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Abstract  

This article refers to humanistic European pedagogy and didactics as an explicit normative 

framework for the modelling of classroom education. In continuation of this approach and at the 

same time as a critique of its normativity, it will be argued that many relevant aspects of the 

knowledge that is decisive for our acting, intuitions, preferences, and decisions defy articulation. As 

tacit dimensions they influence the questions we ask, successful or failed learning processes, and 

precarious or promising personality development. Bodily phenomenological research explores these 

dimensions. 

Making use of an example of art-based didactics, which follows the idea of phenomenological 

research in education, the question is raised as to how corporeality forms an integral moment of 

learning processes. Especially of interest is the reflexivity created in a specific art-based project 

space in terms of distinct learning effects. The project space is constituted by the interactive sound 

installation Sensitive Threshold that the author developed as a means of learning, didactics, and art-

based research for exploring the corporeal, auditive, and artistic modes of learning and reflexivity. 

The concept of Sensitive Threshold was influenced by the work of the author as a teacher at the 

Free Comenius School Darmstadt (grades 1-9) in 2003. This free school applies humanist pedagogy 

and didactics in the tradition of John Amos Comenius.  
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The concepts of the early theoreticians of European humanist pedagogy and didactics, such as John 

Amos Comenius (1592-1670), Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), and Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi 



 

 

(1747-1827), merged into the movement of reform pedagogy in the 20
th

 Century and influenced the 

concepts of the so-called “free schools” that are now situated all over Europe. One of these schools 

is the Free Comenius School Darmstadt/Germany. The main precepts of humanist pedagogy and 

didactics are described in the first paragraph of its official website: 

 

`”Omnia sponte fluant absit violentia rebus” 

Everything flows on its own impulse; violence shall be apart from the things 

This quote from the name patron of our school, Jan Amos Comenius (1692-1679), defines the main 

philosophy of our school. 

 

The conceptual approach of our school refers to progressive educational approaches that start 

from the learner as the most active in his/her own learning processes, interpreting learning as both 

active and social. The basis for our work is thus formed by the young person, his/her willingness to 

learn and to work, as well as by the everyday world of experience. The curiosity and creativity of 

children are not reined in, but given space and a framework for development.´ (see: FCS in 

progress) 

 

The theologist, philosopher, and pedagogue Comenius lived in the 16th Century and worked in 

several nations of the Holy Roman Empire (today Germany, the Czech Republic, Poland, and other 

countries). He regarded spontaneous, freely chosen, and self-determined creativity and curiosity to 

be the starting point of general learning. The aim of pedagogy and didactics, according to him, was 

the liberation of the Christian individual: through learning, the eyes would open to all of creation 

and the individual would use the communicatory function of speech, images, and printing to 

appreciate the Divine Cosmos. The didactics that served this aim had to combine `autopsia´ 

(eyewitness observation) with `autopragmasia´ (doing oneself).  

According to the trailblazer of humanistic European pedagogy, Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), 

Comenius created the first European theory of educational methodology in terms of didactics. 

Following Comenius’ line of thinking, although mostly without explicitly referring to Christian 

belief, several progressive educational approaches (cp. John Dewey and many others) at the turn of 

the 20th Century advocated self-determined learning by foregrounding experiential learning as the 

most effective learning method. While general learning goals are outlined in governmental papers 

and by teachers, the specific goals of learning are set and worked out by the learners themselves. 

Learning results are communally reflected and assessed in the classroom. By means of these 

common reflections the sense of democratic community amongst the pupils is supposed to be 

developed. A large amount of independent schools function according to these precepts, including 

those founded by Maria Montessori, Célestin Freinet, Peter Petersen, and also by parent initiatives.  

The Free Comenius School Darmstadt (serving the grades 1-10) was founded by parents in the year 

1982 and is a steadily growing and successful public school. According to its concept (see: FCS in 

progress), the exploration of learning and citizenship stands in the foreground of education at 



 

 

school. Therefore, the pupils gather by grade at the beginning of the week to commonly reflect on 

the results of their learning. On the basis of the official county curriculum, they decide what topics 

should be treated in the week to come, and what didactic approaches best fit the challenges they see 

with it. Teachers give them advice, but do not take a decision on this.  

One can say that today progressive education is being threatened by political calls for an evidence-

based governance of schooling and pedagogy, usually reducing didactics in the classroom to 

classroom management. To fulfill today’s quality requirements, the fundamental ideas of 

progressive education must undergo scientific examination. This contribution serves this aim by 

examining didactic practices from a phenomenological perspective. 

 

The Body as the First Means of Learning and Didactics 

Tracing back education to `autopsia´ and `autopragmasia´ means looking at the Christian God´s 

creation as the first means of learning and didactics. Hereby, Comenius referred to `causa formalis´ 

as a sense inherent to sensuality. Humanistic European pedagogy and the anthropological or 

phenomenological approaches to education of today stress the body as the primary means of 

learning (cf. Anderson-Levitt 2015).  

In the following, pedagogical learning theory that refers to bodily phenomenology constitutes the 

main focus, by which one is ultimately thrown back to oneself as a human being and bodily 

existence. We do not only perceive the objects given to us with our senses, we also relate ourselves 

to our environment by means of the body. On the one hand, systematic learning, learning strategies, 

and discipline primarily aim at the body as a kind of vessel for our thoughts, and as an object that is 

available for us. We then refer to the body we have. On the other hand, in social learning, in the 

education of emotions, or in poetics or the arts, learning appears to our body in terms of a sensitive, 

responsive, and attentive center that is the body we are (cp. Plessner 1982). The body we are is 

social and (more or less) sociable, influenced by socially and culturally framed previous 

experiences of which we are (to a large extent) only pre-consciously and pre-predicatively aware. A 

separation of discursive-conceptual mediation and authentic immediacy is however not possible. 

We develop our sociality via our physical being in the interplay of spontaneity and reflexivity.  

Its central statement of bodily phenomenology about learning is that `the how of learning retreats 

into darkness´ (Meyer-Drawe 2008, p.90, transl. by A.K.). How we learn something is, for the most 

part, not visible for us or for others. That is to say, the dispositions, spontaneous reactions, habitus, 

and normative patterns that substantiate the judgments and actions of learners cannot be fully 

grasped. Learning can thus be understood only by the idea of corporeality not only as a device, but 

also as an agile and living interface between the self, others, and the world. Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

(1968) provides the framework for this understanding of the body by pointing out rational thinking 



 

 

as founded in corporeality, that is to say, we judge reality pre-consciously and pre-predicatively, 

and our learning is spontaneously shaped. Merleau-Ponty thus regards corporeality and our pre-

reflexive knowledge not as contrary to rationality. Instead, the body foregrounds rationality as 

complex, subjectively highly important, and action-relevant knowledge. This implies that our access 

to the world and to ourselves is always already interwoven with assessments, concepts, and ideas. 

Learning is then regarded not as taking distinct steps built on one another so that the desired 

learning goal and a certain stock of knowledge are acquired, directed by the strong will of the 

autonomous subject. Instead, success in learning is seen as an ephemeral part of directed and 

materially framed seeking and exploring processes. Jean Lave (1998) and Martin Weingardt (2004) 

point out that `testing´ is a primary characteristic of learning: because a learner does not know what 

s/he will know when s/he has reached a certain learning goal, learning is characterized by 

plurivalence and openness. The fact that neither the paths nor the results of one´s own learning can 

be precisely known right from the beginning makes it possible to be open to learning processes.  

Progressive educational approaches starting from the idea of the learner being the most active in 

his/her own learning processes can be expanded by drawing on the bodily phenomenological 

approach. Applying this perspective to didactics turns away from an interpretation of didactics as 

methods of instruction only following a rational agenda to engage pupils’ minds. Moreover, within 

body-phenomenological didactics, a dominant concept of rationality is replaced by the endeavor to 

draw on corporeal processes that will empower a pupil to be active in, and even master his/her own 

learning processes. Self-determination and self-responsibility is then not only understood in terms 

of control, but as responsiveness to socially and culturally framed previous experiences. Within the 

said progressive educational approaches, many possible paths and learning objectives are pre-

structured in settings of open learning. 

In this contribution the question of how corporeality forms learning will be followed up by 

exploring the reflexivity and distinct learning effects created in an art-based project space. 

Reference to art has specific implications that we will examine in the following chapter.  

 

Reflexivity in Art  

Nelson Goodman (1968) describes the `languages of art´ as the specific expressions of art that tie 

experiences of pre-consciousness to rational thinking. Processes of making art nearly always 

integrate both aspects: spontaneous and intuitive actions are incited, while at the same time distance 

is taken, e.g. in order to reflect these actions. In this regard, art has innovative and vanguard 

functions. These functions are often connected to a certain refusal to make sense. Artistic strategies 

are to a large extent characterized by forms of modifying, questioning, or disrupting normative 

value judgments, e.g. those made on the basis of common-sense obligatory values. Art addresses its 



 

 

viewers and participants moreover with a particular semantic gap, and, as subjective and queer as an 

impulse of an artwork might be, it has a social dimension as it requires the recipient to develop 

his/her own concepts of the world by referring to his/her own personal experiences as a social 

being. Thus, art does not merely delimit systems of meaning; it can, like all human behavior, 

moreover be characterized by its provision of existential orientation. Art is a specific form of world 

and meaning-making. It always includes corporeal judgments. Reflexivity in art is thus marked by 

emotions, subjective experience, memories, and personal values. By actively dealing with images of 

socially relevant concepts, features, rules, etc. in art, one’s own ability to accomplish a task or to 

deal with certain challenges can be experienced.  

The range of possibilities for providing meaning through artistic undertakings is broad. This 

becomes clear especially when an artistic work is understood as an argument in the sense of the 

`linguistic turn.´
1
 According to this paradigm, an artwork is not seen as a representation of a reality 

behind it, but as a text it includes its own social connotations, and creates reality in a not entirely 

rational and predictable way. The complex expression of art can be perceived in terms of an `obtuse 

meaning´ (Barthes 1970), which, compared to rational judgement, creates a surplus of sense. In 

terms of the reception of art as ruled by the task of gaining orientation, one can also speak of art as 

participating in `world-making.´ This may become most clear in educational settings.   

It is beyond doubt that, first and foremost, our body in its immediacy and authenticity opens up to 

the fields of the social, of history, nature, of art, culture, in short, to all phenomena of the world in 

which we live. Corporeally transmitted experiences are interpreted by Martin Seel (1991, p.51, 

transl. by A.K:) as distinct orientation knowledge in the form of a sensitive self-presence: `In 

aesthetic perception we are aware of ourselves as percipients, not merely as self-conscious beings 

but as beings, which let their corporeal sensorium be explicitly active. Accordingly, categorization 

begins with the demarcations and contrasts inherent to subjective aesthetical impressions.´  

One can win a certain agency over pre-conscious and pre-predicative aesthetic value judgments by 

reflecting on them, e.g. in terms of `[…] justified purposes and aims´ (Marotzki 2003, p.4 referring 

to Mittelstraß 2002, transl. by A.K.). Specific aspects of pictures are aesthetically put into an order, 

thus into imaginaries that are related and subordinated to one another. Such arrangements are 

somewhat socially decreed, or at least appear to be. In a pedagogical situation, such orders can be 

revealed by means of artworks. Art can give space for linking a perceived reality to associations 

other than the familiar ones, to justify it differently than before. It can therefore also help to 

promote reflexivity in a culturally non- or at least less-exclusive way than conventional imaginaries 

propose.  

However, Christina Thürmer-Rohr (1994, p.116) confronts all our perception with the ethical 

directive not to make for oneself a carved image of the concrete other. She argues that the laws of 



 

 

seeing are the predominant model for understanding in Western cultures, that they imply modes of 

organizing things into a hierarchy, of ordering them, of allocating them to one another, of regulating 

and subordinating them. She concludes: `The priority of seeing as a metaphor for the sensible and 

“right” has far-reaching consequences for interpersonal orders. Attempts at understanding are taken 

out of the dialogical and perishable context and become ascertaining, categorizing, judging acts. 

[…] Sight is assertive because it aims at making pictures. To make oneself an image, to create 

images means building constraints, making limitations, becoming distant. The picture barges into 

the place of the still open reality […] He who visualizes the other, […] denies the foreign, 

unexpected, still-undecided in the other´ (Thuermer-Rohr 1994, p.116, transl. by A.K.). We take out 

of an imaginary what is familiar to us, Wilfried Lippitz (1999) would continue her argumentation. 

The mere perception of artworks is thus no guarantee for getting a more differentiated view of a 

subject than was the case before. However, there is the possibility to inhibit this process of 

assimilating diverse phenomena through reflexivity: in our case, through aesthetically based 

reflexivity developed by making art. 

As stereotypical orientation knowledge derives from corporeal categorization and evaluation as well 

as the creation of an image of a (supposedly) different other, and as this knowledge is connected to 

pre-conscious and pre-predicative aesthetic value judgments, they can only be changed on this 

level. To avoid a problematically biased kind of seeing and categorizing, the process of a reflected 

transformation of images into sounds can be helpful. 

 

Phenomenological Methodology 

The perspective of bodily phenomenology not only provides a theory of learning, but also provides 

a long tradition of phenomenological research in education as a differentiated sub-discipline of the 

educational sciences. All the different approaches are based on the understanding that the matter of 

study and the approach to it are inseparable, and that one cannot abstract from pre- and non-

scientific forms of meaning (cp. Brinkmann 2010).  Besides, there is a shared mistrust towards 

scientific methodization and objectivation of psychological nature. The preferred scientific method 

within phenomenology is the `exemplary description.´ Lippitz (1984, p.32f., transl. by A.K.) writes: 

`By giving examples one can show reflection best. Examples are of the structure of reflexivity as 

they refer to a signified thing. They also aim at the subjectivity of the comprehending person that is 

best communicable in a context of instruction.´  

This art-based study is regarded as an `exemplary description´ for evoking aspects of the corporeal-

auditive reflexivity of teenagers in the classroom according to the bodily phenomenological 

approach. In the following, first the research setting will be described. Then, some of the specific 

features that came up during the school project on the topic Sounds of Love will be outlined and 



 

 

analyzed in terms of their implications regarding an artistic corporeal and auditive treatment of 

ethnic and cultural stereotypes. 

 

Art-Based Didactics by Means of a Sound Installation  

The sound installation Sensitive Threshold was developed by the author during her employment at 

the FCS Darmstadt as a teacher for Liberal Arts and Ethics in the year 2003. The idea came from 

her observation of a hidden topic of the weekly students’ meetings: their general ideas about school 

sometimes caused trouble as well holding great emancipatory potential. Some ideas could be 

utopian, such as What if the school were a swimming hall, a pub, a greenhouse, or a zoo?, or 

consist of serious questions, problems, or suggestions. Originally, Sensitive Threshold was 

developed to enable the students to make their hidden ideas heard. Since 2008, the sound 

installation has been installed at a secondary school in Berlin (2008 -2010), at a primary school in 

Pattonville (in 2010), and (from 2010 on) at a school in Berlin that teaches all grades of public 

schooling (1-13) and is where Sensitive Threshold is currently installed.  

The interactive sound installation consists of cameras that assess six areas in the entrance hall of a 

school. When a person steps into one of these areas a sound file is activated, by stepping into 

another area a different sound is heard. By the combination of various sounds at the same time, 

activated by different persons, a sound-collage is generated.  

The installation auditively intervenes into a space in the school. At the same time, it intensifies the 

already existing transitional character of the corridor. Thus, it creates a specific arena for learning. 

The educationally motivated concept of Sensitive Threshold is especially led by the following 

consideration: social community is ruled by a responsivity based on corporeal and auditive 

experiences. Before a child learns to speak, s/he is already sonically and physically addressed by 

others and responds to this, at the beginning of her/his life without words. Integration into a 

community takes place through these responses. In general, the aural and corporeal transmission of 

information can serve as a means of forming or creating knowledge about a social community, as 

well as putting it at stake. One may think of the various sounds of the city, which communicate 

aspects of its structure and atmosphere, thus perhaps motivating a specific form of moving around. 

In a radio-play, ambient sounds are artistically produced. Another example is an audio-guide 

intentionally used in a museum in order to make topics in the fields of history, politics, culture etc. 

audible by means of texts and sounds. Through recorded ambient sounds, music, verbal 

explanations, etc., a broad and distinct knowledge about a culturally significant situation or concern 

can be mediated. The retrieval of the auditive information is related to a way of moving through the 

museum. 



 

 

Other forms of an auditive and corporeal appropriation of social structures include artistically 

framed body movements, promoted especially through the inclusion of media technology into our 

daily lives. Increasingly, we not only move in the real world but also in virtual realities, causing all 

kind of effects on walking or moving our hands and heads.  

The Sensitive Threshold functions as an `open artwork´ (cp. Eco 1989); that is to say, the artistic 

statement is completed by the recipients in a corporeal and interactive way. Eco describes this 

interaction as interplay between the artwork and the recipient during the process of perceiving, 

thinking and – in some cases – while engaging with the artwork.  

In general, there are different possibilities of working with the installation as an `open´ or `floating 

artwork´ in school. The following proceeding was preferred in our case:  

1
st
 phase (1

st
 lesson): The first challenge is the search for a topic with which learning contents can 

be translated into sounds. Here, educational contents are connected with sensual experiences, 

activating very individual funds of knowledge.  

2
nd

 phase (1
st
 lesson): Once found, the topic

2
 (such as Life in the Middle Ages etc.) is translated into 

imaginary scenes that are as near to real life as possible: in this case to historical as well as to 

present realities.  

3
rd

 step (1
st
 lesson): Then, subtopics (like Market in the Middle Ages, Conferring a Knighthood, 

etc.) are formulated. By doing research in books, on the Internet, etc., the students analyze these 

subtopics in terms of environments and different agencies. They look for and collect sounds that fit 

the sceneries and situations according to their own understandings.  

4
th

 step (2
nd

 – 3
rd

 lesson): They find the sounds (e.g. on the Internet) or they produce them by 

different means. While experimenting with different forms of creating sounds and combining them, 

they let their divergent thinking come into play.  

5
th

 step (workshop): Meanwhile, external helpers teach some pupils sound editing. According to the 

instructions of the whole group of the learners, they arrange the sounds in the installation. The 

young experts test various sound constellations by walking through the foyer and discussing 

different combinations with their peers. 

The human-physical characteristics of sounds such as pitch, timbre, onset, temporal envelope, 

formant-glide, dynamic compression, signal-to-noise-logic, sound spectrum, blending ambient 

sounds or music with verbalizations and micro-intonation appear here as narrative qualities. So do 

the spatial characteristics of sounds such as echoes, localization of the acoustic source, acoustic 

frequency, and sound pressure.  

6
th

 step (follow-up): The sound experts discuss the different effects and options with their 

classmates. In general, it becomes apparent that distinct musical themes (leitmotifs) or sounds allow 

narratives to be recognized, whereas information deficits and ambiguities evoke challenging 



 

 

emotional reactions, like fear or lack of control. However, meaning usually turns out to not only be 

directed by the strongest association connected to a sound, but also by the different room acoustics 

or the microphone type and placement. The pupils create their own artwork as they mutually 

develop a final sound installation that is then used by other students who move their bodies through 

the foyer, picking up the auditively presented situations in emotional, imaginative, or cognitive 

ways. The impressions, experiences, and thoughts of the creators and the audience, as well as 

common notions and specialist terms, serve as further impulses for informal and formal learning.  

The study focuses on a project that took place in the spring of 2008 at a secondary school in Berlin 

in an 8
th

 grade.  

In order to phenomenologically investigate the impact of Sensitive Threshold on learning in its 

phenomenological understanding, participatory observations took place in the classroom and during 

all the project phases, as well as in the foyer during a school break. The teacher also gave some 

information to the researcher about her didactical intentions after each lesson. The following 

description consists thus of three perspectives: the 1
st
 order perspective of the researcher describing 

her observations; the presentation of the reconstructions of the teacherʼs intentions out of a 2
nd

 order 

perspective.; and a 3
rd

 order perspective when using the description as an example for the 

development of aspects of the corporeal-auditive reflexivity of teenagers in the classroom. 

The project was developed by the teacher and the students over a period of four weeks, for about 

two hours a week. From the 5
th

 phase on, the head teacher was assisted by two IT specialists. The 

project was interdisciplinary and covered the school subjects Ethics, Liberal Arts, and language 

(German).  

A group of only girls (13-14 years old) with Arabic, Turkish, German, and Bosnian cultural 

backgrounds had freely chosen the topic Sounds of Love. The teacher told me that she immediately 

connected two main learning goals to their choice: First, to elaborate some aspects of students’ 

plans for their lives. Second, to motivate and enable them to grasp their own cultural backgrounds 

in flexible, descriptive, imaginative, experience-oriented, appreciative, and controversial ways. 

Thus, in her didactical considerations the teacher focused mainly on the different cultural 

backgrounds of the pupils. At first, she let the pupils arrange freeze images from a wedding party, a 

subject associated with specific cultural expressions and experiences. The pupils spontaneously 

formed four mostly mono-cultural teams, an Arab-Muslim, Turkish-Muslim, Bosnian-Muslim, and 

a German-Christian working group. While practicing the various scenes again and again, the pupils, 

according to their teacher, were allowed to discover the complexity of the topic in an experience-

related, dialogical, and progressively value-neutral manner. In the sense of Gilles Deleuze (1968) 

they were involved in a process of `difference and repetition,´ which allowed a change of meaning 



 

 

by repeating one and the same action during a creative and not pre-determined process. A space was 

created to depart from the stereotypical meaning-making implied by the initial ethnic approach.  

A consensus on the joint topic of Love was soon reached: love should be the reason for marriage. 

Then, controversies arose on questions like the arrangement of a marriage, marital age, basic 

conditions of love, the quality of love, etc. In the next lesson, the teacher motivated the pupils to 

find subheadings such as Being in Love, Daily Sounds of Love, etc. The teacherʼs aim was to 

transform the complex controversies into distinct concepts which included essential cultural as well 

as practical meanings, and her intention was to avoid cultural stereotypes. Here, the pupils 

associated more concrete situations to make them audible, while also concentrating on the essential 

questions inherent to these situations. For example, the sound of television and the noise of 

domestic appliances were associated with the subtopic Daily Sounds of Love. The pupils decided to 

record these sounds at home. While transforming ideas into sounds, the question arose of whether 

the noise of a vacuum cleaner is a Sound of Love or not; what is the connection? A discussion 

between the pupils developed that departed from the ethnic approach of the teacher. Michelle
3
, for 

example, remarked that in her future marriage boredom and indifference would never arise, she 

would prevent it by any means. In response, Sosda pointed out that this was every doting couple’s 

wish, but that hardly anyone could succeed. Then, Nese interjected that quarrels are a part of a 

relationship: `Because only those who argue can get along again. And this refreshes love!´ In a 

group work, eight sounds were assigned to each of the discussed topics, which related to essential 

biographical aspects and visions about the girls’ current and future lives. The topic Argument was 

thus set to sound through weeping, begging, slamming doors, yelling at someone, etc. Some of the 

listed sounds turned out to be too vague: for example, when discussing Yelling at Each Other as 

part of an argument, the question arose of how exactly a quarrel takes place, and which typical 

statements are made. This offered a learning cause for a further lesson on the topic Culture of 

Criticism, in which the researcher was not present. Another topic was Dancing Steps in Arabic 

Weddings. For this, the dances had to be made and the footsteps recorded. Quickly, girls from 

another class of the same year who were regarded as the best dancers were asked to come. The 

music was played through the girls’ mobile phones as they danced. The workshop was attended by 

two sound artists who educated two pupils to edit audio material. In testing out various sound 

combinations, several problems arose. For example, the section Argument was at a place where the 

installation was frequented the most, while the pupils wanted the wedding sounds to be most 

frequently heard. Another challenge was to position the sounds with different cultural references 

smoothly next to each other. For this, the physical characteristics of sounds had to be connected to 

the narrative and spatial qualities of the different sounds. Thus, the order of sounds was created by 

coordinating the different topics and the corporeal and spatial adequacy of their representation. The 



 

 

result of this coordination of the opinions or meanings brought in by individuals was shared by the 

whole group, even though not everybody agreed with every opinion. As in the end of this project, 

the group of girls proudly led some fellow students through the foyer, the visitors honing in on 

peculiarities like a specific student’s voice on an audio file. As they moved through the installation, 

the pupils constantly made new discoveries: `Isn’t this Sosda’s voice saying that she doesn’t want to 

get married? Is this sound about sadness and love? Why does love sound like a vacuum cleaner?´  

 

Results: Corporeal and Auditive Dimensions of Reflexivity  

With the aid of Sensitive Threshold, the pupils staged sounds that are present in their everyday lives 

within their inner social and cultural spheres – within their families. They chose sounds that they 

felt represented the given topic best. As they applied their everyday and acquired knowledge to the 

school topic in an empathetic, corporeal, and auditive way, the topic became vivid, relevant, and 

detailed. The often anonymous school space became a personal space that could present and reveal 

intimate messages. This represents the main idea of progressive education, of setting one’s own 

learning goals by combining `autopsia´ (eyewitness observation) with `autopragmasia´ (doing 

oneself), in terms of a development of the corporeal-auditive reflexivity of the pupils in the 

following ways: 

 ⁃ By creating insight into various everyday cultures and creating their own `didactics,´ the 

pupils also formed a new, heterogeneous, culture together.  

 ⁃ Another impact of the work with the sound installation was a response effect: listening to 

their own recorded sounds offered the pupils the possibility to reflect on the expressions of 

their own life-worlds.  

 ⁃ At the same time, one could see that the pupils grasped the topic in a multifaceted and 

highly refined way. The final sound installation was used by other pupils who moved their 

bodies through the foyer, picking up the auditively presented situations in emotional, 

imaginative, or cognitive ways. The impressions, experiences, and thoughts of the creators 

as well as of the perceivers served as a basis for further learning processes. Knowledge then 

turned out to be bound to interpretation and to different layers of significance, such as 

emotions, imaginations, and cognitions ruled by experiences, impressions, and concepts.     

 ⁃ By working with the Sensitive Threshold, body-based learning was also expressed by the 

insight of the pupils that certain subject knowledge corresponds to concrete sceneries and 

rational thinking is founded in corporeality.  

 ⁃ The pupils came to understand that the narrative qualities of sound are dependent on diverse 

factual conditions. During their experiments with different sounds and sound combinations, 



 

 

they discovered the complex characteristics of sounds in their dependency on spatial and 

physical circumstances, thus putting aside their original intention of transforming a real 

situation into sounds in a naturalistic way.  

 ⁃ Furthermore, there is hardly any other possible explanation than that the Sensitive Threshold 

blazes the trail for handling pre-predicative and pre-reflexive value judgments in a reflexive 

mode. In this case, the confrontation of a group of teenagers with individual, social, and 

cultural aspects of their lives was made productive in terms of education. In this example, 

the ethnic working groups were abandoned in the discussions. In a continuing discursive 

process, stocks of knowledge were moreover presented, attained, put to the test, and 

reworked. In this instance, the image of the other was not fixed; (working with) sounds 

made it flow. One cannot see learning; however, there are certain indications that the very 

audible scenery was found in a dialogical process based on corporeal demarcations, values, 

preferences, and measurements, which at the same time were put at stake.  

More generally spoken, out of the bodily phenomenological perspective, fundamental ideas of 

progressive education such as self-determined learning and self-responsibility can be scrutinized. 

Modes of aesthetical and performative reflexivity can be created through the interdependence of 

materiality and sensation in the experience of corporeality. Such a development of reflexivity by 

corporeal-performative and aesthetic – especially auditive – experiences can be encouraged by the 

`open artwork´ Sensitive Threshold. The spaces for interpretation opened up here can serve as a path 

to literacy and Bildung in its broadest sense, of embracing knowledge also in its social and 

aesthetical dimensions. Certainly, one can find many more examples and pathways for this kind of 

art-based learning. 
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