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Freehand drawing is a visual representation technique sometimes employed to 
bypass cognitive verbal processing routes as part of a critical pedagogy. This al-
lows students to produce clear, more critical, and inclusive images of their under-
standing of a topic regardless of their vocabulary. This chapter presents an inter-
pretation of freehand drawings produced by final year degree students in response 
to the question: “What is Civic Engagement?” The students were pursuing the 
same degree, with some studying in an Irish and others in an Egyptian university. 
Having to explain civic engagement pictorially forced the students to distill the 
essence of civic engagement’s meaning to them and provided insights into how 
they perceived civic engagement and their roles in their societies. We offer this 
example as a model for other educators seeking alternative methods for teaching 
civic engagement and for creating a learning environment where students can de-
velop their own capacity for critical self-reflection.
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Introduction 

In this chapter, we examine how a sample of Irish and Egyptian students conceived of civic 
engagement through their generation of freehand drawings. Civic engagement has been 
defined as a “catch-all term that refers to an individual’s activities, alone or as part of a 
group, that focus on developing knowledge about the community and its political system, 
identifying or seeking solutions to community problems, pursuing goals to benefit the 

community, and participating in constructive deliberation among community members about the 
community’s political system and community issues, problems, or solutions.”1

As educators, we want our students to reflect critically upon society and their place in it. Thus, 
our aim was to gain an understanding of undergraduates’ perceptions of civic engagement in Ire-
land and Egypt using freehand drawings. We used freehand drawing to create a learning environ-
ment in the classroom wherein students could seek to develop meaningful associations with civic 
engagement. Despite obvious political, cultural, and geographic differences between Ireland and 
Egypt, all of our participants possess one important factor in common: the same curriculum. Ac-
cordingly, we were able to use this exercise, which we will set out in detail in the methods section, 
to discern the differentiated impact in these two very different settings.

Freehand drawing, as a visual elicitation technique, permits students to grasp the multiple po-
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tential ways to understand, analyze, and challenge any issue.2 Consequently, the drawing exercise 
central to this research effort serves as a useful aid to facilitate students’ conceptualization of their 
understanding of civic engagement and permits us to examine their reflections. We hypothesize 
that the drawing exercise, and the subsequent discussion with students of themes and meanings, 
is a useful approach for enhancing students’ individual and collective understanding of civic en-
gagement.3

Student-generated drawings are a useful route for comprehending youth observations.4  This 
approach is not hindered by the lack of verbal reasoning, vocabulary, language, or inhibitions re-
garding individual differences of opinion or national identities.5 The intention in using this ap-
proach with students in two very different countries, with very different histories but all undertak-
ing a common curriculum, was to initiate a learner-centered experience that enabled them to utilize 
a more active, self-managed, and critically reflexive stance, the outputs of which could be discussed, 
compared and contrasted.6

We begin with a discussion on the embedding of civic engagement in the Irish and Egyptian 
higher education curricula. This is followed by sections on the utility of visual representation and 
the use of drawings in the context of critical pedagogy. We then describe the research design, en-
compassing participant selection and the creation and analysis of the drawings. Following this, we 
report on the themes contained in the drawings, examining four in detail, before finally discussing 
the pedagogical and policy implications of the approach, highlighting some of the national differ-
ences uncovered. 

Civic Engagement in Irish and Egyptian Higher Education
Civic engagement and active citizenship emerged as important issues in the European Union (EU) 
in the past two decades.7 The catalysts for this were a series of policy initiatives to create a single 
European Higher Education Area;8 a European Research Area;9 and a European Area of Lifelong 
Learning.10 This approach has been reinforced by higher education institutions (HEIs) recognizing 
that their role encompasses a wider responsibility for cultural, social, and civic development.11 In 
Ireland in 2007, a “Taskforce on Active Citizenship” was established with the goal of “advising the 
Government on the steps that [could] be taken to ensure that the wealth of civic spirit and active 
participation already present in Ireland continue[d] to grow and develop.”12 The National Strategy 
for Higher Education to 2030 refers to civic and community engagement as one of the “three core 
roles of higher education.”13 Consequently, in 2014, the leaders of all publicly funded HEIs across 
Ireland signed a “Campus Engage Charter for Civic and Community Engagement,” committing 
their institutions to further enhance the links between higher education and society. Since then, 
Irish HEIs continued to expand their provision of community-based modules to increase their 
links with social and cultural non-governmental organizations (NGOs), as well as state-funded 
initiatives in the voluntary and community sector.14

In Egypt, prior to the Arab Spring, political rights and civil liberties were constrained by 
the state.15 Civic engagement occurred outside the formal channels sanctioned by the state, with 
youth participation ranging from schools and family to the public arena.16 In 2009, only 5 percent 
of Egyptians reported volunteering; however, more sought to volunteer in mosques and church-
es, suggesting a growing influence of religion on volunteer practices.17 Following the 2011 revolu-
tion, the Ministry of Education devoted more attention to the content of citizenship education in 
schools and universities.18 2013 saw the first Egyptian national workshop to launch a community 
of practice around university community engagement.19

For the above reasons, these settings proved conducive to a study of contrasting conceptual-
izations of civic engagement.

 
The Utility of Visual Representation
Visual representation occupies a “central role in promoting and facilitating the formation, 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=celex%3A52000DC0006
http://www.ehea.info/media.ehea.info/file/2001_Prague/44/2/2001_Prague_Communique_English_553442.pdf
http://www.ehea.info/media.ehea.info/file/2001_Prague/44/2/2001_Prague_Communique_English_553442.pdf
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reflection and inflection of what we “take for granted” about the world.”20 However, despite its 
ubiquity, the visual is still largely missing from the university classroom.

Employing visual techniques encourages a more vibrant exploration of a phenomenon and 
challenges conventional wisdom.21 It functions as “a catalyst, helping them [students] to articulate 
feelings that had been implicit and were hard to define,”22 raises participants’ voices by allowing 
them to set the agenda and own the discussion,23 and creates a “third space” in the room.24 

Visual methods can help students access information, and sometimes even previously unrec-
ognized insights and embodied and tacit knowledge of their relational and situated experiences.25 
Drawings encourage active participation in the learning process, and the integration of visual with 
verbal data provides a useful form of data triangulation.26 Where a professor would prefer not to 
impose a cognitive framework on students, the use of visual instruments seems ideal.27

Gauntlett has used visual and creative methods, including video, drawings, and Lego, to 
explore identity creation among children and professionals,28 while others have used plasticine 
models to explore identities in secondary school and university settings.29 They serve as a spring-
board to detailed in-class discussions. More recently, Digital Storytelling (DST) has been used to 
facilitate critical thinking in youth civic engagement.30 While it has been customary to use visual 
data where subjects have lacked verbal or literacy skills, research subjects not lacking in such skills 
frequently possess more meaningful information than they can convey verbally.31

Using Drawings as Critical Pedagogy
Arts-based learning presents a more holistic way of understanding the world than “the traditional 
tools of logic and rationality.”32 Drawing has been of interest to psychologists for over a century. 
Most studies on the use of drawings focus on understanding the behavioral patterns of children, 
and as a way of providing for observations and questions.33 In recent years, drawings have been 
used as a method of data collection34 and as a pedagogic tool.35 Visual representation “offers a 
relatively new medium for critical inquiry that accesses modalities of knowing that are sensory, 
aesthetic, affective, embodied, and that cannot be reduced to the propositional.”36 However, despite 
its ubiquity, the nexus between politics and visual representation remains insufficiently explored.37 
In fact, Bocken points out that “many political scholars and philosophers remain suspicious of 
pictures,” instead favoring the “precision and depth of language.”38

Therefore, the visual, hand drawing, can constitute part of a critical pedagogy and in the pro-
cess, generate critical thinking. Critical pedagogy “formulates a scientific humanist conception 
that finds its expression in a dialogical praxis in which the teachers and learners together, in the 
act of analyzing a dehumanized reality, denounce it while announcing its transformation in the 
name of the liberation of man[kind].”39 Critical pedagogy is context-specific and descriptive; it 
critically analyzes the world.40 For critical pedagogy, the educational institution is where “hege-
monic constructions of individual, group, and national identities are buttressed.”41 According to 
Giroux, critical pedagogy is purposely transformational; it adopts the position that teaching and 
learning are dedicated to broadening the possibilities for students.42 Three themes in the critical 
pedagogy literature help in classroom implementation: displacing faculty as the “expert in know-
ing”; contesting disciplinary boundaries; and raising issues in a problematizing way.43 In seeking to 
gain an understanding of Irish and Egyptian undergraduates’ perceptions of civic engagement, we 
offer these students, through freehand drawing, an educational experience that challenges them 
to develop their own critical stances and to subsequently express their views in group discussions, 
which they are invited to lead.44

Freehand drawing can encourage a critical approach to a topic, in this case, civic engagement. 
Thus, for us, freehand drawing constitutes a means of introducing a critical pedagogy, thereby 
creating an environment for learning wherein critical self-reflection, a rather rare commodity, is 
actively encouraged among students. The aim, through encouraging critical reflection by means of 
freehand drawing, is to create a learning space oriented towards helping students construct a more 
sophisticated understanding of the world.45
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Research Design 
Our objective in this research was to gain an understanding of undergraduates’ perceptions of 
civic engagement in Ireland and Egypt using freehand drawings. Given the potential of freehand 
drawing as a route for enhancing our understanding of students’ conceptualization of civic 
engagement, we crafted an intervention for students in their final year of study. In this section, 
we discuss why we chose to use a comparative approach and how our participants in Ireland and 
Egypt were selected. We then discuss the process by which the participants created their drawings 
and provided explanations as to what they drew, along with details on how the in-class discussion 
was conducted. Finally, we explain how the drawings were assessed for both explicit and implicit 
themes. 

Participant selection
By conducting a comparative study, we are seeking to add to the extant literature on civic 
engagement which is largely made up of single country examinations.46 We also seek to  add to the 
literature on the use of freehand drawing as a teaching method that can stimulate a critical stance.47 
The students participating in this study were attending universities in Ireland and Egypt. Despite 
both countries being former colonies, Ireland and Egypt are very different countries economically, 
socially, politically, and geographically. The population of Ireland is 4.9 million48 while that of Egypt 
is just over 100 million.49 Ireland is a unitary parliamentary republic, whereas Egypt’s is a unitary 
semi-presidential republic. Ireland is a multiparty state and has been a free democratic society for 
a century, whereas Egypt is not; with Freedom House in 2020 scoring Ireland at 97 and Egypt 21 
out of 100 points.50 Additionally, their economies are very different. Ireland has a highly developed 
knowledge economy, whereas Egypt’s economy is categorized as developing/emerging. Based upon 
Gross National Income (GNI) per capita, the World Bank in 2021 rated Ireland as a high-income 
economy and Egypt as a lower-middle income economy.51 According to the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), Ireland’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) stood at $399bn in 2020, slightly larger than 
Egypt’s GDP of $361bn.52

The two countries constitute a most different case selection design, as each context is dif-
ferent, other than for the variable under scrutiny—the classroom and the students’ interpretation 
of civic engagement.53 The Irish university has a student body of almost 30,000 and can trace its 
origins to the 19th century, while the Egyptian university was established in 2006 and has 10,000 
students. The participants were selected for this study as they are directly comparable, being final 
year students all pursuing the same degree, provided by the same publicly funded Irish university. 
There has been a partnership agreement between these Irish and Egyptian institutions since 2011.

Creating the drawings
The specific module incorporated in the Business and Management degree, provided by both 
universities from which we collected the participants’ drawings, is entitled Corporate Strategy. 
Thus, our approach falls outside of the context in which civic engagement is usually taught in 
universities–namely in political science schools. The learning objectives of the module include 
developing the learner’s awareness and understanding of a range of current ethical and governance 
issues in relation to business. It is a core module in the final year of the degree, offered in the span 
of a semester. Whereas previous research using visual techniques examined the creative products 
of young children in a country,54 or across countries,55 we engage with two groups of adult learners 
from different countries, bound by the same university education. The Irish class consisted of 60 
students, and the Egyptian class consisted of 50. Where the Irish class had a slight majority of 
females, the Egyptian class was overwhelmingly male, giving an overall gender breakdown of 45 
females to 65 males. All participants were aged between 21–24, with one Irish exception.

We were curious to establish what each student considered “civic engagement” to mean and 
how this understanding might be applied in their own lives. We were conscious about the vocabu-

https://freedomhouse.org/countries/freedom-world/scores
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lary we used in order to avoid giving unintended cues to the students during their drawing exercise.
A two-hour guest class session, as a supplement to the course, was dedicated to the drawing 

exercise in November 2017 in Alexandria, and in January 2018 in Dublin. The guest lecturer for 
the exercise was independent of the core teaching team in both universities and had no input into 
the grading or examination of students for any module. Students were typically unsure of how to 
define civic engagement coherently at the beginning of the session. At the commencement of each 
class session, we provided the students with A4 (an international standard of paper size used glob-
ally measuring 210mm by 297mm) sheets of paper, with instructions on one side stating: “Through 
a drawing answer the following question: What is civic engagement?” and the other side said: 
“Now, in your own words, describe/explain what you have drawn.” At commencement, students 
were advised that participation was voluntary and anonymity guaranteed.

Students were given 10 minutes to create their drawings. We then asked them to turn the 
sheet over and address the instruction on the reverse for 10 minutes. Following this, the students 
returned their drawings and these formed the central element of the class discussion on civic en-
gagement for the remaining 100, or so, minutes of the class session. As Wittmann tells us, drawing 
has the advantage of fixing material; not only can that which is graphically preserved be referred to 
further, but it can also be expanded upon, altered, or reinterpreted by the creator and the observer.56

Each drawing was projected on a screen, and the class discussed their collective interpretation 
of what its creator was saying. We dedicated about one minute per drawing to keep the room en-
ergized and to remain within the time allocated for the class, and we affixed flipchart sheets with 
their insights to the classroom walls after discussing each drawing. The class concluded with a ses-
sion opening the floor to reflection/discussion, asking what the exercise told us about perspectives 
and assumptions relating to civic engagement. As interpretive researchers, we ensured that the 
students were positioned as ‘‘co-constructors of knowledge, identity, and culture.”57

At the end of each class, we discussed the possibility of using the drawings and outputs of the 
discussion for an academic paper. Participants were asked to indicate if they were happy with their 
drawings and a summary of the discussion being used. All agreed on the basis of anonymity.58     

Assessing the drawings 
As Barthes points out, in the examination of drawings, it is possible to identify denotation, 
a picture’s literal meaning, and connotation, a picture’s suggestive meaning in the mind of the 
observer. The images were assessed on three levels, as will be seen with the sampled images set out 
below.59 They were assessed by the participants themselves, as after they created their drawing they 
wrote about what they had created; they were assessed by the participants collectively during the 
in-class discussion; and finally, by the authors of the paper.

Unlike earlier research in this area, the participants here were all adults, and many wrote, on 
the reverse side of their sheet of paper, about the particular themes present in the images they 
created.60 These written explanations were to ensure that the intended message of their drawings 
could be understood by others as the images were analyzed. These written explanations are an 
important addition to the data (see below), as it is possible to misinterpret/over-interpret draw-
ings.61 Our interactions with images are never neutral. As viewers, we bring our own experiences, 
interests, and prejudices to any interpretation.62

The participants, as classes, brought a collective interpretation to each image as they were 
projected on the classroom screen before them for about one minute. This was the groups’ collec-
tive understanding of what they were seeing in those images. All of the themes that the classes 
mentioned as being present in the images are set out in table 1 below.

Finally, borrowing from Gernhardt et al., the images alone were examined by both authors.63 
As with the collective group, we did not seek to distinguish between major and minor themes in 
the drawings. If we perceived a theme as present, we recorded it. We often perceived more than one 
theme per drawing. As a result, each drawing possesses both the explicit theme(s) that their creator 
ascribed to it and the implicit theme(s) that the class collectively and the authors perceived in it.



Teaching Civic Engagement Globally122

What the Drawings Tell Us About the Participants’ 
Understanding of Civic Engagement
We followed Barthes’s argument in our analysis of the drawings. In determining the themes of 
the students’ drawings (110 in all) we relied upon both denotation and connotation, with the 
themes emanating from the concrete written content that the creators ascribed to their drawings 
along with the implicit meanings that were ascribed to those same images by the class and by the 
authors. In essence, the themes were a result of combining data from all three understandings of the 
images (creators, class, authors). Using this approach, we identified a total of 14 themes (see table 
1). In some ways, the diversity of themes reflects the multifaceted definition of civic engagement 
offered earlier. Specifically, there are themes that relate to community engagement (such as 
“charity” or “making a difference”) as well as themes that reflect traditional political activities 
(such as “campaigning” or “voting”) and others associated with such skills of civic engagement as 
“discourse” and “cooperation.”

With these themes outlined, we documented the number of times they could be identified 
in the drawings, with some drawings containing more than one theme. Table 1 documents the 
frequency with which each of the 14 themes were present in the drawings, disaggregated according 
to the classroom setting (Ireland or Egypt). As the data in table 1 show, certain themes were more 
prevalent than others. “Community involvement,” “working together,” and “communication” were 
the most prevalent themes overall. Other themes, such as “voting” and “corporate social respon-
sibility,” were the least seen. The data also highlight notable differences between responses based 
on the classroom setting. For example, voting, campaigning, and discourse, themes that would be 
associated with democracy, appeared 13 times in the Irish drawings while only appearing twice in 
the Egyptian images. 

Table 1. Frequency of Themes Contained in Drawings, by Classroom Setting 
 Theme* Dublin (n=60) Alexandria (n=50) Total (n=110)

Campaigning 5 0 5

Charity 3 5 8

Making a difference 7 8 15

Community involvement 23 19 42

Providing employment 2 7 9

Voluntary work 2 3 9

Helping others 7 5 12

Role in society 5 3 8

Working together/
cooperation

12 14 26

Communication 12 9 21

Discourse 5 2 7

Voting 3 0 3

Corporate social 
responsibility

1 2 3

Social responsibility 10 12 22

* Note: some drawings contained more than one theme, N=110.

While we gathered and analyzed 110 drawings, we present below a sample for illustrative pur-
poses as per Wilson and Wilson,64 Gernhardt et al.65 and Hall.66 This sample, two drawings from 
each of the classes, is representative of the ideas emanating from the students in Dublin and Al-
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exandria. The drawings show the students’ attempts to answer “what is civic engagement?” with 
what we consider to be primarily a “storytelling approach.”67

Sampled Student Drawings 
Here we present a sample of the drawings by students from each setting. We recognize that using 
a sample of the participants’ drawings, and seeing them as emblematic of the wider pool, raises 
questions about the generalizability of findings, especially findings from different countries.68 We 
have done this in order to allow the reader to get a sense of the nature, variety, and quality of the 
drawings produced by participants, as well as the factors influencing the analysis of the drawing. 
Each of the drawings presented is followed by the written narrative provided by the participant on 
the reverse side of the sheet of paper from their drawing, as an explanation of their illustration; then 
the collective interpretation of the drawing by the class; and finally the authors’ interpretation of 
the drawing. We have used this approach, to present the students’ own stated intention along with 
the collective interpretation of each drawing, to facilitate a broader appreciation of the knowledge 
base of each group of students. This approach draws from Gernhardt et al.,69 Hall,70 and, Feeney 
and Hogan.71

Irish Student Drawings

Figure 1. Irish Student Drawing Sample 1    

Student’s narrative: 

“Civic engagement involves constant interaction between all stakeholders of a particular area.” 

Collective interpretation: 

The students debated whether all 6 of the areas are equally important to the business cycle. Many 
expressed the belief that “environment” and “society” should not be part of the cycle, where the 
business cycle would be shown to impact upon both.
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Our interpretation: 

Figure 1 shows a circle surrounded by six different words and arrows pointing in a clockwise 
direction. These arrows add a narrative component to the image—a direction of travel. The learner 
understands that each of these areas of activity (employees, shareholders, suppliers, environment, 
partners, society) are interlinked and that all provide a cycle of actions that represent civic 
engagement. In terms of themes, the learner sees corporate social responsibility (CSR) as integral 
to civic engagement. From table 1, this was the only Irish drawing to touch upon CSR. 

Figure 2. Irish Student Drawing Sample 2

Student’s narrative: 

“A group of people coming together to share a particular message.” 

Collective interpretation: 

Many students disagreed with the drawing of political protests representing civic engagement. 
They insisted that political issues did not form part of the civic engagement conversation.

Our interpretation: 

Figure 2 depicts two figures protesting water charges and the text above the protesters reads 
“protests => communicate.” The drawing, with its narrative component, possesses a storytelling 
element.72 It shows that the learner considers protests to be a kind of communication which 
constitutes a form of civic engagement. Communication was one of the more represented themes 
in table 1 (documented in 12 drawings from Irish students and 9 Egyptian students).  
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Egyptian Student Drawings

Figure 3. Egyptian Student Drawing Sample 1 

Student’s narrative: 

“1) the first drawing: is about engaging with the community by helping people, being helpful is 
a good factor in growing the community and become well civilized [sic]. 2) Engaging with the 
community by giving people advice about how to take care of the community and become the best. 
3) Engaging with the community can be by being caring and saving the planet by taking care of 
trees and streets to become better and live in a better community.”

 
Collective interpretation: 

This drawing stimulated lengthy discussion. Many students agreed that helping others is an 
important aspect of civic engagement. They felt it important that citizens help themselves through 
advice to affect societal change. Finally, there was consensus that all should take responsibility for 
the environment.

Our interpretation: 

Figure 3, falling within the storytelling approach, depicts three different contexts for the learner’s 
understanding of civic engagement.73 The drawing starts with two people sharing something. Next, 
we see a figure talking to others through a screen. Finally, we see a figure watering plants. The 
themes appear to be discourse, communication and social responsibility. In table 1 this was only 
one of two Egyptian drawings to touch on the topic of discourse.
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Figure 4. Egyptian Student Drawing Sample 2

Student’s narrative: 

“I tried to draw the community which is the whole world and I’m in that world or community I’m a 
part of this community involved in it [sic]. Another drawing, which is two hands are connected to 
each other. One is me and the other is the community which shows that we must be connected to 
each other in every single thing.” 

Collective interpretation: 

There was agreement that the community can be small or global. In this picture, by depicting 
themselves at the center of the world, many in the class felt that the student shows their role in 
ensuring engagement is focused on making the world better. Many students felt that the next part 
of the drawing, depicting joined hands, signifies our connectedness to each other.

Our interpretation: 

Figure 4 incorporates significant storytelling detail.74 The drawing depicts a figure at the center 
of the world and the word “community” above, with joined hands beneath the globe. It is about 
joint responsibility at a global level for civic engagement and our connectedness to each other. The 
themes relate to one’s role in society and one’s social responsibility, as set out in table 1.
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What the Frequency of Themes, Sampled Drawings and  
In-Class Discussions Tell Us
A variety of themes emerged from the 110 drawings we collected, the most prevalent of which 
were community involvement, working together/cooperation and social responsibility (see table 
1). Voting and campaigning, however, were among the least mentioned themes. It is noteworthy 
that none of the Egyptian participants mentioned voting and campaigning in their drawings or 
their written explanations. This finding is not necessarily surprising though, given that Egypt is 
not a democracy. Our approach, in encouraging students to set out their understanding of a topic 
visually and to also write about what they had drawn, allows for the unambiguous expression of 
their feelings; while the guided group discussion permits all viewpoints to be seen and heard. This 
exercise enhanced our ability to identify and differentiate the views on civic engagement between 
students’ from Ireland and Egypt, two very different countries, regarding democratic tendencies 
and practices.

In table 1 we see that the theme of community involvement appears in 42 drawings. It is in-
teresting that it appears in 23 of the 60 Irish drawings and 19 of the 50 Egyptian images, which 
is 38% of the drawings of the students from each country. Thus, despite the differences between 
the countries, both sets of students equally regarded community involvement as a form of civic 
engagement. 

Given that the research participants are business students, it is not surprising that CSR (figure 
1) was mentioned as a form of civic engagement. What was surprising was that it was mentioned so 
little in table 1, appearing only 3 times. During the in-class discussion CSR drew a lot of attention. 
Communication between citizens and their government (figure 2) and discourse between citizens 
(figure 3) were widely seen as forms of civic engagement with com munications appearing in 21 
drawings while discourse appeared in seven (table 1). The students in the in-class discussion also 
felt that communications and discourse were central to civic engagement. It is clear from table 1 
that while communication was almost equally present in percentage terms in the Irish and Egyp-
tian drawings, discourse was not. However, somewhat contradictorily, there was disagreement 
among the Irish students as to whether political protests constituted civic engagement. This may 
have something to do with the historic and deep-rooted conservatism of Irish society, a country 
created by conservative revolutionaries.75 Working together/cooperation and helping others (figure 
3) was regarded as important aspects of civic engagement and appeared 38 times in the drawings 
(table 1). As can be seen from table 1, the issue of social responsibility (figures 3 and 4) came up in 
22 drawings.    

We found that all of the drawings (n=110) were similar in using a narrative approach. Hall 
refers to drawings, where there is a narrative approach, as storytelling.76 But, this is to be expected 
given that we are storytelling animals that like familiar patterns/narratives that we can easily un-
derstand.77 As was mentioned earlier above, an element of national difference was evident under 
the headings of campaigning, discourse, and voting in table 1. This disparity is possibly due to what 
Freedom House describes as Egypt’s slide back into authoritarian governance since the military 
coup of 2013.78 The fruits of its 2011 revolution were short-lived, and it is also not that surprising 
given the very different democratic histories of both countries. Three of the four sampled drawings, 
examined in detail above, involved communication and/or a cyclical approach to understanding 
civic engagement. All of the students understood that civic engagement involves other people and 
the need to cooperate. 

Pedagogical and Policy Implications
There are numerous ways the higher education curriculum in Ireland has provided students 
with opportunities for their moral and civic development. Service-learning and learning in the 
community provide some of these opportunities. This is in contrast to Egypt where community 
links are still in the early stages of development for HEIs. Since 2011, Egypt has experienced a rapid 
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increase in university/community engagement projects.79

Freehand drawing encourages students to reflect critically upon what they already know about 
civic engagement, which is crucial in developing the kind of engaged citizenry vital for a flour-
ishing democracy. The approach also surmounts the long-term bias in instructional pedagogies 
toward oversimplification80 and the favoring of propositional knowledge,81 as it allows students to 
appreciate that there are many ways to comprehend, contest, and analyze issues. Thus, freehand 
drawing helps to empower and emancipate students whose unique insights might otherwise be 
silenced or hidden (see figure 4). Additionally, in allowing participants to also write about what 
they have drawn, an element of ambiguity present in children’s drawings can be avoided here, thus 
providing us with an additional source of data as to what the image creator was intending (see 
figure 3). Our approach of image production, followed by guided group discussion, can promote 
reflexive engagement to produce varied viewpoints (see collective interpretation of figure 2). When 
we pressed the students in their interpretation of their drawings during the in-class discussion, 
they began to recognize and query their own and others’ conjectures (see collective interpretation 
of figure 1). There is a narrative journey undertaken in discussing drawings where, according to 
Wright, drawings constitute a narrative springboard.82 Thus, the participants recognized that by 
cooperating in critically examining each other’s drawings, they were able to identify aspects of, and 
nuances in, their understanding.

The principles of best practice for a pedagogy of civic engagement include active learning, 
learning as a social process, contextual knowledge, reflexive practice, and the ability to represent 
an idea in a variety of contexts.83 The traditional approach is classroom-based lectures, and focused 
upon the development of personally responsible citizens, while the alternative is a service-learning 
model emphasizing a justice-oriented conception of citizenship.84 In this respect, the use of images 
possesses great value, as they have the potential to economically encode significant quantities of 
complex information.85 As was seen above in the case of the four sampled images, there was the 
explicit meaning that the participant assigned to what they had drawn when they wrote about their 
drawing. However, there was also the implicit meaning that the class as a whole, and the authors 
also, interpreted into each of the images. Sometimes this interpretation was similar to what the 
participant said their drawing represented, while at other times it was at variance. In seeking to 
create a space for nuance and ambiguity in the classroom using drawings, we complicate students’ 
understanding through moving away from certainty towards an acceptance of ambiguity and par-
adox, complexity rather than simplicity.86 The realization that the drawings demonstrate more 
than one definition, or meaning, of civic engagement gives real world examples for students to 
understand the complexity of ascribing a single, narrow meaning to socially constructed terminol-
ogy. Our aim in using this approach, with final year degree students from different countries, but 
pursuing the same degree, was to compare and contrast their understanding of civic engagement. 

Conclusion
Employing freehand drawing to promote a dialectical exchange with students about civic 
engagement—to cultivate their capacity for critical self-reflection—allows them to put into visuals 
a level of comprehension that is sometimes difficult to articulate verbally. The presentation 
of information visually can enable students to access unrecognized insights and make sense of 
complex issues by employing a whole brain approach. Students, employing the higher order 
thinking integral to visualization, can define their knowledge of a topic that is universally 
understandable and rich in content.

That the students discussed the drawings as a group, in which every voice was heard, encour-
ages interpretations from multiple perspectives and gives students and professors an opportunity 
to challenge theories, presumptions, and beliefs. This approach can raise questions about what is 
being viewed and aids reflection on the wider context. The objective of such critical pedagogies 
should be to produce citizens capable of self-reflection and willing to question widely held beliefs.

Describing civic engagement pictorially forced participants to think about what the essence 
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of civic engagement was for them. The drawings show that the students possessed a significant 
amount of knowledge and understanding of civic engagement. With Waltz defining theory as a 
picture that is mentally formed of a bounded realm, the students were, through their drawings, 
creating their own theories of civic engagement. The study shows that the students’ understanding 
of civic engagement in both jurisdictions is similar, despite the different political and cultural con-
texts of each country. By both producing and observing their own drawings, the students were po-
sitioned in a way they were unaccustomed to in the classroom—as creators of, and critically reflect-
ing on, knowledge. This study shows how a collaborative learning experience facilitates students 
readily in demonstrating their level of understanding of, and appreciation for, civic engagement.

For teachers, the use of freehand drawing permits the stimulation of a critical stance, as vi-
sual representation allows us to comprehend how we and others “see” the world.  Discussing the 
drawings as a group nurtures a variety of perspectives. Thus, all of the students in a class become 
involved in the process and not just those assertive students who usually tend to monopolize class 
discussions. Expression in this non-traditional manner is liberating for the participants. The ma-
terials required are minimal—paper and pencil. Thus, this technique could equally be employed 
with students undertaking any of a range of other types of courses, from the social sciences, to the 
hard sciences, as well as business courses, and need not be restricted to undergraduates. The value 
of freehand drawing is that it permits students to examine and reflect upon their understanding of 
a topic. This conforms to what the objective of universities should be in the 21st century—to devel-
op students not only capable of critical thinking in their future careers, but also as critical beings 
capable of self-reflection.
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