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mirror | mirror | on the wall: 
a methodological framework for 
structured refl ection as practice-
based arts research design
jakob doMan and anneke Laurie

→ Although various South African universities engage with art 

practice research methodologies, the research designs employed 

have not been clearly articulated or interrogated as of yet, leaving 

some work to be done towards answering Andrew Loxley and Jon 

Prosser’s (2005) call for a refi nement of arts-based research methods. 

In this paper we present a framework for structured refl ection as 

research methodology within practice-based arts research − employ-

ing a synthetic model-building research approach in an attempt to 

relate the textual component and creative artefact production, with 

the creative process and resultant artefacts regarded as integral 

components of the research design and research output, as opposed 

to what has come to be accepted as the norm, namely the analysis 

of the creative artefact. An arts practice research design should be 

explicit, yet appropriate to the type of research questions encoun-

tered in practice and still relevant to the outputs expected within 

a higher education research context (Biggs 2004:10), with the role 

of the creative artefact described as the research output, present-

ing and containing not only new knowledge but also new forms of 

knowledge. The knowledge said to be contained in this artefact tends 

to be transformative (Halford & Knowles 2005) and geared towards 

understanding rather than explication (Sullivan 2005), showing 

a fundamental underpinning in phenomenological discourse as 

a qualitative research strategy (Sokolowski 2000:85).  Concepts 

such as phenomenological intentionality and the understanding of 

embodied experience and the lived world (Sobchack 1992) provide 

an ontological context for refl ection to grapple with and validate 
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The international paradigm shift in arts research 
practice towards the process of artefact produc-
tion and the visual has recently been reflected in 
the South African higher education engagement 
therewith, as evidenced in the National Research 
Foundation (NRF) Practice-as-research report (Baxter 
et al 2008) involving the University of Cape Town, 
Stellenbosch University, University of KwaZulu 
Natal-Pietermaritzburg and Rhodes University, as 
well as the On making: Integrating approaches to 
practice-led research in art and design colloquium 
(2009) hosted by the Research Centre, Visual 
Identities in Art and Design, Faculty of Art, Design 
and Architecture of the University of Johannesburg. In 
this emerging context, this paper suggests a possible 
research framework for arts-practice research that 
addresses some of the challenges faced by practice-
based researchers in a rigorous manner, whilst at the 
same time acknowledging the artists’ specific way-of-
knowing and engagement with phenomena. The 
framework presents a methodology and systematic 
method of engaging with and explicating the creative 
process as knowledge embodied in the artefact. 

The proposed framework is developed by means of a 
hybrid research design based on model-building by 
means of, 1) a literature review on fundamental points 
regarding the creative artefact (CA) as knowledge 
representation in a research milieu and, 2) structured 
reflection on the experience and process of making or 
‘artefact production’, as informed by a phenomeno-
logical ontology. This approach allows the authors to 
establish causal relationships and allow predictive 
claims under certain conditions to be made (Mouton 
2001:177) regarding the functionality thereof in 
practice-based arts research (PbAR). Furthermore, 
it is argued that practical knowledge within the 
visual arts is best presented in an embodied form 
and that this ‘process knowledge’ is rich and fruitful, 
if it is understood that process is inextricably tied 
to meaning, in other words, that both concept and 
aesthetics are communicated through procedural 
choices, techniques and skills as embodied in the 
artefact. Through reflection on process, the research-
ers do not attempt to interpret their own work. 
Rather, this reflection attempts to explicate what is 
normally regarded as tacit knowledge, thus providing 

a lens through which the meaning of a work can be 
understood and/or experienced. What we are saying 
is that the processes employed in creating original, 
and arguably unique art, do constitute knowledge 
that can be accessed and found useful by others in the 
understanding and gaining knowledge of the creative 
process and life (McNiff in Loxley & Prosser 2008:33).

In the beginning …

The seminal paper by Christopher Frayling (1993), 
entitled ‘Research in art and design’, opened the debate 
into the manner in which the idea of arts-practice could 
be conceptualised as research (Durling, Friedman 
& Gutherson 2002:9). PbAR, or research in which a 
creative artefact (CA) is the basis of the contribution 
to knowledge, is defined by Shaun McNiff (in Loxley 
& Prosser 2008:35) as “the systematic use of artistic 
process as a primary way of understanding and/or 
examining reality and/or experience by a researcher 
through the actual making of an artistic expression, 
an artefact”. PbAR is an adaptable form of inquiry 
that moulds,“material, matter, media, text and 
time” (Sullivan 2005:4), extending the possibilities 
of knowledge generation in research practice. Since 
art practice has a rationale of its own, this perspec-
tive foregrounds “the epistemological value of what 
the artist-researcher actually does” (Pakes 2004:2), 
allocating to process the function of constructing 
transformative knowledge (Sullivan 2005:180) and 
to the CA the function of embodiment of knowledge. 
PbAR involves “a significant shift away from textual 
representation” (Dewsbury cited by Halford & 
Knowles 2005) towards research representation that 
is “critical, contextual, kinaesthetic”. The “creative 
artefact allows a means for sensing new forms of 
knowledge” (Halford & Knowles 2005), capturing “the 
ineffable, the hard-to-put-into-words” (Weber cited by 
Loxley & Prosser 2008:37), evoking multi-dimensional 
knowledge production that encompasses “individual, 
historical, cultural, and political content and contexts” 
(Sullivan 2005:173) which cannot be easily reduced 
to words. PbAR aspires to “provoke, challenge, and 
illuminate” (Sullivan 2005:174) issues, rather than 
corroborate and strengthen argument, allowing a 
critical urgency to enter (Sullivan 2005:180). Key 
resources include Graeme Sullivan (2005), Andrew 
Loxley & Jon Prosser (2008), the Visual Studies journal 
of the International Visual Sociology Association, 
the University of Hertfordshire’s Working papers 

in Art & Design as well as the Creativity & Cognition 
Studios (CCS) environment led by Mike Leggett under 
the auspices of Sydney University of Technology, 
with most offering “a compelling argument that the 
creative and cultural inquiry undertaken by artists is 
a form of research” (Sullivan 2005:50) and exploring 

“themes, practices, and contexts of artistic inquiry 
and positions them within the discourse of research” 
that questions the sufficiency of building on limited 
notions of rationality and empiricism to guide inquiry 
(Sullivan 2005:50). 

This thrust towards PbAR demands a critical re-evalua-
tion of research frameworks and methodologies that 
dominate research discourse on the CA (see Loxley & 
Prosser 2008; Rose 2001; Mitchell 1994; Hall 1997; 
Sullivan 2005) to allow for a more reflective research 
practice (Sullivan 2005:xvii). 

Emergent PbAR methods and designs based on 
synthetic knowledge representation include arteol-
ogy, psycho-biography, auto-ethnography, visual 
phenomenology, context-definition/ experimentation 
models and visual research. Unfortunately, few of the 
mentioned research designs offer any clear method/s 
of implementation. Loxley and Prosser, in Introducing 
visual methods (2008), assert that, “learning how to 
effectively incorporate the [creative artefact] into 
contemporary research designs is a methodological 
priority”, and acknowledge that 

the role of arts-based research in general and visual arts 
research in particular makes a strong claim for inclusion 
in the qualitative research family but has some way to go 
before being accepted as a rigorous and valid approach. 
[Arts] researchers should give serious consideration to 
refine art-based research methods. 

 As such, the challenges and difficulties in research 
design facing the PbAR practitioner interested in doing 

‘accepted’ research can be summarised as three-fold. 
The first challenge concerns fundamental issues of 
validity and credibility, as, to a large degree, the CA 
seems to still be regarded as representing “intuitive, 
tacit and subjective knowledge” (Mathison 2007:1) 
and as not suitable for representation of knowledge 
attained in a research study or as a “communicative 
device for reporting findings” (Mitchell 2008). The 
second is concerned with the role of the CA in the final 
exegesis and the third relates to the procedures of the 
research design itself. 

the potentially tacit and subjective knowledge (Moustakas 1994:99) 

so contained. The textual component, so presented, then engages, 

through the proposed structured reflection framework, with the 

creative artefact component in four contexts, nominally defined as 

the conceptual context, the theoretical context, the methodological 

context and the process context. The textual component thereby 

functions as a framing device that has to be read in relation to the 

artefact component. In this application, a strategically adapted 

four-stage model informed by Johns (2002) on structured reflection, 

Graeme Sullivan (2005) on arts practice research and Jon Dewey and 

David Kolb (in Neil 2004) on experiential learning models, is consid-

ered most appropriate, making use of the research journal (Newbury 

2001) as core to guiding reflective practice.
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If I could say it with words …

Regarding the first challenge of the CA as knowledge 
representation, Sandra Mathison (2007:1) remarks 
that the CA,

in fact, is no more suspect than any other sort of data, 
such as numbers or text. [CA], like any other data, can 
be used to question, to imagine, to critique, to theorize, 
to mislead, to unite, to argue, to narrate, to explain, to 
teach, to represent, and, as such, their value as data and 
knowledge should not be ridiculed or avoided.

Mathison (2007:1) further remarks that this use of 
the CA “in research and evaluation challenges a taken 
for granted assumption that legitimate knowledge of 
what is or what is not valued is best expressed in words, 
whether spoken or written”. 

The criticality lies in epistemology. 

If knowledge is broadly considered as the individual 
contextualised internalisation of values, beliefs, 
information, skill, expert insight and experience 
(Davenport & Prusak cited by Durant-Law 2003:3), the 
Aristotelian classification of knowledge as theoretical, 
productive and practical (Smith 1999) offers a point 
of entry. 

From Aristotle’s perspective, theoretical knowledge 
is knowledge in search of answers, moving towards 
essences or truths, whilst the productive is knowledge 
concerned with making, and the practical is concerned 
with judgment (Smith 1999). All three classifications 
consist of explicit knowledge or knowledge that is 

“articulated, recorded, formal, systematic” (Durant-
Law 2003:3) and tacit knowledge - that “personal 
context-specific knowledge that is difficult to formal-
ise, record or articulate” (Tiwana cited by Durant-Law 
2003:3). Both practical and productive knowledge 
involves the assessment of the character of practical 
reasoning not associated with the positivist deductive 
or inductive modes of reasoning, on the basis of the 
argument that the rationality of a practice directly 
influences its epistemological legitimacy (Pakes 
2004:1).

Aristotle’s formulation of the practical syllogism acts 
as the underpinning for this alternative model of 
reasoning (Pakes 2004:1). The practical syllogism is 

“formalisation of the reasoning that makes sense of 
and justifies particular actions [and results]” (Pakes 
2004:1), suggesting that when deciding how to act, 
the individual starts with intentions, balancing them 

against the specific set of circumstances, to produce an 
action and a result (Pakes 2004:1). Practical reasoning 
goes beyond the 

controlled concepts, thinking processes and forms of 
knowledge [to where the unique relationship between 
knowledge and the reasoning process] appear as either 
the device whereby the knowledge is produced, the 
manifestation of the knowledge’s exercise or the logical 
expression after the fact of action (Pakes 2004:1).

The logic of practical reasoning is therefore the logic 
of satisfaction in correspondence with “purposes and 
circumstances, not of truth and falsity” (Pakes 2004:1).

The CA, as repository of productive and practi-
cal knowledge, is of a tacit interpretivist nature, 
demonstrating an individuated comprehension of 
reality (Mathison 2007:1), representing, to the creative 
practitioner, “questions and ideas” (Sullivan 2005:181) 
concerning knowledge contained and “caught in 
experience and situations” (Sullivan 2005:189). 

Then, as to credibility of the CA as knowledge 
container, Mathison (2007) suggests the following 
considerations, 1) the quality of the research design, 

“established procedurally” and, in the context of PbAR, 
offers that, “a unique attribute of an interpretivist 
research design is the inclusion of a personal account 
of how and why the study was done” (Mathison 
2007:10), 2) an adequacy of attention to multiple 
perspectives/contexts, such as to the CA, the author 
thereof and/or audience, following the procedural 
aspects established by Rose (2001), through a density 
of detail, oftentimes textual by nature, including 
personal interpretation, intention and information, 
as well as CA presentation, where “sequenced, repeti-
tive, variations of a set of themes, provide their own 
context [and] teach viewers what they need to know 
in order to arrive, by their own reasoning, at some 
conclusions about what they are looking at” (Becker 
cited by Mathison 2007:12). Edward Tufte (cited by 
Mathison 2007:12) explains that “the more intense 
the detail, the greater the clarity and understanding”, 
and lastly, 3) credibility is dependent on the extent to 
which the study contributes to knowledge where the 
focus is not on “the rhetoric of scientific procedural-
ism, but a rhetoric of believability, often a call to join 
the [researcher] on a journey of understanding and 
knowing” (Wagner cited by Mathison 2007:18).

on the black book and such …

The second challenge begs the question as to what 
exactly the role of the CA is in the research exegesis. 
Ross Gibson’s (cited by Candy 2006:9) view is that, 

the text is not an explanation of the artwork; rather, 
the text is an explicit, word-specific representation of 
processes that occur during the iterative art-making 
routine, processes of gradual, cyclical speculation, 
realisation or revelation leading to momentary, contin-
gent degrees of understanding. To this extent, the text 
that one produces is a kind of narrative about the flux of 
perception-cognition-intuition ... the text accounts for 
the iterative process that carries on until the artwork 
is complete and available for critique, appreciation, 
interpretation, description, evaluation. 

Similarly, Claudia Mitchell (2008:374) comments that, 
“at the heart of visual work is its facilitation of reflexiv-
ity in the research process. This point is critical in 
understanding arts-based research”. Thus, the PbAR 
exegesis contains a textual and artefact component; 
the key idea, as Stephen Scrivener (2000:10) suggests, 
is that an arts-practice report be structured around 
reflection according to a format that could include 

“identification of issues, concerns and interests to 
be worked within the project” (Scrivener 2000:10), 
a review of “theory, knowledge and information 
relevant to identified issues, concerns and interests” 
(Scrivener 2000:10), reflection on process production 
and a summative reflection that,“re-contextualises/
re-frames issues, concerns and interests in response 
to material produced” (Scrivener 2000:10).

The exegesis becomes a framing device, a lens for 
understanding the project and its various contexts - an 
idea re-iterated by Veronica Baxter, Mark Fleishman, 
Temple Hauptfleisch and Alex Sutherland (2008:9-
10) that, in order to frame a project as research, the 
researcher would have to provide:

•	  a statement of intent outlining the problem or 
question to be addressed

•	  a contextualisation of the enquiry in respect of the 
location or environment of the study; within the 
discipline and a body of theory and in relation to 
the researcher’s own work previous to the study

•	  an outline of the method/process followed including 
ethical considerations where applicable.

Thus, the researcher would have to provide a 
self-reflection on the project. 

The exegesis, by means of a reflexive textual framing, 
orientates the project in relation to what it set out to 
explore, the success of its realisation as well as the 
knowledge obtained about individuated practice in 
the process of conducting the project. 

so, how do we do it …

This concept of reflection on practice as part of a 
research design can be traced to Husserlian philoso-
phy, which notion introduces the third aspect, the 
problematic surrounding the research design to be 
employed. As the research design in PbAR is dynamic, 
exploratory and revelatory, reflexive practices could 
be used to shed new light on what is known and to 
consider the possibility of what is to follow (Sullivan 
2005:191-192). At the symposium on the epistemol-
ogy and context of practice-based research, hosted 
by the Visual Research Centre of the University of 
Dundee in 2009, the organisers pointed out that 
the methodological approaches of ‘practice-based 
research in art and design’ is largely undetermined, 
thereby allowing the artist-researcher to design a 
unique methodology within a research process which 
is both highly individual and dependent on the specific 
subject matter (Brown & Sollfrank 2009). As Sullivan 
(2008) argues, “this is the only way that we can capital-
ize on the extraordinary capacity of art and cultural 
production to come up with new views and visions and 
theories and practices of significance”.

Yet, though acknowledging the particularised research 
design needs of each study, such an approach does 
not assist in commencing research, as many aspiring 
artist-researchers flounder for a significant period of 
time, reading all-and-sundry in order to find a way, a 
means, a strategy of engagement, realising that very 
little in terms of guidelines exist for the design of a 
PbAR study (Sullivan 2005:92). However, practitioners-
researchers are not completely in the dark. 

Within the social sciences, a number of qualitative 
research strategies that attempt to encapsulate life 
as it is lived and experienced by the individual present 
themselves (Boeree 1998:2). Such an interpretivist 
attitude manifests itself through an enthusiastic 
introspection, strengthened by an “ontological 
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idealism and epistemological relativism” (Loxley & 
Prosser 2007:7), underpinned in phenomenology as 
ontology. However, as phenomenology is a field with 
a multitude of branches, it is important to consider 
the specific interpretation of various fundamental 
concepts applied in the development of a research 
framework for a PbAR study. 

Within a phenomenological ontology, it is understood 
that there is only one source of certainty: the embodied 
experience (Reynolds 2005). Embodiment refers to 
the plethora of (not necessarily physical) stimuli that 
conscious beings experience with varying levels of 
consciousness (Reynolds 2005). Phenomenological 
thought generally focuses on the description of reality 
as it appears to the individual; in other words, individ-
ual understanding is proposed as the basic structure 
of experience (Moustakas 1994:10). The level and type 
of consciousness or even self-consciousness necessary 
for the understanding of experience is still an open 
debate, and the subject of phenomenological investi-
gation (Smith 2008). Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) 
proposed that understanding need not necessarily 
be rational, but could be and often is “pre-reflective” 
in that the physical body seems ‘to know’ without 
cognitive engagement (Merleau-Ponty cited by 
Reynolds 2005:6). This understanding of existence 
brings about “the directedness of experience towards 
things in the world, the property of consciousness that 
it is a consciousness of or about something” (Smith 
2008), namely, intentionality. 

Phenomenological intentionality, then, refers to 
how people are conscious of phenomena (Moustakas 
1994:68), which includes “objects, events, tools, the 
flow of time, the self, and others, as these things arise 
and are experienced in our ‘life-world’” (Smith 2008). 
Robert Sokolowski (2000:85       ) explains intentional-
ity through classification into three over-arching 
types: perception, remembering and imagining/
anticipating. Perception describes ever-changing 
presences and absences through which humans come 
to some understanding of the aspects of identity 
and consciousness (Sokolowski 2000:17); percep-
tion encompasses all sensation of possible and even 
intangible stimuli from the ‘life-world’, including the 
self and other forms of intentionality. Remembering 
is the internal re-enactment of previous perceptions 
in the present, which naturally impacts on present 
perception. Imagining is the displacement of the 
self into “an imaginary world, but the real world 
around me remains as the believed-in, default context 
within which I imagine, from which I am displaced” 

(Sokolowski 2000:72), with anticipating being the 
imaginative projection of the self into future situations 
that have not yet been lived through (Sokolowski 
2000:73). These intentionalities classify the internal 
domains of experience (Sokolowski 2000:5) whereas 
intention to external reality is made through descrip-
tion (description of direct perception), signification 
(for example, words on a page that make readers 
conscious of that which is absent), indication (stones 
next to a path are taken as a trail marker) and picturing 
(a piece of wood with marks on is read as a picture) 
(Sokolowski 2000:85). Description, signification, 
indication and picturing describe the ways in which 
human experiences are given meaning by means of 
artefact production through creative human activity.

The hermeneutic phenomenological ontology, as 
briefly described above, offers a conceptual construct 
by means of which PbAR could be framed through 
structured reflection, facilitating the development of 
a research design “to identify what should be attended 
to in the process [of artefact production], its form and 
documentation”(Schrivener 2000:9). 

Reflection is a meta-cognitive strategy of active 
exploration which facilitates the understanding of 

“experiences, action and decisions taken” (Schneider 
2006). John Dewey (cited by Schneider 2006) explains 
reflection as “active, persistent and careful considera-
tion of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in 
the light of grounds that support it and the further 
conclusions to which it tends”. A practitioner engages 
with reflection when “the [unexpected] arises and an 
attempt is made to understand and resolve it”. Then, 
reflection is the functional process of phenomeno-
logical reduction whereby the subjective experience is 
interrogated “leaving intact all of its attributes, [yet] 
throwing into relief both consciousnesses itself and 
the object it apprehends” (De Paul 1993:140), divided 
into either reflection-in-action or reflection-on-action, 
as argued by Donald Schön (1983). 

Reflection-in-action is described as “that process that 
allows us to reshape what we are working on, while 
we are working on it. It is an on-going experimenta-
tion that helps us find a viable solution” (Schuh 2003, 
emphasis in original) that allows the practitioner 
to develop a specialised “repertoire of expectations, 
skills, techniques and solutions” (Schön 1983:60) in 
resolving concerns-of-practice as they arise, which 
often goes unrecorded. In contrast, reflection-on-
action is driven by the need to learn from experience in 
order to extend the repertoire of knowledge, described 

as “thinking back on what we have done in order to 
discover how our knowing-in-action may have contrib-
uted to an unexpected outcome” (Schön 1983:26).

Scrivener (2000:8) comments that, “there is, then, 
an argument for suggesting that the practitioner 
could benefit if reflection was recorded and reported 
more systematically”, concluding that it is in the 
methodical recording of praxis that the researcher is 
able to describe the individuated phenomenological 
intentionality of the process of practice that frames 
the artefact, and through phenomenological reduction 
in reflection that the knowledge is made more accessi-
ble, “both to the researcher and those to whom the 
project is communicated” (Scrivener 2000:8).

It is with this in mind that we have designed a 
structured (albeit non-linear) open-ended reflection 
framework for artefact production in PbAR that can 
be followed in a logical and direct way without being 
prescriptive or, in any fashion, all-encompassing 
and at the same time allowing the textual aspect of 
the research to be easily structured according to 
individual institutional requirements. It serves as an 
outline towards exploration of the various contexts 
that inform and are fundamentally embedded in CA 
production, where, if any single context is removed, a 
different entity results, whilst offering a point-of-entry 
into the research process itself.

Specifically, these contexts could be described as:

•	 theoretical context: The theoretical context 
engages with the nature of the medium employed, 
its epistemological and ontological underpinnings, 
critical theories and historical tradition in order to 
situate the production of the CA in a broader socio-
cultural and theoretical debate

•	 conceptual context: The conceptual context 
explores the relevant background to the idea as 
construct and fundamental underpinning inform-
ing the CA

•	 process context: The procedural context focuses on 
the dimension of production, reflecting on choices, 
both aesthetic and materials-based, explored in the 
production of the artefact. It is in this phase that 
critical reflection on the evolution of the artefact/s 
is discussed, illustrated, including any discoveries 
made, either from an experimental or aesthetic 
point-of-view.

•	 methodological context: The methodological 
context immerses the researcher in the underly-
ing ontology of the operational research rationale. 
When these contexts are integrated into a reflection 
model, as summarised by Judith Kuit and Gill Reay 
(2001:131), a framework emerges.

In this application, an adapted four-stage model is 
considered most appropriate, which includes, 1) a 
reflection that examines the practitioner’s motivations 
and choices in relation to the process of CA produc-
tion, 2) the action of CA creation undertaken as a core 
moment in the research process, 3) the description 
of the action to understand the individual embodied 
experience thereof and, 4) evaluation and consid-
eration of alternative strategies and other possible 
options that again feeds into the act of CA creation. 

The framework arranges the identified aspects of 
structured reflection recorded in a research journal 
(see Newbury 2001), not necessarily linear in execution, 
into:

•	  reflection on personal preferences and approach to 
technique, concept, aesthetics and method/method-
ology that positions the researcher’s intent at the 
start of the project 

•	  reflection on the results of process; how choices 
made during production corroborated or contra-
dicted the initial visualisation 

•	  summative ref lection on learning through 
engagement with reflective practice, that will, in 
Christopher Johns’s (2002:10) words, prompt “the 
practitioner to deconstruct her experiences in 
ways that hopefully will lead to understanding and 
insights that can be applied to new experiences” 
and, most importantly, lead to PbAR that stands up 
to rigorous peer-reviewing processes.

the proposed framework …

Initial reflection on position and intent

In their research journal, the practitioner should:

Describe/explain the approach to the artistic 
process before the initiation of the current 
project, in relation to technique, aesthetic, genre/
subject – the four identified contexts. The sample 
questions were designed for and are applicable to a 
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mechanical imaging medium as point-of-reference, 
such as photography or film. Read past tense where 
applicable.

Process dimension

•	  What does the work look like at present? Why does 
it look the way it does? How does this relate to 
the practitioner’s values and norms? Add visual 
illustrations if, and where appropriate, from both 
the practitioner’s own work and examples of work 
that appeal to him/her. Look meticulously at the 
visual illustrations. Describe each in relation to 
both the above and the relevant following aspects.

Aspects to consider might include, as examples (not 
exhaustive):

•	  When considering the practitioner’s aesthetic 
approach, describe and explain the practitioner’s 
relationship to the following: light, color, line, shape, 
rhythm, pattern, contrast, texture, volume, perspec-
tive, point-of-view, angle of view, balance, format, 
motion, narrative and horizon. How attentive is 
the practitioner to an aspect? Is it important in the 
practitioner’s approach? What does it contribute to 
the practitioner’s aesthetic? What does it contribute 
to the meaning in the practitioner’s work? Is there a 
conflict between my interpretation/use thereof and 
the conventional interpretation thereof?

•	  When considering the technical approach (photog-
raphy, as illustrative example), what is the relation-
ship to the following: tripod/handheld, camera 
format, frame ratio, frame orientation, lens 
focal-length, presentation, focus, exposure, image 
quality (granularity/tone reproduction/ definition/
colour reproduction), photographic processes and 
techniques? How attentive is the practitioner to 
the aspect? Is it important in the practitioner’s 
approach? What does it contribute to the practi-
tioner’s process? What does it mean to him/her to 
make use of a specific aspect? Is it duly considered, 
and therefore, intentional? If so, why? If not, why 
not?

theoretical dimension

•	  Describe the relationship between the practitioner’s 
approach and their understanding of reality. Is it 
objective or subjective? Essentialist or fragmented? 
Explain and motivate. Is there a conflict between the  

idea of the artefact and the practitioner’s relation to 
reality? Explain the conflict, if any. 

•	  Describe the practitioner’s relationship to the 
phenomena (subject). How is the practitioner 
conscious of the subject? How does the practitioner 
relate their experience of the subject to my internal 
expectation? Is it through sensory perception? Is it 
by means of memory? Is it through imagination? 

•	  Explain and describe how the tradition of the 
genre in the discipline the practitioner is working 
in is influencing his/her aesthetic visualisation of 
the project/artefact/s. What limitation does this 
impose on their generation of concepts/ideas? On 
their technique/process? On the aesthetic of the 
artefact/s? What opportunities for exploration 
emerge? Explain. How are the aesthetic choices 
made different from or similar to the visual tradition 
of the genre? Add visual illustrations if, and where, 
they are appropriate, of the practitioner’s own work 
and the work of others that appeal to the practi-
tioner as an individual. Look meticulously at the 
visual illustrations. Describe each in relation to 
the above.

Conceptual dimension

•	  What is the practitioner’s underlying idea/motive 
for the project at hand? Describe it. Referring to 
literature from as many fields of enquiry as possible/
relevant on the concept/idea, provide informa-
tion thereof as background. Following this, what 
specific aspect thereof does the practitioner wish 
to be the focus of their enquiry now? How is his/her 
conceptual underpinning of the project influencing 
the visualisation thereof? How does it affect their 
approach in relation to technique and aesthetic? 

•	  Illustrate, by example, the work of other practition-
ers on the concept/idea. How does their work affect 
the practitioner’s approach? What limitations do the 
above impose on the practitioner’s visualisation of 
the project/artefact/s? How does the practitioner 
visualise the difference between the selected practi-
tioner’s work and their own? What opportunities for 
exploration/originality emerge? Expand upon these 
opportunities. 

•	  Explain what is understood to be the relationships 
between the artefact to be created and the reality/
concept/idea to be depicted. Is it to describe or record 

or document? Is it to aestheticise? Is it symbolic and/
or metaphorical? What limitations do these impose 
on the visualisation of the project/artefact/s? What 
opportunities for exploration emerge? Expand upon 
these opportunities.

Methodological dimension

•	  Explain why PbAR is suitable to the investigation 
of the practitioner’s concept/idea. What are the 
ontological and epistemological underpinnings of 
the research design/approach/method selected? Are 
these imminently suitable to PbAR? If so, explain 
why. Explain the process of the research to be 
conducted. Are there aspects of the study that can 
only be communicated via the artefact? Expand 
upon these aspects. What role does reflection play in 
the practitioner’s research? How will this reflection 
be conducted? How will it be recorded? What will 
the final submission look like?

•	  Reflect on how personal preferences regarding 
aesthetics | technique | genre/tradition | concept/idea 
| research design are influencing the visualisation of 
the project? Is this relevant to the enquiry at hand? 
Explain and address the relevance, or not.

•	  Describe the initial, intended process. Which 
aesthetic criteria will convey the intended idea to 
the practitioner’s expectation? Is there a limitation 
on aesthetic approach due to technical means availa-
ble to him/her? Is there a limitation on aesthetic 
approach due to financial means available to him/
her? Which technique/s can convey the intended idea 
so that the communication meets the practitioner’s 
expectation? Is there a limitation on technical means 
due to financial considerations? 

Initiate practice-based research on the above, record-
ing by any appropriate means the actual process 
followed in production, for example, visual (photog-
raphy/video), auditory (sound/video), textual (written) 
and so on, if applicable.

summative reflection

•	  Describe the actual process followed in the actuali-
sation of the artefact with illustrative examples. 

•	  Reflect on the experiences and surprises encoun-
tered while working with the chosen aesthetic/
technical/subject/approach. Explain how this 

experience correlates with the initial visualised 
process.

•	  Explain how the actual experience of making, and 
the surprises encountered therein, reframed the 
practice. 

•	  Explain what opportunities for further exploration 
emerged.

How has this project enabled the practitioner to: 

•	  confront and clarify the beliefs and values that 
inform their practice? Understand their work in 
relation to that of others? Access, critique and 
assimilate relevant theory within personal knowing 
in ways that enable them to make sense of their 
experience and inform their practice? Understand 
their individuated subjective perspective on the 
concept or idea?

•	  understand their practice in terms of its ontological 
underpinnings and epistemological value?

•	  add value to their discipline? 

•	  become a visual researcher? 

•	  focus on, understand and explore new ways to solve 
particular problems in their practice?

•	  develop an understanding of their particular author-
ship and personal style? 

•	  make connections between present and past experi-
ences, whilst anticipating how they might respond 
in future situations in relation to their personal 
approach in terms of interaction with process | 
aesthetics | subject | other?

•	  improve their practice?
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to conclude

It is evident that the arts have a significant 
contribution to make in the quest for knowledge 
and understanding of both reality and human 
experience, but creative practice does not 
necessarily follow conventional routes to achieve 
this aim (Sullivan 2005:28). Practice-based arts 
research (PbAR) presents new prospects for 
researchers. However, if the significance of the 
creative artefact (CA) as research contribution to 
human knowledge is to be fully understood, there is 
a need for a broader conception of inquiry into the 
nature of knowledge and its representation – one 
that incorporates the Aristotelian productive (skill) 
and practical (creative) as modalities (Smith 1999; 
Sullivan 2005:34). These creative responses are not 
confined to any particular research method and rely 
on intuitive, inventive, open research designs that 
support the creative process instead of confining it 
(Sullivan 2005:56). The open-ended nature of such a 
process does mean that many aspiring researchers/
artists find it difficult to begin the engagement 
with practice in a systematic fashion. To this 
purpose, a framework is proposed as informed by 
the ontological and epistemological underpinnings 

of PbAR as discussed in this paper. Since CA 
production includes both premeditated aspects 
and on-the-spot decision-making, structured 
reflection within PbAR is proposed as a framing 
device to the creative artefact in the final exegesis, 
assisting the practitioner and audience in both 
understanding and learning. The opportunity exists, 
especially for Universities of Technology which 
have historically focused on applied education 
and research, to establish and differentiate their 
contribution to the higher educational sector. It 
is recommended that the notion of scholarly and 
research knowledge, as unique constructs, be 
further unpacked. Furthermore, the framework is 
to be more fully explored in both the undergraduate 
and postgraduate arenas with specific case-studies 
in future research. This endeavour would assist 
in refining such an approach to research through 
practice, the improvement of learning through 
practice and establishing different knowledge 
paradigms as representation in research. 
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