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ABSTRACT

Aim. This article aims to understand children’s and young people’s notions of home
by analysing how children express the meanings they invest in the concept of home
both visually and in related explanatory texts.

Methods. The article explores outcomes of a creative task implemented in schools
in six countries with students aged 5 to 15. The data consists of 559 visual artefacts
and captions explaining their contents. In the examination of the data, we engaged
in a thematic and contextual qualitative analysis that follows the inductive logic
of close reading.
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Results. Our analysis reveals three interlinked meaning-making modes through
which the students dealt with the idea of home and identifies key elements that make
them feel at home: home as social relations; home as safety; and home as acceptance.
For the students, home commonly includes a material dimension, a house, but it becomes
“a home” only through meaningful social relations, emotions, and everyday practices.

Conclusions. Our findings bring to the fore a rather unified understanding of home,
pointing out that there are shared cultural and school-derived conventions that affect
the manners in which creative tasks are approached by students in the school context.
Yet general conformity also highlights the instances in which expressions of home
deviate from expectations, as the depictions of safety as “protection from” exemplify
in our data. In these depictions, the nationalistic and exclusionary aspects associated
with home are brought to the fore.

Keywords: home, belonging, empathy, meaning-making, visual expression, children
and young people

INTRODUCTION

Humans, like all animals, need shelter to survive. Shelter—housing—is there-
fore commonly perceived as a basic human need (Denton, 1990; Reinprecht,
2014). Housing provides comfort, safety, and security—and is filled with social,
cultural, and political meanings (see Aaltojédrvi, 2014). When a human shelter, such
as a house, is invested with emotions, memories, and social relations, it becomes
a home. Home as a place of growing, socialising to culture, and learning the first
steps of social life is key in children’s and young people’s development and well-
being (Dockery et al., 2010). Conceptually, home is a thoroughly idealised idea,
as the phrase “to feel at home” with its positive connotations of comfort exemplified.
This idealisation is contrasted by the fact that the material and emotional support
of one’s home may also be lost or absent in various ways. Homelessness, in a lit-
eral and a more metaphorical sense, may be caused by displacement due to war,
poverty, and natural disaster, or non-functioning family relations and domestic
violence—just to mention a few examples. In nationalist discourses, the concept
of home, or homeland, also leads to practices of exclusion, sometimes even violent
ones (Infante et al., 2012; Tange & Jenks, 2023). Home as a concept has thus also
become “fragmented, disillusioned and fragile” (p. 5) as contemporary art practices
exemplify (Lauzon, 2017). Since home is a central place for children and young
people, it is necessary to increase knowledge of their ideas about it. Scholarship thus
needs studies incorporating the perspectives of children and young people regarding
the meanings of home.

In this article, we aim at mapping and critically scrutinising children’s and young
people’s notions of home as expressed in the school context by analysing the out-
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comes of a creative task implemented in over 250 classes in Cyprus, Germany, Israel,
Lithuania, Spain, Portugal, and the UK in the school year 2019—2020. The creative
tasks were implemented as part of a study programme that included 15 lessons aimed
at three age groups: 5-6, 8-9, and 14—15. The programme was designed as part
of a project promoting values such as tolerance, empathy, and inclusion in rela-
tion to European identity (on the project, see Maine & Vrikki, 2021). In this article,
we focus on three of these lessons (one for each age group) that explicitly addressed
the topic of home and belonging (for an analysis on other lessons, see Ldhdesméki et
al., 2021). Our research questions are: What meanings does the idea of home evoke
among children and young people, and how are these meanings expressed visually
and textually?

We approach the concept of home by emphasising its conceptual links to feelings
of belonging and non-belonging. The concepts of home and belonging indeed have
several confluences. In scholarship, both are connected to varied spatial locations
and social relations (L@hdesmaéki et al., 2021). Scholars have approached the concept
of belonging through the emotional register related to the idea of home. Marco
Antonsich (2010), for instance, conceptualises the ties between place and belonging
as “place-belongingness” (p. 645) and explains it as “a personal, intimate feel-
ing of being “at home’ in a place” (p. 645). Place-belongingness has both social
and material dimensions. Environments, objects, and embodied practices are
commonly used to construct and express it. Paolo Boccagni (2014) even claims
that “there is a need to relocate belonging in something real” (p. 289). However,
place-belongingness often draws from social relations in a place. It can manifest
itself through private feelings of social attachment to other people with whom one
is close, such as family members (Kobayashi, 2014). Scholars have emphasised
how belonging usually has positive associations, but the flipside is non-belonging
and exclusion (Ldhdesméki et al., 2016; Maine et al., 2021).

In what follows, we first introduce our approach to analysing children’s and young
people’s visual expressions and describe our data and methods. Second, we present
our analysis and key findings with visual and textual examples from the data. Finally,
we conclude with a discussion on the meanings that children and young people
associate with home and the key features that make them feel they belong.

APPROACHING CHILDREN’'S AND YOUNG PEOPLE’S
VISUAL EXPRESSIONS

Our approach to visual expressions is rooted in the understanding of children
and young people as active makers and recyclers of meanings. According to Jamal
Fathi Ahmad (2018) and Masami Toku (2001), children’s creative works are always
inspired by the culture or societies in which they live. Moreover, children reinterpret
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familiar representations and ideas creatively by borrowing and recycling them (Cor-
saro, 1992; Cox, 2005; Mavers, 2011). Thus, children and young people contribute
to the cultural meanings that are assigned to images, objects, people, and con-
cepts—in this case, home. Our approach is therefore grounded in cultural studies,
in which it is generally understood that cultural artefacts and representations are not
only seen as reflections of the culture in which they are created but also as actively
constituting said culture (e.g. Kellner, 1995; Hall, 2000). In such a constructive
approach, focus on skill has, to a great extent, been replaced by an understanding
of creation as a social practice (Coates & Coates, 2011). When creative practices
are implemented across the curriculum, they do not focus on modernist paradigms
of art for art’s sake or free expression of inner feelings (or mere visuality, as noted
by Paul Duncum [2004]), but acknowledge the role of visual culture in sociocultural
meaning-making at large. This is why we refer to the children’s creative outcomes
as artefacts instead of art-works.

The artefacts, analysed in this article were gathered as part of the project Dialogue
and Argumentation for Cultural Literacy in Schools (DIALLS), “a pan-Europe-
an project focusing on the development of children and young people’s cultural
literacy and what it means to be European in the twenty-first century, prioritising
intercultural dialogue and mutual understanding” (Maine & Vrikki, 2021, p. 1).
The project — created as a response to the European Commission’s Horizon 2020
research and innovation fund, within the topic “Inclusive, innovative and reflec-
tive societies” — sought to promote cultural literacy among children and young
people. The countries where the creative tasks were implemented (Cyprus, Ger-
many, Israel, Lithuania, Spain, Portugal, and the United Kingdom) were selected
to provide a broad geographic scope within Europe, with Israel as an associated
country. It is, indeed, one of the aims of the European Union to promote “the in-
tegration of Israel into European policies and programmes”, as it is believed
that the European Union and Israel share common “values of democracy, respect
for human rights, the rule of law and fundamental freedoms” (European Commission,
n.d., Eu and Israel). Given the present situation, where Israel is violating such rights
and freedoms of the Palestine people (on violations against children, specifically,
see United Nations 2024), it may seem inappropriate to include Israel in a project
such as ours. The Dlalogue and Argumentation for Cultural Literacy Learning
in Schools project was, however, implemented before the escalation of the situa-
tion on the Gaza Strip (and beyond). Moreover, promoting intercultural dialogue
and mutual understanding may be considered specifically important in areas prone
to violence and social conflict.

The classes selected were located in schools from urban, sub-urban, and (slightly
more) rural areas. The implementation of the project, including data collection,
followed a detailed ethical code of conduct required by the European Commission.
The artefacts were created during lessons dealing with belonging and home, a les-
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son plan designed by the project. Before creating them, the students had explored
wordless narratives, a film or a picture book, to stimulate class discussion around
various themes reflecting the lesson design. The students, or their teachers in the case
of 5-6 year olds, also wrote brief explanations (hereafter referred to as ‘captions’)
for each artefact. Wordless films and picture books were selected as lesson prompts,
since they were easy to use in different countries without having to translate any
text, and their imagery also proved to inspire “rich dialogues as children worked
together to explore their meanings” (Maine & Vrikki 2021, p. 2) — as well as ar-
tefacts full of symbolic layers. The lessons, during which the artefacts discussed
here were made, used the wordless short film, Christopher Duriez’s puppet an-
imation Baboon on the Moon (2002), to stimulate class discussion and creative
works around the concepts of home and belonging. The film was chosen due to its
depiction of the themes of belonging and displacement. In the film, a sad blue
and grey baboon lives alone in a blue house on the dark and empty Moon, longing
for the bright, colourful Earth. The baboon is even shown playing a wistful trumpet
serenade for the distant Earth.

These audiovisual cues of Baboon on the Moon easily evoke an interpreta-
tion of the film as an allegory for emotional displacement caused by migration.
The lesson plan did not make this interpretation of displacement explicit, leaving
the teachers freedom to construct their lessons; teachers were only guided to discuss
how home has different meanings for different people and how it includes social
and emotional dimensions. At the end of the lesson, students in the youngest age
group were instructed to draw a picture on pieces of paper in the shape of puzzle
pieces, guided by the question: “What does home mean to you?” They then put
together a collage of the pictures that they had drawn, forming a collective inter-
pretation of home. The mid age group was merely instructed “to create a collage
of where they belong”. “To create artwork to reflect the keywords and phrases
that define ‘home’”, was the assignment for the oldest pupils. The last two tasks
were created in small groups.

The resulting data-set includes 559 creative works from Cyprus (77), Germany
(32), Israel (339), Lithuania (32), Portugal (111), and the UK (152), made during
the aforementioned lessons, with artefacts from each age-group (in collective
works constituting different artefacts made by different groups, each puzzle piece
was calculated separately). Since the number of drawings from each country varies
strongly, with Israel representing 60% of the data, our findings are not meant to be
quantifiable, but rather aim to highlight some recurring themes and — if prevalent
— national specifics. The artefacts are mainly multi-coloured drawings but include
some three-dimensional assemblages, sculptures, videos, paintings, and collages
of magazine-cuttings. Co-creation enabled active interaction, collaborative experi-
ences, and multidirectional learning (see Taylor, 2020). The teachers photographed
their students’ artefacts and sent the photographs and captions to the researchers.
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The uneven number of artefacts in the data reflects the number of classes that volun-
teered for the project and the active participation of the youngest age group, which
increased our data as we calculated each piece of the puzzle separately. For instance,
most of the Israeli data consists of the puzzle-pieces made by the younger children.

One of the main characteristics of children’s and youths’ creative practices
is the blending of visual and spoken modalities. The interaction of two or more
semiotic resources (Deguara, 2015) is usually the basis for the artefacts in our
data which was supported by the lesson plans that promoted multimodality and sug-
gested artefacts to be accompanied by the short captions (Ldhdesmaki et al., 2021).
Children’s drawings can be seen as a dialogue between the lines they make on paper
and their spoken words, as Susanna Kinnunen (2015) points out. In a similar vein,
Pihla Maria Siim (2019) has stressed that children’s visual creations cannot be un-
derstood independently of the narrative context and the children’s own explanations.
Therefore, the multimodality of children’s creative practices serves as the founda-
tion for our investigation. The meanings that creators attached to their artefacts are
largely revealed by the captions. Therefore, the multimodality of children’s creative
practices serves as the foundation for our investigation. The meanings that creators
attached to their artefacts are largely revealed by the captions. Our goal in interpret-
ing them is not to follow the children’s thoughts in and of themselves. According
to Gillian Rose (2001), we, as academics with training in the study of literature,
art, and culture, interpret the data by decoding the signs that the students coded
to the artefacts. Only between the objects as a complex symbol and us as interpreters
can this decoding take place.

In practice, we engaged in a thematic and contextual qualitative analysis that fol-
lows the inductive logic of close reading. Understood broadly, the method refers
to the wide range of interpretative investigations that allow for in-depth examina-
tion of communication at the levels of semantics, structure, representation, and cul-
ture (Dubois, 2003). Simply put, the method aims at the “mindful, disciplined
reading of an object with a view to deeper understanding of its meanings” (Brum-
mett, 2010, p. 3). We have used this method to identify recurring themes from our
data, which we have then analysed and situated in relevant cultural and theoretical
contexts. As our approach is qualitative, quantifiable data is included only to give
the reader an idea of how typical a given theme is in our data and to highlight some
of the cross-country differences in the artefacts.

Moreover, our analysis draws on a collaborative and self-reflexive interpreta-
tion of the artefacts in the lesson’s context (Rose, 2001; Léahdesméki et al., 2021).
The authors of this text were not part of the implementation of the creative tasks
at the schools, but our interpretations were formed in close collaboration and open
dialogue within the broader DIALLS project team during the research process,
and the researchers responsible for gathering the school data provided us with
further information on the context of making the artefacts, when needed. The first
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author was mainly responsible for the categorisation and analysis of the data, but
all three authors familiarised themselves with the artefacts and their explanatory
texts and collaboratively identified a broad variety of themes and topics through
which home was expressed and explored in the data. The reasoning behind the cat-
egorisation and the analytical approach was collectively discussed in depth during
the analysis process. The examples from the data selected for a closer analysis were
closely examined by all three authors.

These methods enable us to explore how creative practices function as a chil-
dren’s and young people’s means of communication and a mode of making meanings
of home. In the analysis, we use images and quotations from our data to illustrate
these modes. We discuss the artefacts in the context of the children’s and young
people’s age group and home country as these are the main background factors
in the data. Other information, such as gender, was often but not always provided.
However, gender did not prove a useful category for analysis (see Ldhdesmaki et
al., 2021) as most of the artefacts were created collaboratively and groups could
include varying proportions of genders.

ANALYSIS: INTERTWINED ICONIC AND SYMBOLIC
MEANINGS OF HOME

We identified three distinct but interlinked meaning-making modes through which
the students commonly dealt with the idea of home: home as social relations; home
as safety,; and home as acceptance. These modes were not age-specific but used by
all students—within their age-related expressive capacity—to explore the mean-
ings of home and their sense of belonging to a place that feels like home. As our
analysis shows, there was very little variation in the way that the younger age groups
dealt with the idea of home. In the oldest age group, more differences were found both
in the form and content of the artefacts.

Home as Social Relations

In their artefacts, the students in the youngest and the mid age groups (5-6-
and 8-9-year-olds) often recycled an archetypal image of a house with a pyra-
mid-shaped roof (Figure 1) that commonly occurs in media content and products
targeted to children—and with a slight variation in the film Baboon on the Moon.
The artefacts depicting a house were quite similar within and between different coun-
tries. Besides the influence of media imageries and the film used as the lesson prompt,
the similarities may derive from the collaborative creative work and peer influence
between the students.
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Figure 1
A Drawing by a Student in the Youngest Age Group (Portugal)
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Source. Student’s drawing.

Despite this tendency to draw a physical house, the youngest children associated home
as a space with emotional, cultural, and social dimensions. The buildings in the artefacts do
not (only) iconically depict physical houses but represent abstract qualities, such as social
relations, emotions, ideals, and expectations associated with the idea of home. The students
commonly expressed this by drawing a house accompanied by smiling people—iden-
tified in the captions as the students themselves and their family members, relatives,
and friends—and visual elements like hearts, flowers, rainbows, butterflies, green grass,
blue sky, and the sun (Figure 1).

Usually, children’s visual expression is founded on a combination of symbolic and iconic
communication (Anning, 2003; Léhdesméki et al., 2021). The visual elements— borrowed
from the imageries of contemporary popular culture and media contents and products
targeted to children—strengthen the broader meaning of homes as places of social
and emotional belonging in the artefacts through their symbolic dimension. These elements
function as symbols of positive emotions, such as happiness, joy, and love, which also
comes across in the captions. For instance, Cypriot children from the youngest age group
explained their drawing by stating: “Home is a place where we sleep, play, eat, and learn.
There is our family, our parents, our siblings, our cousins. Our home is our space, a hug,
love, joy, warmth, our heart.” In their explanation, they thus expressed the metaphor “home
is where the heart is.”

The archetypal image of a house can be a symbol for a place affixed with positive
emotions, important social relations, and care associated with the idea of home. In addi-
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tion to their symbolic level, images of trees, flowers, and other natural elements may be
interpreted as indicative of the role of nature and other physical surroundings in constructing
ahome. Portuguese children in the youngest age group, for example, often drew or mentioned
the beach as home, which is telling of the different everyday surroundings of the children.

Some of the artefacts and their captions by the students in the youngest and the mid
age groups also indicated a sense of belonging to school, municipal area, state, or country.
One Israeli student from the mid age group for example describes a sense of belonging
to “school, grandma’s home, the state of Israel.” In the youngest age group, many also
drew the Earth, the object of the baboon’s longing in Baboon on the Moon. This may reflect
more on the influence of the imagery of the film than the students’ sense of belonging. As one
Lithuanian student puts it: “I really like being home. I live [on] Earth.”

In the artefacts created by the mid and oldest age groups, home attained even more
symbolic meaning, expressed by depicting it through symbolic expression (that we will
return to below) and, in the captions, by elaborating activities, routines, and social relations
that make spaces feel like home. Some students from Germany, Israel, and Lithuania also
mentioned memories shared with their loved-ones. Israeli students also often reflected
on the differences between home as a physical place and as a spiritual place formed by
social relations.

As said, home was also extended to broader communities— even to the entire Earth.
This happened in artefacts from all age groups and nationalities, except for the Israeli stu-
dents’ artefacts. References to the Earth may rather derive from the visual imagery of the film
used as prompt than the children’s actual feelings of belonging, but it is interesting that none
of the Israeli students circulated this thematic of belonging to the world at large. One
Lithuanian group of students, for example, clearly stated that: “Home is: Earth, Europe,
Country, City, Street, House, Family, Feelings.” Another group also mused that: “Our
house is the Earth, the whole planet, no matter where our house stands.” Israeli and Lith-
uanian students also tended to mention their nation when describing home, implicating
a sense of belonging to the nation state.

One reason for the fact that Israeli children specifically expressed a stronger belonging
to the nation state (instead of the entire Earth) in their artefacts and captions might have to do
with the history of Israel as an ethno-nationalist state. Israel is a young country that has,
since its creation in 1948, sought to justify its existence as the Homeland of the Jews, with
immigration open to anyone who can prove their Jewish ethnicity (Raijman, 2020). Central
tothis project is the idea that Israel is the place where Jews truly belong (Peled-Elhanan, 2022).

In the oldest age group, belonging was commonly explicitly mentioned in the captions.
One group from Lithuania, for instance, wrote:

When asked to think about what home means to us, the first thought that comes to our mind is a lov-

ing and caring environment. [...] The most important thing is a feeling of belonging, where the heart

feels comfortable with all its surroundings. Home does not necessarily have to be the birthplace
of a person. Home is where we feel secure and a place we always want to go back to or stay.
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Nonhuman animals (pets) also featured in the students’ artefacts and captions—often
in the youngest age group, less frequently in the older groups. In them, pets are considered
as family members and part of home—or even as home. In the youngest and mid age groups,
animals are commonly connected to the good feelings and care expressed as important
features of home. This is evident in the way animals are pictured happy and smiling. For in-
stance, a Portuguese child from the youngest age group depicted a colourful house, a smiling
person, and a smiling animal (Figure 2) with this caption: “We keep pets at home and help
parents to take care of them.” The text on this artefact explains directly the meaning of home:
It is a place “where we eat and sleep. Where we take care of our pets.” Similarly, a group
of Israeli students in the mid age group note that: “A home to us is also the animals living
with us at home, our home—it’s our life.”

Figure 2
A Drawing by a Student in the Youngest Age Group (Portugal)

Source. Student’s drawing.

As stated above, animals and nature appear to have symbolic value even in the artefacts
by the youngest age group, but this was most clearly articulated by the oldest students.
A similar move towards abstraction can be identified from the captions. For instance,
one Lithuanian group had made a small bird installation. In their caption, they explained
that it was the Lithuanian national bird, the stork, that symbolised their belonging
to the nation. A German student in the oldest age group, in turn, made an origami fish
(Figure 3) that symbolises home, belonging, and the student’s family history:

For my fourth birthday, my uncle gave me afish as a present. From this day on, we added [a fish]

to our collection of fish every time someone at home has a birthday. At the end of 2017, we
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bought my parents a small statue of an orange fish to celebrate the end of a difficult part of my
and my brother’s life. This statue resides in our kitchen in our house in Sao Paulo. Unfortunately,
we couldn’t bring this statue to Germany yet. My artefact is an origami of the orange fish statue.
I decided to do origami because this is something my brother and I used to do when we were sad.

Another German student in the oldest age group had created a small cat out of clay
and explained it as follows:
[Flor me, animals, in general, symbolise a feeling of security/comfort and love and I feel
comfortable around cats because they often resemble me in their character. On the other hand,
because [ myself got a cat when I was eight years old, so this is again related to a childhood
memory of home. Also, I always feel at home automatically when I pet a cat, especially because
animals purr when they feel comfortable and secure. For this reason, I believe that it won’t
be as important for me where I will be living later on—as long as I have the right people
and animals around me, it will be my home. And if T have a cat, [ will always feel comfortable.

Here, the cat is not only a symbol for security, love, and comfort but also a concrete
animal, a member of the family.

Figure 3
An Origami Fish by a Student in the Oldest Age Group (Germany)

The role of nonhuman animals in our data brings to the fore an often neglected sphere
of home. As noted by Jane Hamlett and Julie-Marie Strange (2021): “Studies of homes,
domestic practices and family relationships rarely mention animal presence,” even
though “scholars from different disciplines have increasingly called attention to the role
of animals in social life” (pp. 77-78).
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Home as Safety

The second mode of meaning-making highlights how home stands for safety
for the students. Safety was explicitly mentioned by all age groups in the data—and by
students from each participating country, with the exception of Portuguese students
in the oldest age group. This was probably influenced by the fact that the oldest Portu-
guese students were asked to draw a script for a short film based on Baboon on the Moon,
and their artefacts thus mostly dealt with the core themes of the film (belonging, em-
pathy, and displacement). Safety was commonly connected to the care that children
receive at home from their family members. The students thus often portrayed people
as a source of safety. For students in the youngest age group, home was a place where
“you have friends and family, feel safe and loved,” as a group of students from the UK
explained. Safety was also expressed through the concept of security, mainly in the old-
est age group. As one German student describes it: “For me, the term home is a place
where | feel comfortable and secure.”

Within this discussion of safety and security, one comment stands out. Among
the data, one UK student mentioned school as a safe place, stating: “Home means
school to me because I just feel really safe there and I have lots of friends around
me.” This comment might be read simply as highlighting the importance of belonging
to a broader social network, such as friends. It may, however, also be interpreted
as an indication of a less safe situation outside of school.

The theme of safety was sometimes also expressed through the idea of protec-
tion. The use of the word “protection” highlighted differences between countries:
it was mentioned by Israeli students in all the age groups, Portuguese students
in the youngest group, and one German student in the oldest age group. Students
from Portugal and Germany explored protection through the idea of home as a shel-
ter that protects people from natural phenomena, such as the cold, sun, and rain.
In the case of Portuguese students, the mentions of protection against natural forces
may reflect the fact that Portugal has a warm, mediterranean climate, and for the last
century or so the country has also been tested by natural disasters such as earthquakes
and floods caused by heavy rains. In the case of Israel, protection was, however, more
explicitly used to describe safety from an outside human threat, as exemplified by
a caption of an image by the youngest age group that stated that at home one may
“feel safe and [be] protected from projectiles.” In this caption, protection quite clearly
implies armed conflict—marking a stark contrast between Israel and the other countries
in our data.

Even though we do not wish to speculate on the children’s thoughts beyond their
artefacts and captions, a contextual analysis suggests that the [srael-Palestinian conflict
has very probably influenced the themes expressed in the Israeli children’s artefacts.
As mentioned before, the state of Israel has sought to justify its existence as the Home-
land of Jews. Seizing Palestinian land and property, discriminatory housing policies,
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and a separate and unequal citizenship structure are means of controlling and dividing
the demography of the state to this day. The theme of “home” is therefore an espe-
cially ideologically laden subject in this context, because questions of land owner-
ship and the right to live in a certain place (citizenship, right to housing, and family
unification) form the core of the Israel-Palestinian conflict (Amnesty International,
2022; Pappe, 2017). Furthermore, scholars have noted that the history of the perse-
cution of the Jews and the prolonged occupation of Palestinian land have affected
the Israeli society psychologically, generating a feeling of victimhood and fear as well
as high levels of aggression in the civil society (Greenbaum & Elizur, 2012; Peled-El-
hanan, 2022). Moreover, the idea that Israel is the only place where Jewish people
can truly be safe is a central argument used to justify the existence of the state of Israel
(Peled-Elhanan, 2022).

Drawings by the Israeli students mostly referred to this violent conflict in a rather
metaphorical manner without detailing what or who they are protecting themselves
from. The Israeli students in the oldest age group often depicted shields and mentioned
the idea of being “shielded” in their captions. Shields are powerful symbols of safety.
In the Israeli data, they depict home as a private, safe space protected from the out-
side. One of these drawings (Figure 4) portrays a house with wings and an ornamental
shield floating within a heart-shaped space. The caption elaborates on the symbolism:
the wings stand for freedom, the heart symbolises love, and the shield represents safety.

Figure 4
A Drawing by Students in the Oldest Age Group (Israel)

Source. Student’s drawing.
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Another group of the oldest Israeli students described protective equipment in a more
literal manner. They drew tanks, missiles, and a fence protecting a house (Figure 5).
The house itself is decorated with hearts. According to the caption, the fence is meant
to keep out unwanted people, making it a clear statement of exclusion. The students explain:

We chose to draw a fence since the home is our safe zone and the warning signs express the fact

that the home is our private zone and often we distance people since we are in our private zone.

Figure 5
A Drawing by Students in the Oldest Age Group (Israel)
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Source. Student’s drawing.

In this image, the protective gear is less symbolic, but the hearts that decorate
the house still symbolise love, emphasising a view in which the military protects
something good and valuable. The artefact in Figure 5 thus depicts safety and privacy
simultaneously. The hearts denote the warmth felt inside but the fence reflects fear
of a threat from the outside. Another caption by Israeli students also contrasts “hurt”
coming from outside with the love inside: “At home, you feel protected and that it’s
impossible to hurt us from the outside and from within you feel love and warmth from
the family/friends living in the house.”

This depiction of an outside threat directed towards the loving atmosphere inside
the home reflects academic discussions on belonging: the experience of belonging
is demarcated by its counterpart, non-belonging. Scholars have noted how “longing
for and constructing belonging often emanates from the fear of its flipside, non-be-
longing, unfamiliarity, dislocation, and missing home where one cannot be or that one
does not have” (Maine et al., 2021, p. 3). The concept of belonging thus “emphasises
the relational dimensions of inclusion and exclusion” (Gerharz 2014, pp. 553-554),
since it encompasses the potential for exclusion (L&éhdesmaiki et al., 2016).
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Home as Acceptance

The third meaning-making mode includes artefacts that connect the idea of home
to a place of acceptance, thematised through freedom, the ability to be oneself,
and self-expression. The three age groups approached this theme with different levels
of abstraction. The students in the first two age groups dealt with the freedom to be oneself
by emphasising home as a place where “we can also feel sad, but our family and friends
are there [to] help us feel happy again,” as a group of the youngest students from Cyprus
wrote, while the oldest students elaborated on the theme in their captions by focusing
on the preconditions for this freedom.

In the artefacts by the oldest students, the idea of being able to be or express oneself
often appeared together with safety, meaning that freedom to be oneself requires a safe
space (cf. Lahdesméki & Koistinen, 2021). One group of Lithuanian students explained
their artefact by stating: “A family provides the feeling of safety and freedom.” Also,
freedom and safety were associated with the privacy of the home. The students from
Israel and Lithuania, in particular, brought up privacy as a precondition for a safe home
environment. The interconnections of freedom, safety, and privacy were also elaborated
through symbolic visual expression. For instance, one student from Germany in the oldest
age group drew a rectangle in the middle of the paper (Figure 6), representing home,
with people holding hands inside it, and colourful, messy lines outside the rectangle
representing chaos. The student explained the drawing by noting: “Home means freedom,
social contacts, and a frame of security, independent of place and constant chaos of life.”

Figure 6
A Drawing by a Student in the Oldest Age Group (Germany)
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Freedom to be and express oneself was connected to empathy through acceptance
and allowing each family member to be themselves. The idea of acceptance also
broadened to encompass families other than one’s own. In this view, each family
is accepted to live their lifestyle. This is illustrated in an artefact created by Israe-
li students in the oldest age group who defined home with keywords—empathy,
respect, love, safety, aspiration, acceptance, freedom, happiness, empathy, and re-
spect—and illustrated their definition with two houses inhabited by people living
different lifestyles. In the caption, the students note how they “wanted to clarify
that in both homes the values are not exactly matching to the other one, but it’s
possible to see the basic and common values in both homes (respect, love).” Empathy
comes across as a way to find common ground. Even though the artefacts or their
captions did not explicitly discuss for instance empathy between different peoples
or ethnic groups, these kinds of lessons have the potential to extend the discussions
of empathy from one’s immediate inner circle to a broader context, as the artefact
depicting the life led in different homes illustrates.

The lesson plan, including its prompt Baboon on the Moon, sought to invoke
discussion on home and belonging and teach empathy. Art and literature are in-
deed often used as tools in empathy education (L&hdesméki & Koistinen, 2021).
It has been claimed that engaging with art or artistic practices can engender empathy
and the ability to step into the shoes of another person (e.g., Fialho, 2019; Leavy,
2017), or even imagine the experiences of nonhuman animals (Weik von Mossner,
2017). In our data, the character of the baboon inspired some students to imagine
the experiences of other animals. The Portuguese students in the oldest age group,
who wrote a script for a short film based on Baboon on the Moon, were most vocal
about this. These items conveyed concepts of empathy and belonging as the students
thought about the baboon’s perspective and feelings, like a yearning for home. As one
caption explains: “This short film talks about loneliness and the notion of having
a mission (the sacrifices necessary to achieve certain goals). It speaks of longing,
of the feeling of wanting to ‘return home,’ of feeling displacement.” Another group
wrote: “A baboon who worked lighting the moon died, and so it was necessary
for another to be hired. Thus, the ‘new baboon’ arrives at the Moon to replace the old
baboon, but when he arrives there, he realises that he has made a big mistake, because
he misses the Earth so much.” Here, home is where one comes from or where one
belongs to, which is why the baboon misses Earth.

The empathy that the students expressed at the baboon’s displacement and loneli-
ness also took on more political tones. One Portuguese artefact explicitly dealt with
the rights of nonhuman animals. This script for a movie includes images of the ba-
boon dreaming of Earth and playing their saxophone, which is heard by another
baboon on Earth. The caption explains:

Humans consider themselves the superior species, and therefore their life is more

important than that of other beings, in this case the baboon. However, when the baboon ar-
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rives [on the Moon], it misses not only its companion, but also its habitat. He decides
that his new home should become more welcoming and starts building a house. There
comes a time when he can communicate with the baboons on Earth.

A sign in frame eight of the script reads: “We want equality!!!” This slogan not
only enforces the sense of belonging between all baboons but expresses empathy
with the predicament of other animals. Although the children’s expression of the ba-
boon is anthropomorphised (as in the film), this can be interpreted as indicating
the students’ capacity for empathy and care beyond human beings. Engaging with
the emotions and experiences of the fictional animal led the students to create
a visual expression that expresses empathy for the baboon and promotes respect
for both human and nonhuman living creatures. Creative expression may there-
fore enable extending the concept of belonging and home to nonhuman animals
and nature—making it possible for students and educators to discuss the pressing
planetary-scale concerns of human relations to other animals and nature (cf. Lah-
desmaiki et al., 2021).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Our analysis shows how in the students’ visual expression, iconic and symbolic
meaning-making of home are intertwined. To recap our findings, the student’s
depictions of home included a material dimension, but they also emphasised
that a home becomes a home through meaningful social relations, everyday
practices, and feelings of care, comfort, love, safety, and security. The artefacts
and captions thus tended to express a sort of place-belongingness (Antonsich,
2010), as the data included expressions of home both as a physical space
and as an abstract idea of belonging (see also Liahdesmiki et al., 2021). In our
analysis, we singled out three modes of meaning-making—home as a place
of social relations, safety, and acceptance—and noted that the three age groups
approached these themes with different levels of abstraction. The first mode dealt
with home as belonging with people and animals with whom the students had
a meaningful relationship. The second mode portrayed home as a place where
the students felt safe and protected. In the third mode, the meaning of home
was connected to the freedom to be oneself, to express oneself freely, and to be
accepted as you are.

In research, the concept of home has often been approached through social
and emotional ties to a place. Even though home usually has a material basis,
research has underlined social relations in their definitions of the concept:
a material place becomes home through its intersecting cultural, sociodemograph-
ic, and psychological meanings (Lawrence, 1987; Saegert, 1985). Julie Botticello
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(2007) defines home “less as a particular geographical and/or architectural entity,
and more as a space where specific forms of sociality take place” (p. 7). The sense
of belonging and being at home, in a place that is familiar, cosy, and emotionally
connected, is a socially and intimately shared experience.

Within the three modes of meaning-making, empathic relations were also
explored—especially in the third mode. Our analysis thus supports claims of art
(being exposed to art as well as making art) potential in empathy education made
by earlier research (e.g., Morizio et al., 2022; Martinez-L6pez de Castro et al.,
2023). Moreover, this mode emphasised the interaction of humans and nonhumans
in the context of home, the emotional importance of this interaction, and empathy
towards nonhuman animals stemming from it.

There was little variation in the way that the idea of home was expressed
by the younger age groups, whereas in the oldest age group there were slightly
more differences. This reflects the lesson guidelines for the three age groups
and the teachers’ choices in implementing them, as well as the age-related expres-
sive capacity of the students. The similarities found in the artefacts can also be
partly explained by children’s tendency to reinterpret, borrow, and recycle familiar
symbols and images, which makes even copying a mode of selective borrowing
and reconfiguration that does not merely reflect or passively repeat the culture
in which it is done (e.g. Corsaro, 1992; Cox, 2005). Additionally, academics
contend that the school environment, which includes peers, teachers, classroom
procedures, and curricula, either overtly or covertly emphasises particular beliefs,
values, and expectations that affect how children express themselves visually
(Deguara, 2015). The schools in which the data was collected were also mainly
from urban areas, and a more diverse group of students may have provided less
uniform results.

Most of the 559 depictions of home in the data may be regarded as more or
less idealised articulations of home as a general cultural category. As articulations
of an ideal home, the artefacts do not depict family tensions or other negative
experiences/ideas related to home but rely on rather stereotypical imagery. Crit-
ical takes on home, as expressed in contemporary art (Lauzon, 2017), are not
visible in our data. Students did not discuss, for example, immigration, although
the lesson material provided opportunities for this. To our knowledge, teachers
also did not explicitly raise the topic of immigration in the classroom. The rather
uniform idealised view of home was troubled by only the cases in which the safety
of home was discussed in relation to outer threats. Exclusion as a binary opposite
to belonging and inclusion was highlighted in the artefacts by the Israel students
who had drawn fences, shields, and even tanks to protect their homes. Even
though there was little variation in the data, the differences found bring to the fore
the different everyday surroundings and cultural contexts that the students live
in. One UK child also stressed that school feels like home, since it felt safe
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with so many friends around. This may simply indicate the importance of social
relations in the meaning-making of home, yet it might also imply a less safe
situation outside of school.

These more complex takes on safety indicate that images of home may be used
as springboards for explorations of ideas and social realities as well as cultural
practices that make out cultural differences. It has, for example, been argued
that art can foster intercultural dialogue (Gongalves & Majhanovich, 2016). To-
day, growing xenophobia and polarisation call for an augmented focus on cross- or
intercultural communication—also within art education (Del Gobbo & Galeotti,
2018; Gongalves & Majhanovich, 2016). Indeed, some students expressed a sense
of belonging even to the “entire Earth”, which was probably inspired by the film
Baboon on the Moon. This may have served as a fruitful starting point for a dis-
cussion on, for instance, solidarity with people from diverse backgrounds. These
discussions nevertheless need to be facilitated by teachers. The question then
becomes: how are teachers and educators in school contexts equipped to discuss
troubling notions of home within classrooms? Depictions of or allusions to issues
such as exclusion, unsafety, or even violence may make anyone feel uncomfortable
(especially when coming from a child). Comparing Finnish and Estonian student’s
perceptions of forbidden subjects in school art, Karolina Kiil (2009) has indeed
claimed that violence is one of the subjects considered forbidden in school art.
This may cause self-censorship, caution, or wariness in expressing views that de-
viate or diverge from the ideal depiction of home.

To conclude, our analysis indicates that creative practices can be useful for dis-
cussing complex concepts, such as home and belonging. That said, it should be not-
ed that creative practices do not necessarily inspire children to engage in specific
meaning-making processes (Fialho, 2019; Lihdesm#ki & Koistinen, 2021).
The manner in which children assign meaning to objects and ideas in the school
context is influenced by the lesson material, teachers, peers, and the larger cul-
tural context. In our data, the lesson plan encouraged an exploration of home,
belonging, and empathy. The students appropriated information from the study
material, classroom discussions, and the world outside the classroom through
reinterpreting and combining narratives, ideas, and visual elements from different
sources. By transforming the children from communication agents of their own
worlds to communicative agents of their society and culture, the school context
has been said to effectively unify the children’s cultural and communicative re-
sources (Deguara, 2015). Such cultural and contextual influences should not be
considered only negative: becoming a communicative agent of society and culture
is about becoming a contributor to them. Teachers and educators (as well as re-
search designs exploring teaching, learning, and students’ outcomes) should,
nevertheless, pay close attention to these different contexts and influences.

735



736

Expression

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This work has been supported by the European Commission and its Horizon 2020
Research and Innovation Programme under grant agreement no. 770045, Dialogue
and Argumentation for Cultural Literacy Learning in Schools (DIALLS). The content
of this publication does not reflect the official opinion of the European Union. Respon-
sibility for the information and views expressed therein lies entirely with the authors.

REFERENCES

Aaltojarvi, 1. (2014). Making domestic technology meaningful. From purification to emotions [Doctoral
dissertation]. Tampere University. https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-44-9555-7

Ahmad, J. F. (2018). Children’s drawings in different cultures: An analysis of five-year-old Jordanian chil-
dren’s drawings. International Journal of Early Years Education, 26(3), 249-258. https://doi.org/10.1
080/09669760.2018.1444587

Amnesty International. (2022, February 1). Israel s apartheid against Palestinians: A cruel system of domi-
nation and crime against humanity. https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/5141/2022/en/

Anning, A. (2003). Pathways to the graphicacy club: The crossroad of home and pre-school. Journal of Early
Childhood Literacy, 3(5), 5-35. https://doi.org/10.1177/14687984030031001

Antonsich, M. (2010). Searching for belonging—An analytical framework. Geography Compass, 4(6),
644-659. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2009.00317.x

Boccagni, P. (2014) What’s in a (migrant) house? Changing domestic spaces, the negotiation of belonging
and home-making in Ecuadorian migration. Housing, Theory and Society, 31(3), 277-293. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14036096.2013.867280

Botticello, J. (2007) Lagos in London: Finding the space of home. Home Cultures, 4(1), 7-23. https://doi.
org/10.2752/174063107780129671

Brummett, B. (2010). Techniques of Close Reading. Sage.

Coates, E., & Coates, A. (2011). The subjects and meanings of young children’s drawings. In D. Faulkner
& E. Coates (Eds.), Exploring children’s creative narratives (pp. 86—110). Routledge.

Corsaro, W. A. (1992). Interpretive reproduction in children’s peer cultures. Social Psychology Quarterly,
55(2), 160—177. https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.2307/2786944

Cox, S. (2005). Intention and meaning in young children’s drawing. International Journal of Art & Design
Education, 24(2), 115-125. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1476-8070.2005.00432.x

Deguara, J. (2015). Meaning-making in young children’s drawings [Unpublished doctoral dissertation].
University of Sheffield. https://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/9980/1/Deguara%?20J%20-%20Meaning-mak-
ing%?20in%20young%20childrens%20drawing%20PhD%20Thesis%202015%20VOLUME%201.pdf

Del Gobbo, G., & Galeotti, G. (2018). Education through art for intercultural dialogue: Towards an inclu-
sive learning ecosystem. Formazione & Insegnamento, 16(3), 213-229. https://dxdoi.org/107346/-fei-
XVI-03-18_18

Denton, J. A. (1990). Society and the official world: A reintroduction to sociology. General Hall.

Dockery, M., Kendall, G., Li, J., Mahendran, A., Ong, R., & Strazdins, L. (2010). Housing and children's
development and wellbeing: A scoping study (Report No. 149). Australian Housing and Urban Re-
search Institute.

Dubois, A. (2003). Close reading: An introduction. In F. Lentriccha & A. Dubois (Eds.), Close Reading.
The Reader (pp. 1-40). Duke University Press.

Duncum, P. (2004). Visual culture isn’t just visual: Multiliteracy, multimodality and meaning. Studies in Art
Education, 45(3), 252-264. https://www.jstor.org/stable/1320972

European Commission. (n.d.). EU and Israel. https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/europe-
an-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/israel_en



The Journal of Education Culture and Society Nel_2025

Fialho, O. (2019). What is literature for? The role of transformative reading. Cogent Arts & Humanities,
6(1), Article 1692532. https://doi.org/10.1080/23311983.2019.1692532

Gerharz, E. (2014). Indigenous activism in Bangladesh: Translocal spaces and shifting constellations of be-
longing. Asian Ethnicity, 15(4), 552-570. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14631369.2014.937112

Gongalves, S., & Majhanovich, S. (Eds.). (2016). Art and intercultural dialogue. Brill.

Greenbaum, C. W., & Elizur, Y. (2012). The psychological and moral consequences for Israeli society
of the occupation of Palestinian land. In D. Bar-Tal & 1. Schnell (Eds.), The Impacts of Lasting Occu-
pation: Lessons from Israeli Society, Series in Political Psychology (pp. 380—408). Oxford Academic.
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199862184.003.0013

Hall, S. (2000). Cultural identity and cinematic representation. In R. Stam & T. Miller (Eds.), Film and the-
ory: An Anthology (pp. 704-714). Blackwell Publishers.

Hamlett, S., & Strange, J-M. (2021). Animals and home: Introduction to special issue. Home Cultures.
The Journal of Architecture, Design and Domestic Space, 18(2), 77-81. https://doi.org/10.1080/1740
6315.2021.1968671

Infante, C., Idrovo, A. J., Sanchez-Dominguez, M. S., Vinhas, S., & Gonzalez-Vazquez, T. (2012). Violence
committed against migrants in transit: Experiences on the northern Mexican border. Journal of Immigrant
and Minority Health, 14(3), 449—459. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10903-011-9489-y

Kellner, D. (1995). Media culture: Cultural studies, identity and politics between the modern and the post-
modern. Routledge.

Kiil, K. (2009). Kielletyt kuvat: Suomalais—ja virolaisnuorten piirtciméilld esittiimcit kielletyt aiheet [Pro-
hibited images: Prohibited subjects in drawings by Finnish and Estonian young people]. Taideteollinen
korkeakoulu.

Kinnunen, S. (2015). How are you? The narrative in-between spaces in young children's daily lives. [Doctoral
dissertation]. University of Oulu. https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:9789526210285

Kobayashi, A. (2014). Being CBC: The ambivalent identities and belonging of Canadian-born children
of immigrants. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 104(2), 234-242. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/00045608.2013.862133

Lauzon, C. (2017). The unmaking of home in contemporary art. University of Toronto Press.

Lawrence, R. J. (1987). What makes a house a home? Environment and Behaviour, 19(2), 154—168. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0013916587192004

Leavy, P. (2017). Research design: Quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods, arts-based, and communi-
ty-based participatory research approaches. Guilford Publications.

Léhdesmaki, T., & Koistinen, A.-K. (2021). Explorations of linkages between intercultural dialogue, art,
and empathy. In F. Maine & M. Vrikki (Eds.), Dialogue for intercultural understanding: Placing cul-
tural literacy at the heart of learning (pp. 45-58). Springer. https:/link.springer.com/book/10.1007%
2F978-3-030-71778-0

Léhdesmaki, T., Saresma, T., Hiltunen, K., Jantti, S., Saaskilahti, N., Vallius, A., & Ahvenjarvi, K. (2016).
Fluidity and flexibility of “belonging”’: Uses of the concept in contemporary research. Acta Sociologica,
59(3), 233-247. https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699316633099

Lihdesméki, T., Baranova, J., Ylonen, S. C., Koistinen, A-K., Makinen, K., Juskiene, V. & Zaleskien¢,
1. (2021). Learning cultural literacy through creative practices in schools. Cultural and multimodal
approaches to meaning-making. Palgrave Macmillan. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-89236—4

Maine, F., & Vrikki, M. (Eds.) (2021). Dialogue for intercultural understanding: Placing cultural literacy
at the heart of learning. Springer.

Maine, F, Brummernreich, B, Chatzianastasi, M., Juskien¢, V. Lahdesméki, T. Juna,J. & Peck,J.(2021). Children’s
exploration of the concepts of home and belonging. Capturing views from five European Countries.
International Journal of Education Research 110(7), Article 101876. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ijer.2021.101876

Martinez-Lopez de Castro, R., Alvarifias-Villaverde, M., Pino-Juste, M. & Dominguez-Lloria, S. (2023).
Designing and evaluation of an artistic experience for the development of empathic capacity: “Stepping
into others’ shoes”. Brain Sciences 12(11), Article 1565. https://doi.org/10.3390/brainscil2111565

Mavers, D. (2011). Children’s drawing and writing: The remarkable in the unremarkable, Routledge.

737



738

Expression

Morizio, L. J., Cook, A. L., Troeger, R. & Whitehouse, A. (2022). Creating compassion: Using art for empa-
thy learning with urban Youth. Contemp School Psychology, 26(4), 435—447. https:/link.springer.com/
article/10.1007/s40688—-020-00346—1

Pappe, 1. (2017). Ten Myths About Israel. Verso.

Peled-Elhanan, N. (2022). Holocaust education and the semiotics of othering in Israeli schoolbooks. Com-
mon Ground Research Networks. https://doi.org/10.18848/978—1-957792—08-8/CGP

Raijman, R. (2020) 4 warm welcome for some: Israel embraces immigration of Jewish Diaspora, sharply
restricts labor migrants and asylum seekers. Migration Information Source. https://www.migrationpolicy.
org/article/israel-law-of-return-asylum-labor-migration

Reinprecht, C. (2014). Social housing in Austria. In K. Scanlon, C. Whitehead, & M. Fernandez Arrigoi-
tia (Eds.), Social housing in Europe (pp. 61-74). Wiley Blackwell.

Rose, G. (2001). Visual methodologies. An introduction to the interpretation of visual materials. Sage.

Saegert, S. (1985). The role of housing in the experience of dwelling. In I. Altman, & C. Werner (Eds.),
Home environments: Human behavior and environment (pp. 287-309). Home Environments. Plenum
Press. https://doi.org/10.1007/978—1-4899-2266-3 12

Siim, P. M. (2019). Drawing and storycrafting with Estonian children: Sharing experiences of mobility.
In T. Lahdesmiki, E. Koskinen-Koivisto, V. L. A. Ceginskas, & A. K. Koistinen (Eds.), Challenges
and solutions in ethnographic research: Ethnography with a twist (pp. 84-99). Routledge.

Tange, H., & Jenks, C. J. (2023). Nationalism: threat or opportunity to critical intercultural communication?
Language and Intercultural Communication, 23(3), 221-228. https://doi.org/10.1080/14708477.2023
2212488

Taylor, K. V. (2020). Building school community through cross-grade collaborations in art. International
Journal of Education Through Art, 16(3), 351-370. https://doi.org/10.1386/eta_00038 1

Toku, M. (2001). Cross-cultural analysis of artistic development: Drawing by Japanese and U.S. children.
Visual Arts Research, 27(1), 46-59. https://www.jstor.org/stable/20716021

United Nations (2024). General Assembly Security Council. Seventy-eighth session Seventy-ninth year,
Agenda item 67. Promotion and protection of the rights of children Children and Armed Conflict. Report

from the Secretary-General. United Nations Official Document System, https://documents.un.org/doc/
undoc/gen/n24/095/07/pdf/n2409507.pdf

Weik von Mossner, A. (2017). Affective ecologies: Empathy, emotion, and environmental narrative. The Ohio
State University Press.



