to threshold learning. However,
according to Schwartzman (2010), nothing in the characteristics of TCs offers any
insights into how they can be taught. Indeed this research puts a timely focus on how

an |G pedagogical approach can support critical reflective engagement with TCs.

It is argued that the objective of professional and disciplined education is to teach
students to ‘think like a ...” (Meyer & Land, 2012, p.23), computer scientist (Rountree,
Robins, & Rountree, 2013), an occupational therapist (Springfield, Rodger, &
Gustafsson, 2017), an economist (O’Donnell, 2010) or social-care worker, for example.
This approach involves fostering identity formation (Davies, 2006), participating in
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) and engaging in ‘thought collectives’ (Fleck et
al., 1979, p.x). Although forging new identities is complex, McCormick (2008) points
out that it fosters student ownership and integrative learning. Learners then join a
community of people who share a particular point of view, common practices,
terminology/ language and ways of thinking (Belknap, Becker, Geer, Hughes, & Strauss,
1977; Davies, 2006). Conceptual learning, and indeed TCs, is central to achieving this.
For this reason, getting students ‘to think’ (Meyer & Land, 2006b, p.20) and using
tricky discipline-specific language or ‘jargon’ (Shanahan & Meyer, 2006) is critical in TC
teaching. Several strategies are deployed, such as Lather (1998) proposing ‘thinking
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otherwise’ and Meyer et al. (2005) ‘.a counter-narrative’ (Meyer & Land, 2005, p.60) to

push beyond the comfortable and into alternative ways of thinking.

| identified several teaching strategies or pedagogies in the TCs literature. Examples
include role modelling (Steckley, 2020a), scaffolding learning opportunities (Meyer &
Land, 2012), building up ‘layers of complexity’ (Taylor, 2006, p.89) and helping learners
to ‘recognise explicitly what is currently left tacit’ (Davies, 2006, p.82), and after
grasping ‘declarative knowledge’ helping with its integration (Davies, 2006, p.76). Also,
deconstruction (Cousin, 2006b) and construction using Socratic self-reflective and
critical questioning (Booth, 2006), problem-based learning (Savin-Baden, 2006) and a
theory-first approach sequencing definition, discussion, graphs, formulas and
examples, applied to an essay (Reimann & Jackson, 2006). Few studies have identified
visual use as a TC teaching strategy, apart from Sibbett (2008), who proposed using
arts-based liminal experiences to help students with transitions and identity issues
within professional healthcare programmes. | argue that IG pedagogy, such as
threshold graphics (TG), can be used for problem-based learning, examining practices,
revealing, deconstructing and scaffolding tacit knowledge that leads to critical

guestioning and reflection.

Linking to practical examples in the real world (Carstensen & Bernhard, 2016; Reimann
& Jackson, 2006) was found to be a crucial strategy for teaching TCs (Land, Cousin,
Meyer, & Davies, 2006) to overcome negative perceptions and foster relevance
(Moeller & Fawns, 2018) and ownership (Taylor, 2006). Linking involves connecting to
‘isolated islands of knowledge’ (Taylor, 2006, p.92) or, as Dewey (1929) states, creating
connections that bind ‘isolated items into a coherent single whole’ (Dewey, 1929,
p.80). This approach, then, reduces the risk of disengagement (Quinnell & Thompson,
2010) by building up complex layers of composite knowledge (Taylor, 2006) and
supporting students to see the underlying interaction of concepts in the episteme
(Perkins, 2006) or ‘game’ (Land et al., 2006, p.29). |G visual pedagogy aligns with this
linking strategy by actively engaging the learner in the real world by naming,

identifying, connecting and integrating signs in photographs for learning.
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However, linking to common-sense knowledge and everyday experience has its
drawbacks and can be a barrier (Steckley, 2020a). According to Land et al. (2014),
some evidence suggests that linking to students’ often limited everyday experiences, a
common pedagogy, may facilitate false understanding. However, without experience
of the concept in the field, miscomprehension is more likely, thwarting or delaying the
successful acquisition of some troublesome concepts (Land et al., 2014). Land et al.
(2014), aligning with Mead’s (2010) proposed public and private concepts discussed
earlier, suggest distinguishing between ‘authorised’ or endorsed by the discipline and
‘alternative’ or everyday understandings (Land et al., 2014). Again, |G pedagogy can
identify misconceptions, an issue Ross et al. (2010) pointed out with threshold
concepts, by observing what signs and meaning the learner uses from their visual

world to represent concepts.

As discussed above and as Savin-Baden (2008) contends, all learning is ‘necessarily
biographical and contextually related’ (Savin-Baden, 2008, p.80), and indeed, as stated
by Land et al. (2006), TCs not only involve a cognitive shift but a ‘repositioning of the
self’ (Land et al., 2006, p.200). For some TCs, the focus on the self might be more
pronounced as learners operationalise relational practice, internalisation and
embodied learning to work on and draw from the self (Smith, 2005; Steckley, 2020a).
This approach may come at a ‘cost’ (Atherton, 2013) by challenging the learner’s
certainty, igniting a sense of grief (Boyd & Gordon Myers, 1988) and loss (Land et al.,
2006), for what was certain and known a short time ago has now gone. It can bring
new awareness of social standing, shed theoretical light on current or past experiences
and highlight gaps in understanding the reality experienced by others (Foote, 2013). An
“experiential proximity’’ (2006b, p.138) via their emotional capital, as Cousin (2006b)
states, refers to the learner's closeness to the TC and proposes that all students have
some experience to draw from reducing defensive responses. However, focusing on
the self can arouse strong emotions, create resistance (Ricketts, 2010) and ‘trigger’
(Brookfield, 1991; Mezirow, 1990b, 1997) a range of psychological defences. Steckley
(2020a) offers an insight into the hazards of teaching TCs that expose human failings
and perhaps unspeakable traumas. For example, students may respond strongly to

abuse and neglect, as they ‘can bewilder or agitate, triggering intense and difficult
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emotions’ (Steckley, 2020a, p.2). This troublesomeness rests on how students respond,
either with inadequacy due to common sense or in a counterproductive, damaging
way. Although not all students will share their experiences in the classroom, Cousin
(2006b) suggests a sensitivity to the ‘defences of the defended learner’ (Cousin, 2006b,
p.142) and those who have abundant emotional capital. According to Cousin (2006b),
the' victim-identified learner' uses their experience to strongly identify with oppressed
groups (Cousin, 2006b, p.142). ““Great honesty”’ was identified by Steckley (2020a) as
a quality students need to break habits and engage in threshold learning, resulting in
changes to the self (Steckley, 2020a, p.7). Rattray (2016) then promotes the idea of
attachment and attuning to the learner’s affective state to foster resilience and negate

low self-efficacy, leading to low persistence (Schunk, 1991).

Where emotional affect is welcome, educators are challenged to respect and balance
emerging personal stories while at the same time prompting ongoing academic pursuit
(Cousin, 2006b), a more arduous and tiresome task (Cowart, 2010). There can be
numerous responses. For some learners, new knowledge can be intimidating (Moeller
& Fawns, 2018), while others display defensive and conflict behaviour as it challenges
their ‘everyday intuitions’ (Booth, 2006, p.176). Kegan’s (1982) constructive-
development theory, according to Timmermans (2010), points to a need to balance
cognition and affect, with the latter often overlooked or disregarded. Applied
threshold-concept theory recognises the role of both and seeks destabilisation through
deliberate teaching acts, with the eventual aim of reinstating an altered yet tightly
tensioned balance or dynamic equilibrium (Kegan, 1982; Timmermans, 2010). Felten
(2016) recognised the intertwinement of cognitive knowledge and affect and called for
further exploration of ‘troublesome affect’ (Felten, 2016, p.5). Based on this,
thresholds will not be crossed without strong individual agency and teaching support
(Rattray, 2016). Aligning with this stance, IG supports and recognises the inescapable
intertwinement of the cognitive and the affective that often accompany troublesome

concepts and welcomes active, reflective exploration through visuality.

The educator’s role, not often considered, permits ‘provisional stability’ (Bonamy,
Charlier, & Saunders, 2001, p.295) to encourage critical reflection and questioning,
which is necessary to integrate TCs in particular (Land et al., 2006; Moffat & McKim,
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2016), by providing a safe holding environment (Winnicott, 1971). As Dewey (1933)
asserts, ‘the path of least resistance and least trouble is a mental rut already made. It
requires troublesome work to undertake the alteration of old beliefs’ (Dewey, 1933,

p.30).

Overcoming mental habits requires being self-aware and critical. The ability of
students to tolerate, as described by Barnett (2007), ‘new places, strange places,
anxiety-provoking places’ (Barnett, 2007, p.147) is required. The process of learning
TCs tests the student’s ability to tolerate uncertainty, and perhaps forewarning of the
normalcy of this difficulty can encourage students to “hang in there”’ (Land et al.,
2006, p.201). The advantage of the |G pedagogy proposed is that it can bring
troublesomeness into focus by destabilising what is known about reality, thereby
revealing hidden aspects of the cognitive and affective self for further exploration
through critical reflection. For example, Sibbett et al. (2008) point to the danger of
unexplored intentions in care work, such as rescuing and helping others based on

power.

2.3.3 Threshold Concepts in the Social and Healthcare Professions
As stated earlier, TC research is still developing in health, social work, nursing, social
care and child and youth care. The following section offers an overview of the available

TC literature.

There are several TCs identified within the social and healthcare professions. These
include caring (Clouder, 2005b), decision-making (Leonard & O’Connor, 2018), social
model of disability (Morgan, 2012; Reeve, 2012), interprofessional (Howden, 2018),
critical reflection (Foote, 2013) and relational practice, and use of the self,
developmental care, containment and life-space (Steckley, 2001, 2020a). In nursing,
then, the proposed TCs include social justice, person-centred care and patient safety
(Levett-Jones, Bowen, & Morris, 2015), stress, self-care management and empathy
(Donovan, McCarthy, & Trace, 2013), boundary transgression, dehumanisation,
adversity, the burden of care, the “Other” and stigma in mental health (McAllister,

Lasater, Stone, & Levett-Jones, 2015).
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Martindale et al. (2016), in nursing education, recounts students’ difficulty with limited
time and three categories of troublesomeness. Troublesome knowledge may be innate
to the subject, such as research discourse and relevance. Troublesome selves were
‘internal to the student’s set of beliefs, attitudes and perceptions’, such as general
negativity. Troublesome environments were ‘external to the student but related to the
places where they learn’ (Martindale et al., 2016, p.242), such as clinical placement
reporting a disparity between theory in class and what happens on the ground.
Martindale et al. (2016) also question the credibility of university teaching staff not

being in clinical practice.

Several TCs were identified from the occupational therapy and physical therapy
literature. Although the TCs outlined here do not originate from SC, they highlight
troublesomeness, roles, beliefs, relationships, thinking critically and reflectively and
the use of self in the care of others and the conceptual skills that could apply to
teaching and learning any of the healthcare professions. Both Tanner (2011) and
Rodger et al. (2011) identified a client-centred approach and developing a professional
self-identity, with Rodger et al. (2011) proposing purposeful and meaningful
occupation, the integral nature of theory and practice, and thinking critically,
reasoning and reflecting. Nicola-Richmond et al. (2018) also suggest practising in a
context as reflective practice, a holistic approach and ‘negotiating the gap between
theory and practice, understanding funding systems, managing the differences in social
and medical models, negotiating service systems, and fitting service provision around
economic constraints’ (Richmond et al., 2018, p.5). Physical therapists have identified
the non-judgemental role (Johansson, 2014). ‘Othering’ (DeBeauvoir, 2011) or social
difference was identified by Cousin (2006b) as a TC from cultural studies and by

Kempenaar (2018) in healthcare education.

2.4 From Inquiry Graphics (I1G) to Threshold Graphics (TG)
2.4.1 What Are Inquiry Graphics?
Inquiry graphics (IG), as stated in the introduction, is a new educational approach with
four possible applications that applies visual media (graphics) in conceptual learning
across disciplines. This is done based on Pearce’s triadic sign model and, therefore,

four key phases of inquiry, following the earlier introduced model. IG can be applied:
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As a theoretical approach to learning concepts
As a critical visual tool in teaching

As a visual inquiry research method combined with photo-elicitation

A W nhpoRe

As a guide for a critical visual analysis when applied in research (or teaching, as

above).

| outline each application, in turn in the following sections.

2.4.2 Inquiry Graphics as a Theoretical Approach in Higher Education

Lackovi¢’s (2020a) inquiry graphics theory of learning is informed by semiotics and
edusemiotics, given its application in education. It argues that abstract concepts need
visual or sensory grounding to help students understand them better and relate them
to everyday experiences and prior knowledge. In that respect, it is similar to Dewey’s
experiential learning. Inquiry graphics are graphics (e.g. pictorial images such as
photographs, illustrations, videos) that are inquired (analysed, reflected on, critiqued)
in relation to any disciplinary or research concept that they are brought into
connection with in order to advance the knowledge primarily about the concept, but
also the graphic. IG theory offers a theory and a method in this study to investigate
how troublesome conceptual knowledge can be represented, analysed and interpreted

via signs with photographs.

To begin with the origins of semiotics, Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) was one of
the founding fathers of modern semiotics, along with Ferdinand de Saussure (1857—
1913). Other notable contributors include Umberto Eco (1932-2016) for his theory of
semiotics (1976) and Thomas A. Sebeok (1920-2001), who developed semiotics and
communication theory. It is worth noting Stables’ (2012) assertion that philosophers
lean towards Peirce, who was a philosopher, rather than Saussure, who was a linguist.
In general, semiotic philosophy has a marginal status in higher education studies, and
many scholars build on structuralist semiotics, such as that of Roland Barthes.
According to Stables (2006), semiotics is about ‘the study of human culture and
interaction’ (Stables, 2006, p.374) and, according to Danesi (2009), it is ‘ultimately a
form of inquiry into how humans shape raw sensory information into knowledge-

based categories through sign-interpretation and sign-creation’ (Danesi, 2009, p.ix).
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Peirce (1974) defined a sign, which is a central interaction and communication unit
according to semiotics, as ‘something which stands to somebody for something in
some respect or capacity’ (Peirce, 1974 CP 2.228), and semiosis is the process involved
in meaning-making from signs. These can be symbols, images, facial expressions, non-
verbal communication, body reactions and the use of tools. From a theoretical
perspective, |G builds on Peirce’s semiotic theory, which is the study of signs and
Barthes’s interpretative deconstruction (1983) on how signs can be theorised and how
meaning is made within society. Although Barthes (1977a) was influenced by
Saussure's structural linguistics (Unger, 2004) and is rarely linked to Peirce’s semiotics,
his connotation and denotation are usefully applied for analysis in inquiry graphics to
provide a practical translation of pictorial sign structure, such as photographs, into an
analytical approach. Danesi (2019) helpfully defined denotation as the ‘initial
referential domain of the sign’ and connotation as ‘the extended senses attached to it’
(Danesi, 2019, p.69), which is also reflected in IG’s adoption of denotation and

connotation as part of an analytical Interpretant.

Peirce’s triadic structure (Peirce, 1974) (see Fig. 2) underpins IG theory; and here, |
offer a theoretical overview adapted from Merrell (2021) and Lackovi¢ (2020b). Peirce
divided consciousness or experience into the triadic sign model of representamen

(firstness), object (secondness) and interpretant (thirdness) (Cobley, 2010b).
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(3) Interpretant — the
sense/interpretation

/N

N

(1) Representamen or (2) Refere_nt"(?bject.
signifier. Sign form or What the sign 'stands
sensed input for' or represents

Figure 2: Diagram of the Peircean triadic sign adapted from Merrell (2021) and
Lackovi¢ (2020b)

Houser (2010) described Pierce’s logic as having three division levels. The first division
focuses on the sign. The second is constructed on the results of the first with reference
to signs to objects. The third builds on the outcomes of the previous divisions with a
focus on interpretation or effects. Further, firstness can be the quality of feeling or
sensation, or a state of being separate from objective perception or thought.
Secondness is brute facts and is related to reality or existence to objects in several
ways, either by relation, effect or dependence. Thirdness mediates the relationship
between firstness and secondness and corresponds to intellectual experience,

interpretation or mental elements from cultural socialisation, which is a staple of

educational communication.

Signs are then entities or units used for meaning-making and communication as the
crucial tenant of learning. According to Lackovi¢’s (2020a) interpretation of Peirce’s
triadic sign meaning-making, creating meaning from signs involves ‘some sensation or

sign form/ vehicle; the mind that interprets it; and the physically or virtually existent
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object that the sign vehicle expresses, and the minds interpret’ (Lackovié, 2020a, p.7).
The IG framework uses a semiotic icon-symbol-index hybrid typology of signs as a tool
for unpacking signs within images. To briefly explain, the icon represents a physical
similarity between the sign form and its object (e.g. the Twitter icon resembles a bird
or a photograph — every photograph has iconic qualities); the symbol is understood
based on the conventional relationship between the form and its meaning — the
meaning is agreed (which means that an inquiry graphic photograph with assigned
conceptual meaning becomes a symbol of that concept, as well as its icon and index).
An index can be understood as an indication of something else, the form of an index
has an existential connection to the sign; in simple terms, it implies or indicates
something else (such as smoke is an indication of fire/ combustion). Photographs from
this semiotic perspective are ‘compound icon-index-symbol signs’ when used as
inquiry graphics (Lackovié, 2020a, p.46), but also in general communication in the

media and learning, explained further here.

Inquiry graphics, which brings together photographs and concepts in disciplines, is a
complex compound sign (see the IG model in Fig. 3). R is representamen standing for
‘the embodied form of the picture that is chosen to represent a concept’ (Lackovic,
20203, pp.67-68). I (Interpretant) represents interpretation at the intersection of
picture interpretations (Pl) and concept interpretations (Cl) coming together for
elaboration ‘by critical interpretation of the CI-PI relationship’ (ibid., p.67). Pl is
explained as describing any elements (what is represented) within an image and their
meanings. Cl adds to that ‘an extra conceptual meaning’, such as abstract concepts,
ideas and theories resulting in ‘critical inference thinking’ as a critical concept
interpretant or CCl (ibid., pp.67—68). Inquiry graphics connect picture content
interpretations and the conceptual and theoretical content of the curriculum through
critical inquiry of both, exploring what is known and uncovering new meanings about

the concept in question.
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Interpretant

(interpretation)
1 (PI_CI) - CClI
IG = Inquiry

Graphics (Picture-

concept
structural metaphor)

0 (PO-CO) -
R CCO
Representamen Object

Figure 3: 1G = Inquiry Graphics

The object (0) is elaborated on with PO meaning with ‘picture/ image/ pictorial Object
(what the picture embodied form refers to)’ (ibid., pp.67—68), and CO meaning
conceptual (assigned, integrated) object, ‘what the picture is chosen to refer to for
targeted communication and/or learning purposes’. This results in CCO as the ‘Critical
Concept Object (what is critically known about the concept and the potential and

character of the whole sign to be inquired critically)’ (ibid., pp.67—68).

Edusemiotics, where IG finds influences, brings semiotics and education together
(Deely and Semetsky, 2017), viewing learning as a dynamic sign-interacting process of
‘becoming and learning to become’ (Stables & Semetsky, 2015, p.1). Where teaching
and learning theories may have traditionally looked to psychology for assistance,
edusemiotics offered a philosophical look at epistemology, ontology and ethics (Deely
& Semetsky, 2017). Having originated from seeking to understand purely linguistic
processes, it now includes images or ‘anything that potentially signifies’ meaning

(Semetsky & Stables, 2014, p.1).

Edusemiotics views living and learning as an ongoing process of ‘semiotic engagement’
(Stables, 2006, p.373), and at a human level, we are all born into sign-use, creation and
interpretation. As Kress (2008) suggests, ‘semiosis’ and ‘learning’ are the same but,
nevertheless, seen from different epistemological and practical viewpoints. Kress
(2008) describes ‘learning’ as focusing on the learner’s modification of their resources

and internal philosophies, with ‘semiosis’ focusing on the impact of the learner’s inner
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changes on the world. The world is, then, continuously re-made by semiosis based on
the learner’s agency and meaning-making processes. Framed in this way, edusemiotics
and IG theory propose learning as developing ‘semiotic consciousness and semiotic

competence’ (Deely & Semetsky, 2017, p.207).

According to Kress (2008), learning is a continuous process in response to our
environment and has a transformative effect on learners’ conceptual resources, their
environment, on the philosophies the learner has applied. Education operates within a
meaning-making context and, therefore, uses sign systems and recognises ‘things’ that
function as possible signs (Stables & Semetsky, 2015). Learning can be viewed as signs
emerging from a dynamic, never-ending semiotic process, rather than a stable arrival
point. Using IG theory in education aligns with these views as Lackovi¢ (2020a)
proposes that the aim ‘is to introduce new signs and sign systems to embed those in
the minds and environments of learners in ways that facilitate the development of
more complex systems’ (Lackovi¢, 2020a, p.60). IG also extends edusemiotic’s
“bodymind”, holistic philosophy of education (Deely & Semetsky, 2017) by actioning
images as semiotic resources. Campbell et al. (2019) define semiotic resources as
‘something that can be used to represent; that can be engaged with semiotically and,
as such, leads to the generation (or discovery) of (more) meaning’ (Campbell et al.,

2019, p.358).

From a biosemiotics perspective, the ‘Umwelt’ is another aspect of semiotics | will
bring attention to here as it relates to how people scaffold (Vygotsky, 1986; Wood et
al., 1976) or ‘make the world’ (Kull, 2010, p.46, italics in original). von Uexkdll’s (2010)
concept of Umwelt proposes that all species construct their world or reality from their
signs, depending upon their sign-making and assimilation abilities (Cobley, 2010).
Sebeok (1985) proclaimed that semiotics’ primary mission is to ‘reveal the substratal
illusion underlying reality and to search for the reality that may, after all, lurk behind
that illusion’ (1985, p.21). Similarly, Lotman (1990) proposed the semiosphere, linked
to the biosphere, as a system of semiotic regulation. IG, an educational theory with
images, taps into each person’s Umwelt, bringing ‘substratal illusion’ (Sebeok, 1986,

pp.77-78) into consciousness.
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2.4.3 Why Apply Visuals in Teaching and Learning?

As this research evaluates the potential of IG as a critical visual tool, in this section, |
will briefly outline how images operate in visual culture, the ‘reading’ of images, the
subordination of visuals in education, multimodality, multiliteracies, visual literacy and

the I1G framework.

Our modern lives have increasingly become saturated with images, and for many, it is
their primary interaction with the world (Rose, 2016). We are, according to Debord
(1983), part of ‘society as a spectacle’ and, for Simpson (1994), held within ‘the vision
machine’ (Simpson, 1994, p.75). Indeed Kavanagh (2004) sees ‘western culture as an
ocularcentric paradigm, based as it is on a vision-generated, vision-centred
interpretation of knowledge, truth, and reality’ (Kavanagh, 2004, pp.446—447). This
visuality also includes using metaphors in linguistics: Do you ‘see’ what | mean? Or
‘seeing is believing’. The charge is that seeing is knowing and that sight, above the
other senses, dominates. However, this occularcentrism must be brought to the

surface, unpacked and challenged.

Images also have cultural power and can infiltrate and enact control within the cultural
space (Vague, 1983) by inducing visual amnesia, mainly related to war and trauma
through desensitisation (Mitchell, 1994). Mitchell (1987, 1994, 2005), who grappled
with the purpose and meaning of images, looked for a distinct ‘picture theory’, stating
that, metaphorically speaking, images or ‘biopictures’ can take on a life of their own.
Many contributions followed, with the image representing ‘““that has been”’ (Barthes,
1999, p.115) and permitting ‘as if" illusions (Curtis, 2010; Kant, 2000). The image is said
to be able to cross over media (Curtis, 2010), threaten boundaries of ‘truth and falsity,
reality and illusion’ (Curtis, 2010, p.3), produce, reproduce relations and connections
within homogeneity (Curtis, 2010, p.5), which are open to interpretation and do not
have absolute ‘fixed’ or ‘set’ meanings. Paradoxically, images are under ‘someone’s
control’ yet out of our control (Mitchell, 1994, p.6); they offer a ‘kind of immortality’
(Sontag, 1977, p.11) and have meaning potential, yet are perceived as ‘resistant to
meaning’ (Barthes, 1977b, p.32), and are fluid yet contextual. According to Pinney
(2008), the question now is ‘not how images ‘look’, but what they can ‘do” (Pinney,

2008, p.8).
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As Hall (2013) states, photography is a ‘signifying’ social practice and ‘a
representational system’ of language within a culture (Hall et al., 2013, p.xxi).
According to Sontag (1977), the photograph changed from the time of its invention
and ‘enlarged our notions of what is worth looking at and what we have a right to
observe’ (Sontag, 1977, p.3). The photograph is a captivating and contrived two-
dimensional artefact, usually smaller in size than reality, always political, which can be
mistaken for ‘truth’ (Spencer, 2011). Photographs, like any other cultural mode of
expression, are cultural tools used by social actors and draw on intentional meaning-

making focus, yet we all perceive them differently.

The ability to ‘read’ visual language, whether photographs or other visuals, resides in
human perception and through culture. Although complex and not fully understood,
Spencer (2011) posits that learning to ‘see’ is not just a ‘biological process but a
socially and culturally learnt one’ (Spencer, 2011, p.13). According to Spencer (2011),
‘we read the images in front of our eyes through the pictures we have in our heads’
(Spencer, 2011, p.19) based on subjective repertoires associated with cultural
experiences. Humans ‘see’ the same things but interpret them differently based on
altered, practised social-role performances (Scollon & Scollon, 2003), ignored
elements, internal ‘conceptual maps’ (Hall, 2013, p.4), collective social and cultural

repertoires and the individual’s construction of reality.

From an educational perspective, according to Grabe et al. (2015), the ongoing impact
of the enlightenment period canonised the written word as an expression of logic and
reason. Conversely, images are viewed as emotionally loaded, lacking ‘serious
information value’ (Grabe et al., 2015, p.300). The prevailing dominance of text in
education (Daley, 2003) (further discussion by (Kress, 2005, p.5)), or ‘linguistic
orientation’ (Fleckenstein, Calendrillo, & Worley, 2002, p.xiv), risks obscuring the
potential of images to develop critical thinking and analytic meaning-making skills by
constructing, producing, interpreting and disseminating visual knowledge. Because
text paired with images communicates a version of reality almost automatically and is
integrative within a cultural phenomenon (Serafini, 2013), it can remain unchallenged
and may proliferate intentional or unintentional messages (Smith-Shank, 2010). Text-
based comprehension strategies are dominant in education (Serafini, 2013). However,
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without visual analytic skills, in a world where images can influence and persuade
(Avgerinou, 2009), students risk multimodal visual illiteracy. Mitchell (1994) instead
positively declared a ‘pictorial turn’, suggesting visuals were moving in from the
periphery, and Felten (2008) proposed images becoming essential to communication.
This ‘turn’ has seen an upsurge in emerging visual practices that heighten visual
interaction, yet stands in contrast to education’s often-prolific text-based

environment.

As outlined above, the power and influence of visuality and meaning-making have
prompted theoretical approaches such as multimodality, multiliteracies, visual literacy
and the IG framework. This renewed interest in visuality acknowledges broader
literacies and multiple modes of communication beyond reading and writing. From
these perspectives, ‘seeing’ the world is about critically interpreting and formulating
meaning to understand what personal and cultural signifiers bind or free us (Morrell &

Duncan-Andrade, 2006).

First, multimodality, aligned with a social semiotic approach, recognises representation
and communication as the assimilation of multiple modes for meaning-making (Kress,
2005). From this perspective, representation and communication arise from the social
and ‘its effects are outcomes of the economic and the political’ (Kress, 2005, p.6), and
modes as a ‘system of visual and verbal entities created with or across various cultures
to represent and express meanings’ (Serafini, 2013, p.12). In addition, every mode has
‘material, physiological, technological, and sociocultural aspects’ (Serafini, 2013, p.14).
Each mode has affordances and limitations and does diverse semiotic work directed
towards an audience (Kress, 2005). It follows that multimodal learning and teaching
recognise and legitimise using different ‘mode’ systems (Serafini, 2013, p.12), such as
images, sounds, action, animation, video, simulations, complex diagrams and
infographics, to name a few, to convey and integrate meaning. This shift towards
multimodal incorporation, supported by access to technological advances, now
promotes students as active meaning-makers rather than passive receivers of
knowledge. In addition, the change in the significance of the image over text (Kress,
2005) heralds a new openness to the vast possibilities of these new multimodal
‘literacies’ (Serafini, 2013).

34



Multiliteracies, a term coined by the New London Group (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015; New
London Group, 1996), reconceptualises what it means to be literate in the modern
world. It is a broad field recognising diversity and aims to enable access to evolving
language and foster critical engagement so that learners can design successful social
futures (New London Group, 1996). Multiliteracy pedagogical practice, then, involves
supporting the development of a set of proficiencies and social practices in response to

social and cultural evolutions and technological advances (Serafini, 2013).

Visual literacy (VL) derives from a complex multidisciplinary field of study, with social
semiotics and aesthetics (Berger, 2008) including the psychology of perception, with
‘looking’ being a physiological act, ‘seeing’ an interpretive act and cognition laying
theoretical claims (Berger, 2008). From the theoretical debates, Avgerinou et al. (2011)
propose that VL exists as a sensory-based cognitive ability for learning, stemming from
the affective domain and teachable communication skills, sharing structures like
grammar and syntax with written and verbal language. Although Grabe (2015) states
that ‘visual information processing requires no literacy, develops practically at birth’
(Grabe et al., 2015, p.304), high functioning differencing and ‘seeing’ may need to
sustain focused attention and close observation of the object. The parallels between
verbal and written language are challenged when cultural differences may alter how
people read and understand images. However, Griffin et al. (1994) explain differences
in ‘symbol’ interpretation across global cultures as a lack of global integration.
Individual meaning-making based on socially constructed semiotic cues may vary
across cultures and also between people who share the same culture and social
context. This position supports Serafini’s (2013) social context-based definition of VL.
Therefore, given students’ propensity for visual use and experience in the modern
world, Kedra et al. (2019) call for visually-led teaching, arguing that VL should be
incorporated into education. Critical visual literacy can, for example, encourage a
deeper questioning of power issues (Newfield, 2011) and ethical questioning by

adolescents (Long, 2008).

IG is a new approach that utilises critical semiotic thinking with visual images for
knowledge creation and production. IG builds on and incorporates multimodality and
visual literacy as a semiotic-based critical and visual approach. According to Lackovié
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(2020a), 1G encourages a transmodal and multimodal view of concepts ‘where
meanings are interrelated, also in some way “translated,” and shift across modes’
(Lackovi¢, 2020a, p.328). To reiterate, in other words, the IG analysis of a pictorial sign
has three aspects building on Peirce’s triadic sign: ‘(1) the materiality of its
representation and representational elements, (2) its object (what the sign refers to)

and (3) its descriptive interpretations’ (Lackovié, 2020b, p.442).

Similar approaches include Abas’s work (2019) which identified a lack of skill in
‘reading’ visuals and proposed visual analysis skills using multimodal and social
semiotic theory. Also, Abas (2019) adapted Serafini’s (2013) curricular and pedagogical
framework into a visual analysis method to include a fourth phase of self-reflection
and ask questions about production, description, contrasts/ contradictions and their
function. Thompson’s (2019) digital image guide (DIG) method highlights the
differences between the concept of shallow, as in entertain, requiring a non-critical
view, and deep images, ‘to inform, to mislead, to persuade and/or to sell’ (Thompson,
2019, p.112). The method involves questions to analyse, interpret, evaluate and
comprehend in class. Based on social semiotics, Aiello’s (2016) critical visual analysis
involves deconstructing images via three types of meaning; ‘representation,
interaction or orientation, and composition or organization’ (Aiello, 2016, pp.91-92).
Thomas et al. (2008) suggest that visuals can help to develop critical readers by
utilising ‘visual representation to make sense of data’, providing a descriptive ‘close’
review of artwork and a video that fails to give a hoped-for ‘common experience’,
highlighting divergent perceptions (Thomas et al., 2008, p.26). Divergence is viewed as
a failure rather than an opportunity for further discussion, as would be the case in IG
critical visual analysis. In summary, the section above sets out the theoretical and

cultural landscape of visuals in education and the potential of IG as a critical visual tool.

2.4.4 Visual Inquiry Research Method Combined with Photo-elicitation
Ongoing technological advances and a broader acceptance of images as valid data
have increased participant-centred approaches (Emmison, 2016), and interest in visual

inquiry continues to grow (Rose, 2014; Smith et al., 2012; Léfstrom, Nevgi, Wegner, &
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Karm, 2015 ). According to Rose (2014), visual inquiry methods use visual materials?! to
generate data to answer the proposed research questions. As the ‘photograph’ within
the |G photo-elicitation method is a central focus of this research, this section offers a
brief overview of visual inquiry methods and how advantageous photo-elicitation

combined with IG can be in eliciting data.

The photograph, invented in 1839, coincided, according to Becker (1974), with the
birth of sociology and was used by anthropologists and ethnographers to record,
observe and report from far-off places and unseen worlds (Bateson & Mead, 1942;
Wagner, 1979). This historical timeline contributed to the development of visual
inquiry methods in sociology, cultural studies and media and communication (Ali,
2018). According to Emmison (2016), a visual inquiry has four principle modes: (1)
researcher as photographer producing visuals, (2) participant-centred approaches
(PCA) such as visual storytelling (Drew, Duncan, & Sawyer, 2010), photovoice (Bell
Kaplan, 2013; Carlson, Engebretson, & Chamberlain, 2006; Mitchell, Stuart, & Lange
De, 2007; Streng et al., 2004; Wang, Yi, Tao, & Carovano, 1998), auto-photography
(Lombard, 2013; McDermott & Dovey, 2013; Radley & Taylor, 2003; Thoutenhoofd,
1998; Ziller & Lewis, 1981) or photo-elicitation, (3) the use of video technology and (4)
analysis (de-coding and counting) of existing visual materials. This research used two
modes: (1) participant-centred photo-elicitation, researcher and participant provided

photographs (and possibility auto-photography) and (2) visual materials analysis.

The photo is, according to Ali (2018), ‘always embedded in the social world’ (Ali, 2018,
p.456) and therefore advantageous as an inquiry method to understand social life
(Harper, 1998), for example, teen employment (Bolton, Pole, & Mizen, 2001).
Examples of still images research include advertisements, photojournalism, domestic
photographs with narrative intersections between social and personal histories,
historical documents and the cultural phenomenon of the selfie (Ali, 2018). Other
types of visual material include paintings, drawings, cartoons, maps and graphics.

According to Aiello (2020), photographs have a polysemic nature in that they can have

L1t is worth noting Emmison’s (2016) assertion that visual material goes beyond the photograph,
proposing objects, physical spaces (Whyte, 1980) and people as visual data (clothes, gesture and eye
contact).
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several meanings depending on their context. According to Harper (2002), they evoke
‘information, feelings, and memories that are due to the photograph’s particular form
of representation’ and have the power to ‘evoke deeper elements of human
consciousness that [sic] do words’ (Harper, 2002, p.13), lending itself to photo-

elicitation.

As stated by Ali (2018), the photo-elicitation method can use either researcher or
participant photographs, or both, to elicit responses to the research questions in a
semi-structured interview. According to Rose (2016)