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Belonging at ITB:
The Use of Photovoice Methodology (PVM)
to Investigate Inclusion and Exclusion at
ITB Based on Ethnicity and Nationality
from a Student Perspective
Fionnuala DARBY1
Institute of Technology Blanchardstown
Abstract. The aim of this research is to sensitise readers to issues of inclusion and
exclusion on campus at ITB in order to deepen our capacity to empathise with our
students in a meaningful, accessible and evocative way in relation to ethnicity and/or
nationality. Using Photovoice Methodology (PVM), the objective is to investigate
the use of space and place that students occupy on campus. The outcomes of the
research through images and text reveal surroundings on campus that students find
inclusive and exclusive. The paper begins with a review of the literature salient to
the topic. Then follows a description of PVM as a site of social import for inclusion
and belonging at ITB so that the students could express inclusion and exclusion from
their perspectives. The analysis, findings and discussion interrogates the images and
text to reveal patterns, draw conclusions and provide recommendations on how the
campus of ITB can be more inclusive for all students.

1.

Literature Review

In this section I have identified the literature to support the themes that I present below
in order to understand inclusion and belonging on campus. “College campuses are
complex social systems,” [43]. The campus is shaped and influenced by many factors;
relations between staff, students and alumni, procedures, policies, structures, systems,
institutional mission, vision and core values along with larger social contexts, [26]. From
a theoretical point of view, I have reviewed the literature pertaining to concepts of
campus climate and belonging/habitus. Compositional diversity of ITB’s ethnic minority
learners continues to increase. The context for this research is ITB’s campus based on
full-time student registrations for the academic year 2017-2018. Fifty-five different
nationalities are represented across the student body and non-Irish students equate to
16% of the student population2. As ITB endeavours to become a partner with the Institute
of Technology Tallaght (ITT) and Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) in the formation
of a Technological University, TU for Dublin by 2019, the expectation as outlined in the
1
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strategic plan is to “enrol a greater number and a more diverse mix of students,” [29].

1.1. Campus Climate
Research establishes a link between campus climate and a variety of student outcomes,
([28]; [19]). While the research is US based it still provides a powerful acknowledgment
that higher education institutions are an ideal environment in which to build awareness
and appreciation of difference. Higher education institutions can often function as
microcosms of the wider society. Hurtado et al., articulate that under-represented
minority students experience greater exclusion in low diversity institutions and many
campuses are unaware of the problems faced by ethnic minority students in environments
where they are under-represented [28]. As 16% of ITB’s student population is non-Irish,
it is compelling to investigate if ITB includes these students along with the mainstream
Irish student population. Student composition numbers alone are not sufficient in
realising the educational benefits of diversity although they are an important first step on
the journey, [21].
Campus climate can be provocative to measure. It comprises of multiple
elements that attempt to assess the prevailing mood, atmosphere and conditions of a
place. For the purposes of this paper I am using the definition of campus climate as put
forward by Rankin and Reason in their transformational tapestry model. Campus climate
is defined as “the current attitudes, behaviours, and standards and practices of employees
and students of an institution” [43]. Tucker distinguishes between ‘sole metrics’ and
‘soul metrics’, the former as indicated by measures of success. ‘Sole metrics’ concerns
the advancement of a mission, alumni achievements, salaries and rankings. The latter,
‘soul metrics’ are those “indicators that capture the essence of what a college stands for;
its hopes, its goals, its dreams for its students – metrics that speak to the very soul of an
institution,” and align with the students’ experience of campus climate [49]. Measuring
the soul of ITB through a student lens at a moment in time is the foundation of this paper.
Drawing on the work of Hurtado et al., ([26]; [27]) and Milem et al., campus
climate is multifaceted in approach. At an institute level, dimensions of campus climate
include an historical legacy of inclusion or exclusion of an institution, compositional
diversity of student enrolments and staff, organisational structures pertaining to policies,
curriculum and processes. At an individual level, campus climate concerns psychological
perceptions of discrimination and attitudes of individuals and the behaviours that
surround individual actions and intergroup dynamics, both formal and informal [35].
Nora et al., highlight the many facets of student integration which notably includes
student perceptions of the campus climate and a sense of belonging for success in higher
education [38].
1.2. Belonging
Belonging as a concept is frequently used in the context of identity and in
particular to refer to national or ethnic identity, ([36]; [4]). The concept of belonging
offers a way to understand inclusion/exclusion on campus at ITB. The version of
belonging used in my research is anchored in Yuval-Davis’ dimensions of placebelongingness and the politics of belonging. Place-belongingness is a feeling of being at
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home in a place [52]. It is affective and emotional [17]. According to Hooks, a sense of
self is intimately connected to beliefs of place-belongingness [23]. The politics of
belonging dimension refers to the socio-spatial processes and practices of inclusion
and/or exclusion. In identifying a sense of belonging on campus at ITB, I will be focusing
on relational and cultural factors. For the purposes of my research, relational factors will
refer to the sense of connection or not, of sharing public spaces with friends and
strangers. Cultural factors will refer to language, habits and practices on campus that
include and exclude, ([23]; [3]; [11]; [12]). According to Trudeau who belongs and who
does not is written in the landscape [48]. Pred displays how space is implicated in racism
[42]. Eco-cultural niches or habitats whereby “structural forces and environmental
conditions combine with cultural beliefs in particular social contexts to guide people’s
choices and activities,” may be prevalent on campus [5].
Belonging can be a ‘hegemonic construction’ [53] whereby for someone to
belong they must assimilate to the behaviours and practices of the dominant group. Even
if they do, other dimensions like skin colour and accent would prevent full belonging.
By including the concept of power in the notion of hierarchy of belonging, I have adapted
McDowell’s ‘hierarchy of acceptability’ whereby race and ethnicity determine
acceptability [34]. Gilmartin claims British migrants are the most privileged groups of
migrants in Ireland regarding how their political belonging is enabled [16]. The larger
the gap between a student’s cultural norms and the educational space they occupy, then
the greater the disconnection for minority cultures while advancing the dominant culture
[1].
Trudeau provides an insightful perspective on landscape and place as
representing what belongs and what does not belong. He claims that landscapes are “in
part, constructed through a territorialised politics of belonging,” [48]. “Landscapes can
be thought of as representing an external, detached and objective view of social
space….In contrast, a sense of place represents the internal, personal and subjective view
of social space.” [48]. Belonging is paramount to understanding the social control of a
space, ([46]; [9]). The control of a space by defining what belongs and who belongs in
that space has social implications for inclusiveness. Similarly, the physical campus of
ITB can codify membership through the control of space whether by a minority or
majority group. Creswell explains that transgressions are geographical as they represent
a form of cultural trespass. By accepting the cultural trespass rationale, uses of a space
and acceptable activities in that space can ignore freedom and respect for ethnic
differences or any other difference [10].
In this section I have identified the theoretical frameworks in the literature in a
bid to understand inclusion and belonging on campus. The next part of the paper outlines
and justifies my rationale for the use of photovoice methodology (PVM) in this research.

2.

Methodology

Conventional approaches to qualitative research methods often do little to
express “the intangible and complex feelings and experiences” that accompany concepts
like inclusion and exclusion from a place or space [37]. The framing of student life on
campus at ITB is a participatory visual piece of research using PVM to display how fulltime students enrolled on a business module called ‘Diversity in the Workplace’ view
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their relational and emotional connection to ITB based on inclusion and exclusion on
campus. The students’ use of photography through the images that they have taken and
the explanations that they have provided puts a face on what includes and what excludes,
who includes and who excludes on campus at ITB. Relying on a research and
pedagogical practice that Fontaine and Luttrell [14] refer to as ‘collaborative seeing’ this
research aims to close the gap between how students interpret inclusion and belonging
on campus and how staff might respond to the interpretations from students in practice,
([30]; [31]; [32]; [33]). The camera is one of the many tools for engaging participants in
collaborative ways of seeing and understanding how students read their social world on
campus. Their pictures make visible student contexts around inclusion and exclusion on
campus at ITB which includes particular spaces and places that they inhabit and
relationships that matter.
As a methodology photovoice is enticing as a means of engaging research
participants to speak competently about their lives [45]. It also proved seductive to the
students as an alternative form of assessment. PVM is rooted in Freire’s approach as a
leading advocate of critical pedagogy ([13]) and connects with feminist educators and
activists ([22]; [7]) along with participatory action research through photography, ([51];
[50]; [39]; [30]). This methodology validates the lived experience of the research
participants and allows them to name their own world and to hear from voices that may
have been overlooked. The images provided through the visual representation of the
topic under research symbolise the participants’ daily reality of campus life in relation
to inclusive and exclusive spaces on campus. Participants have the autonomy over what
they decide to reveal in the images that they take. Along with the supporting text the
visual image opens up our imagination to deeper levels of comprehension of the obvious
and the hidden [44].
While acknowledging the many pluses of PVM it does have its critics. Harper
articulates his description of photovoice as ‘a waif on the margins rather than as a robust
actor in a developing research tradition.’[20]. Ballerini argues that meanings and
interpretations of visual images can ‘reinforce the status quo rather than question it,’ [6].
Another factor to consider is as to whether this type of research method can do more
harm than good to the participants. O’Reilly in her doctoral research using photovoice
as a tool to allow asylum seekers to speak about the spaces they inhabit in the asylum
process encountered fear and vulnerability among the participants of exhibiting their
work to outside audiences [41]. Despite examining these perspectives and critiques I
chose to work with photovoice as a participatory action research method as it is
congruent with my research question and aims of the project.
2.1. Photovoice Research Methods
In using the photovoice technique as my research method, I adhered to the following
process:
1. Ethical approval was secured for the research by following ITB’s protocol for
ethical clearance of a project.
2. Introducing PVM: When I first met the year three full-time business students
at the beginning of semester two, 2018, I introduced them to photovoice as an
innovative participatory research action (PAR) method. The key concepts of
photovoice were explained and a discussion followed whereby students
clarified any issues and asked questions on the assignment. Questions were
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raised about the fear of their photos coming across as racist in their depiction
or in the text.
Obtaining informed consent: Consent to use the photos and text for research
purposes was obtained from all the participants.
The photo theme: Students were prompted to photograph their surroundings
from their own perspective regarding inclusion and exclusion on campus at
ITB in the context of ethnicity/nationality. The students had four weeks to
complete the assignment. Thirty-five assignments were completed providing
70 images, 12 from female students and 23 from male students. While a
picture may be worth a 1000 words, photographs do not speak for themselves.
Both photos were accompanied by text (300 words) explaining the ‘the when,
the where and the why,’ the photo was taken. Adding text to the photo
conveys the knowledge needed to appreciate what is going on and to provide
context.
Photo Showcase: The photos were exhibited during class time as a photo
showcase of the collective work of the class. The photo showcase became a
‘dialogic space’ for an exchange of ideas, experiences and critique of the
photos [47]. Participation in the discussion was on a voluntary contribution
basis. All the participants could request changes to what they saw and read
from the photo showcase, none did.

A critical consideration of the methodological approaches and research design
employed has been provided in this section. Next follows my analytic approach to coding
the emerging themes from the data set.

3.

Analysis

In diagram one which I have adapted from Luttrell’s lens for analysing children’s visual
voices, I visualise the dynamics of the students’ meaning making of their images and text
and my role as researcher in interpreting the images and text into themes [30]. The centre
of the lens represents the students’ voice and agency in completing the assignment. The
picture taking and the picture content is the students’ representation of what they have
chosen to make visible with regard to inclusion and exclusion on campus at ITB through
images and accompanying text. Relying on Foucault’s “inspecting gaze” the students
controlled the images they expressed in the assignment [15]. As a result the images
operate within regimes and structures interlocking with Foucault’s theories of discourse,
knowledge and power. They became my eyesight in the area of inquiry. The picture
viewing promotes dialogue and discussion during class time through a photo showcase
of the collective efforts of the students’ images and explanatory text. Emerging themes
were identified, contextualised and codified for analysis in order to provide a glimpse
into the social connections and spaces that the students have placed value on and the
spaces and places that are hidden, overlooked or subjugate.
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Diagram 1. Lens for viewing meaning and interpretation through photovoice methodology of inclusion and
exclusion at ITB. (Adapted from Luttrell, 2010).

O’Reilly and Kiyimba encourage reflexivity throughout the research process so
that I am in a better position to embark on my research with greater integrity [40]. My
approach has been to stimulate critical reflection and awareness regarding the research
process. The photos were coded initially by two broad themes; inclusion/belonging and
exclusion/denial. Following this they were coded within each broad code for sub codes.
The following list of sub-codes emerged from the photos: setting/location (where on
campus), people (gender, ethnicity), genre (landscape, portrait, inside/outside). These are
presented as themes and linked to the literature in the next section on findings and
discussion.

4.

Findings and Discussion

A critical interpretation rather than mere representation becomes the central element of
my findings and discussion in this section. According to Alvesson and Sköldberg “there
is no such thing as unmediated data or facts; these are always the results of interpretation”
[2]. The top places and spaces that were identified by the students as including and
excluding are discussed in the findings below.
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4.1. Inclusion and Belonging: Setting/Location (Where on Campus)
The top four places and spaces that were identified by the students as most inclusive on
campus were the college canteen (place, 8 images), inside the classroom (space, 5
images), the library (place, 4 images) and sports facilities (places/spaces, 7 images).
Collectively they represented 24 of the 35 photos apropos inclusion and belonging.

Image 1. Inclusion/Belonging - College Canteen

The canteen was identified as inclusive, diverse and with no dominant
nationality, [23]. Of note were the references to the physical layout of the canteen and
its use as a social space. Tucker’s ‘soul metrics’ apply here in connection with the
students’ experience of campus climate [49]. The canteen at ITB is located in the heart
of the campus and is a dominant artery of use for students, “open communal space”,
“place of congregation”, and “feel included here since first year”. The greater the
compositional diversity of the student population the greater the satisfaction with the
college experience, [21]. The college canteen provides place-belongingness for students
at a relational level ([52]; [4]; [17]) and as a landscape [48]. However, it is noteworthy
that the menu on offer is limited for different ethnicities and religions and thereby
excludes, ([43]; [26]; [28]), “exclusionary breakfast menu due to my religious beliefs”
and “the food offering excludes, engage with students on food offerings”. A small
number of students commented on the canteen as a place of exclusion if you do not
belong to a group, “if alone it is a large hall and can be intimidating” and “if I am alone
in the canteen I feel isolated”. The college canteen was the second most popular space
photographed as a place of inclusion. Recent restructuring on layout in the canteen make
this place inclusive. What is problematic and requiring further investigation is the food
offerings and being alone when using the canteen.
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Image 2. Inclusion/Belonging - Inside the Classroom

The classroom is regarded as treating everyone equally. Gunn et al., advocate
inclusive practices in how we teach and learn thereby enhancing the learners’ experience.
Inclusive teaching in higher education can develop a sense of belonging where all
students can participate [19]. Interestingly smaller learning spaces (classroom, tutorial)
are preferred over lecture theatres, “smaller learning spaces are more comfortable,”
“easier to speak than in a lecture,” “I belong here.” Best educational practice
recommends that dialogue and learning is easier in smaller spaces. Clark encourages
educators to create a space to learn where the core feelings of significance (I matter),
solidarity (I belong) and safety (free from physical and psychological harm) are
experienced [8].

Image 3. Inclusion/Belonging - The Library
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The library is a core space to our activities at ITB. The library usage policy
ensures that the library is a comfortable environment for all, which is conducive to study.
The library is divided into study zones: group work area, quiet study area and silent study
room. Library users are requested to respect the different zones and behave accordingly.
The use of mobile phones in the library is strictly forbidden. Of all the spaces on campus
this is one that is monitored for appropriate behaviour. The climate of the library has “an
inclusive atmosphere,” and is viewed as a place of “belonging and comfort” for all. The
space is controlled which promotes inclusivity, ([46]; [9]; [10]).

Image 4. Inclusion and Belonging - Sport

Sport was identified as including regardless of background, “shared interest
through sport” and “includes all nationalities.” Mapping belonging in the context of sport
is congruent with Auerback’s [5] environmental conditions that guide students’ choices
on place-belongingness and social context. Significantly, all the images were taken by
males suggesting a gendered use of spaces and places in relation to sports facilities. This
requires further investigation.
Collectively the images of inclusion show a sense of fitting in, feeling included
and belonging. Similar to Rankin and Reason’s (2007) transformational tapestry model
and Nora’s (2015) facets of student integration in relation to inclusion and belonging,
fitting in is central to students’ experiences and success in higher education.
4.2. Exclusion and Denial: Setting/Location (Where on Campus)
The top two places that were identified by the students as most exclusive on campus as
represented by 60% of the images for exclusion/denial were one of campus common
rooms (place, 15 images) and the quiet space (place, 6 images). Collectively they
accounted for 21 of the 35 photos apropos exclusion and denial.
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Image 5. Exclusion and Denial - Common Room (C Block)

The most photographed place on campus across both categories of inclusion
and exclusion is one of the campus common rooms. Based on the student responses it
was identified as a place “as dominated by two ethnicities”, “the ambience doesn’t
include”, “no diversity in the common room”, and identified as a place of “feeling left
out.” Student integration is reliant on a sense of belonging on campus (Nora, 2015). It is
evident that one of the college common rooms appears to exclude the mainstream student
population, “even though I am in the majority group on campus I do feel excluded here.”
On the contrary, this is a place that students of ethnic minorities can occupy and feel
included in line with place belongingness and the politics belonging (Antonsich, 2010).
Many college authorities are unaware of the problems faced by ethnic minority students
on a campus where they are under-represented [28]. This common room has been
identified as a place that determines who belongs and who does not ([48]; [42];
Auerbach, 2006). The social control of this space helps us to understand who belongs
here and who feels excluded ([46]; [9]: [10]). Other social spaces for students around
campus were not referred to as excluding but “welcoming” and a “shared area for
everyone”.

Image 6. Exclusion and Denial – Quiet Space (Ciúnas), C106
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The quiet space on campus, formally the oratory was identified by the students
as an exclusionary place based on religion, “a space mainly for the catholic church”,
“ITB needs another space for silence not prayer”, “I felt I was intruding on people in the
room”, and “religion has no place in education”. Originally this space was the oratory on
campus but subsequently renamed so that it could be used by all faiths and none. The
quiet space has been a response by the college to student requests based on religious
beliefs. This space does not appear to be meeting its intended purpose. It is likely that
signage and historic context has played a role in its use. Cultural practices and habits
have made this space exclusionary ([23]; [3]; [11]; [12]; [10]). The mainstream
population can dictate the terms of belonging, “transgressions are also consequences of
power hierarchies, and occur when a dominant group objects to the actions of a
subordinate group,” [48]. The reverse can apply as in the case with the quiet space when
a minority group from the Muslim religion objected to the exclusive use of the space for
the catholic religion.
Of all the spaces included in this paper only one of them refers to what goes on
inside the classroom. All the others are areas on campus relating to non-teaching spaces.
Inclusion is broader than the classroom. If one of the key tenets of higher education is to
prepare students for engaging in a diverse democracy then there is a responsibility on
educators and policy makers to create conditions that facilitate that purpose, ([18]; [25],
[24]; [28]).
5.

Conclusion

Recognition of the student experience in relation to inclusion and belonging is
central to the research as a source of useful knowledge in qualitative inquiry. PVM has
illuminated the social, and in some cases emotional connections that the students have to
the campus at ITB. My aim has been to highlight inclusion from the individual student
experience of the campus. I recommend similar research on a wider group of students to
identify places of inclusion and exclusion, what factors are leading to the
inclusion/exclusion and the consequences, positive and negative on the student.
“To be of a place is to be that place” 3
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