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This essay explores the possibilities and 
challenges of art-science integration in 
facilitating collaborative sustainability 
action in local settings with a spotlight on 
plankton. Planktonic organisms are very 
small, but some of the most important 
organisms in the oceans’ food chain.

Planktonic organisms are invisible 
to us and are therefore abstract.  We 
wanted the participants to become 
familiarized with plankton by studying 
them in microscopes, then drawing 
them and creating large examples on 
the beach using community art.

S ustainability challenges are simultane-
ously scientific and cultural. Through the 
integration of the arts in action-orien-

tated education for sustainable development, 
arts play a vital role in social transformation, 
mobilizing for social change, strengthening 
affective ties between people and places, and 
developing emotional binds that motivate 
action (Trott et al., 2020).

The goal of this community art workshop was 
to learn about the importance of planktonic 
organisms in the Arctic Sea, which have a huge 
importance for human settlements in Arctic 
coastal communities. 
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“Are they in the 
water all the time??”

– Participant

“I must stop 
swimming in the 

sea! I get them in 
my mouth!”

– Participant

Activities involved harvesting plankton, ex-
ploring microscope samples, and recreating 
their shapes and colours in large formats to 
make the invisible organisms visible to the 
community through drawings and Land Art 
on the local beach. Arranging for the partic-
ipants to express themselves visually in an 
artistic setting and lifting plankton from an 
invisible microscopic object to a large and 
colourful pastel drawing, creates interaction 
and motivation to understand connections in 
nature in their regions.​ The project provides 
room for multidisciplinary approach methods, 
research-based learning and contact with the 
local environment using community art to 

show sustainable portraits of the planktonic 
organisms.​

Visual expressions like drawing and Land Art 
are about making traces and about commu-
nication including visualization, reflection, 
explanation, description, and observation 
(Frisch, 2011).  Artistic expressions contribute to 
learning in all subjects (Cromley et al.,2019; 
Skjelbred, 2021) and help us to understand 
complex concepts and subject matter (Fan, 
2015; Wu & Rau, 2019). 

The participants’ creative work shows how 
learning takes place in the movement between 

Figures 1–4.	 Students collected 
their own samples of planktonic 
organisms from their local environ-
ment and gained experience in how 
to make microscopical preparations 
from the samples. 
Photos: Mette Gårdvik, 2023.
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the subjects. The working methods promote 
in-depth learning not only cognitively but with 
the entire sensory apparatus. Using exploratory 
and practical aesthetic methods, participants 
become acquainted with plankton from their 
regions. 

The teaching project stimulated the partici-
pants’ curiosity and gave them experience and 
knowledge about the ocean as an ecosystem. It 
contributed to developing positive attitudes 
to the ocean and a better understanding of 
its ecological relationships.​​.
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Figures 5–6.  The drawings were exhibited, and the oceans’ food chains were dramatized to 
get to know the importance of the tiny planktons. Photos: Wenche Sørmo, 2023.

Figures 7–8.  The students were introduced to Land Art as an art 
form through rebuilding their organisms in the tidal zone. Photo: 
Karin Stoll, 2023.

INFO

The Workshop team consisted of Wenche Sørmo, 
Karin Stoll and Mette Gårdvik at Nord University, 
Faculty of Education and Arts.  Participants were 
teacher students from Ilisimatusarfik, Nuuk, 
Greenland, Nord University, Nesna Campus, 
and from the University of Lapland, Rovaniemi, 
Finland. The workshop was in Nuuk at the 
teacher education faculty and the local beach in 
the town centre and was arranged in May 2023.

“It was fun to see plankton 
in the microscope, but it was 
difficult. But I got help from 

the supervisors.” 

– Participant
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