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Carl Emanuelsson

In this research project, students in the Swedish compulsory 
school were asked to photograph spaces in their own school 
building that they associated with security, insecurity and lear-
ning. The purpose was to identify critical areas in the school 
building, so teachers and school management could get a bet-
ter understanding of how to stop and take preventive action 
against bullying and ill treatment. Which areas of the school 
building or its proximity do the pupils consider secure/safe 
or insecure/unsafe? Which area provides them with a sense of 
learning? The project shows the value of the visual for both 
research and developmental projects in school. The study’s 
methods can be used to explore other research themes in order 
to gain a deeper understanding or identify problem areas in a 
school context from the student’s perspective. 

The Value of the Visual
The Swedish school system is under scrutiny and has been as-
sessed continuously in recent years. Research reports and in-
quiries revealing shortcomings have succeeded one another 
and the politicians struggle to find with solutions. The school 
where this study was conducted was built in 1917 and is in 
great need of modernisation. Redevelopment and remodelling 
projects, aiming to make the school better both physically and 
organisationally, have been proposed in a continuous stream. 
But have they taken the students’ thoughts and ideas into con-
sideration? Despite the focus on quality and evaluation, many 
schools lack a student’s perspective when working on improv-
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ing both teaching and school facilities.59 The adults who work 
at the school completely forget to involve the pupils.60 Despite 
the goal in the Swedish national curriculum of implementing 
student participation in decision-making, it is rarely applied 
in practice, other than in the direct teaching situations of the 
classroom.61 The primary focus on questionnaires and written 
reports in evaluations can become a major obstacle for some 
students participating in the processes. By using photographs 
and images, we lower the threshold and invite pupils of differ-
ent ages and educational backgrounds to participate on equal 
terms in describing the school from a child’s perspective.62 By 
removing linguistic obstacles, the students’ photographs be-
come a tool to gain a deeper knowledge and understanding 
of how they themselves perceive their school. The value of the 
visual can make the school better for students, teachers and 
administrators alike.

The Student Perspective on the School: Three Themes
This study is based on three different themes. These themes 
were chosen to provide an overview and serve as a support for 
improving the school’s equal treatment plan and gain knowl-
edge in efforts to prevent bullying and ill treatment. By exam-
ining the places at school in which students feel both secure 
and insecure, the school staff gains a greater understanding of 
the preventive measures required to enhance a general sense of 
security. This can help teachers and staff to become a presence 
in the right locations, where students feel insecure. But it also 
maps the positive locations in which they already feel safe and 
sound. And by learning from them, staff can develop the school 
building in the direction of security and according to the core 
values of the curriculum. The physical environment can trans-
mit a hidden curriculum to social relations and affect behaviour 

59 Catherine Burke, ”The View of the Child: Explorations of the Visual Culture 
of the Made Environment,” Paper presented at the National Research Confe-
rence Pupil Voice and Participation: Pleasures, Promises and Pitfalls (2006), 10.
60 Schratz and Steiner-Löffler (1998), 236–237.
61 Maria Rönnlund, Demokrati och deltagande: Elevinflytande i grundskolans 
årskurs 7–9 ur ett könsperspektiv (Umeå 2011).
62 Schratz and Steiner-Löffler (1998), 237.
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among students.63 The school building is an active agent in the 
perception of educational and social experience.64 It is therefore 
important to visualise and identify critical locations that have 
either a negative or positive effect on the students’ sense of 
security. Since the school’s task is not only to provide pupils 
with a sense of security but also a sense of learning, I felt that 
it was an important theme to include. Perhaps it might show 
a link between safety and learning? It might prove beneficial 
for teachers to see the school’s various learning environments 
through the students’ eyes in order to evolve as educators. 

Research Approach
The present study was conducted in two classes, one class from 
the seventh grade and one from the ninth grade. A total of 52 
students were asked to photograph places that they associate 
with the three themes of security, insecurity and learning. All of 
the students had their own cameras, most of them cell phones 
but some in the computers the school provides for them. Of 
the 52 students, 22 shared their photographs and those images 
are the foundation of this study. The students wrote a short 
comment for each explaining what the photograph depicted 
and why they associated the place with security, insecurity, or 
learning. The two classes were picked because they had been 
at the school various lengths of time. The students who attend 
the seventh grade had been at the school for two months when 
the photographs were taken while students in the ninth grade 
had attended for over two years. I wanted to compare them 
depending on how at home they felt in the school building.65

Ethical Dilemmas and Problems
In the case of photographs, there are numerous ethical consi-
derations to keep in mind. The pupils were instructed not to 
shoot any people or personal belongings that could be iden-
tified. One major problem I encountered in the course of this 

63 McGregor (2003), 358.
64 Catherine Burke and Ian Grosvenor, School (London 2008), 10.
65 Schratz and Steiner-Löffler (1998), 241.



63

study was that many students did not want to share their pho-
tographs. To gain free access to the photos, I asked them to turn 
over the copyright to me. This made many students suspicious, 
thinking I intended to earn money selling the pictures. There 
was also a problem with how the pictures would be digitally 
transferred from their camera to my computer. Many students 
took pictures but forgot to share them, which contributed to 
the low number of final participants. I could have avoided these 
issues by being clearer in explaining how the pictures would be 
used. I also could have organised the project in a more struc-
tured way so that everyone had the opportunity to submit the 
results during a single lesson. This might have reduced the loss 
of pictures among those who forgot to share.

Results
The results are categorised according to the three main themes 
of security, insecurity and learning. 

Figure 1. A secure place: The school 
cafeteria.
Photo by student (2012).

Figure 2. The clocks.
Photo by student (2012). 
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Security

Views on security were quite varied. A common secure place for 
students regardless of grade was the school cafeteria (Figure 1). 
A vast majority of pupils felt secure there because of its proxi-
mity to staff and friends. They described the atmosphere as plea-
sant, happy and social. This was of great importance for many 
students’ positive comments about the site. But there were also 
clear differences in the two grades’ views on security. In seventh 
grade, security was perceived to be more formal and physical 
than in ninth grade. For example, they took pictures of the 
exit signs or the school nurse facilities. This shows that fear of 
emergency and injury is on the minds of the younger pupils. 
Another difference between the seventh and ninth grades was 
the image of the wall clocks as symbols of security. The younger 
students thought that the clocks were secure because they felt 
a fear of not making it to class on time (Figure 2). I believe 
they feel this way due to the fact that in the lower grades, these 
younger students remained in one classroom throughout the 
day. Having now graduated to seventh grade, they moved bet-
ween different teachers in different classrooms and the clock 
became an important new tool for being on schedule. This is an 
experience left unmentioned by the ninth grade pupils. Instead, 
the older students associated security with social relationships 
both inside and outside the classroom.

One classroom that symbolised security for the ninth gra-
ders was home economics. Some said that it made them feel 
like themselves for a while. The social norms and hierarchies 
constructed in other classes and maintained by both teachers 
and students disappeared for many students during home eco-
nomics lessons. They described the lessons as gratifying and 
the atmosphere as positive and safe. It is difficult to draw any 
certain conclusions on this, because it may not be the room it-
self but the teacher’s ability to create these conditions. Unfortu-
nately, the seventh grade does not take home economics, so no 
significant comparison between the two grades can be made. 
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Insecurity

The students were fairly consist-
ent across ages on this theme, and 
no major differences were detected 
except in certain specific cases. A 
clear majority felt unsafe in the 
school bathrooms (Figure 3). Many 
students experienced the space as 
uncomfortable and dirty. It smelled 
bad and the colour scheme was 
cold and hard. As one student said, 
“fast in and fast out”. Most of the 
restrooms are located in a row in 
the cafeteria and despite its other-
wise secure atmosphere, the stu-
dents experienced discomfort go-
ing to the toilet in front of their peers. They also reported that 
bullying had occurred in these areas.

Remote and secluded spots were also deemed insecure 
(Figure 4). Students in both grades photographed several se-
cluded places and specific corridors where they felt that staff 
and teachers never were to be found. The students feared that 
anything could happen there without anyone intervening.

Some spaces were associated with accident and injury, sym-
bolised by shots of stairwells and the school nurse’s waiting 
room. The school elevator was associated with the fear of get-
ting stuck in that confined space. In a few cases however the 
seventh and the ninth grade expressed very different fears. In 
the seventh grade, it was about the locks on their lockers that 
they felt were unsafe and easy to break up. In the ninth grade, 
there were photos of the gym changing room, where pupils a 
year earlier had discovered a hidden webcam, an event repor-
ted to the local police.

Figure 3. An insecure place: The school 
bathrooms.
Photo by student (2012).
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Figure 4. Secluded places.
Photo by student (2012). 

Learning

The photos that the students associated with learning were 
similar in both grades. Many featured classrooms and the 
teachers’ chair or the lectern. Some photographed maps and 
the whiteboard. The school library was popular and even text-
books were seen as symbols of learning. It is difficult to sys-
tematise the students’ images of learning. I interpret many of 

the pictures as very formal symbols 
of the school as an institution. The 
task can be seen as arbitrarily li-
mited since we know that students 
learn in many other places, not 
just in school. But the theme for-
ced them to provide some image 
of learning in school regardless of 
their own views on learning. One 
image was particularly interesting, 
a photo of the schools’ basketball 
nets (Figure 5). He said that this is 
where he learns new things every 
time he plays with his buddies, 
who teach him new tricks. He was 

Figure 5. A place for learning: The 
schools’ basketball nets. 
Photo by student (2012).
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the only participant who saw learning in interaction with oth-
ers, not just with the teacher.

Conclusions
The present study provides significant views of how children 
interpret and feel about different spaces in school. It shows 
how student perceive their school differently depending on how 
many years they have spent there. But it also reveals a variety of 
individual thoughts and feelings about its main themes. I there-
fore argue in affirmation of previous studies for the importance 
of children’s participation in developmental projects.66 Students 
need to be an active part in the evaluation stage and be allowed 
to make suggestions for improvement. Using photographs as 
a method of gathering empirical data from students to learn 
more about the school site is an effective way of including them 
in the development process. Expressed visually, their thoughts 
and perspectives can unveil solutions that we adults have not 
seen or fully understood.67

66 Burke (2006), 10.
67 Ibid., 12.


