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improvement through socially engaged art  
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Independent artists 

Abstract 
Haugerudbekken is the collective title of a series of art projects where two local 

artists (the authors of this article) collaborate with pupils from local schools in 

Haugerud to create public art installations in the neighbourhood. Haugerudbekken 

may be considered a practical exploration guided by principles in the fields of socially 

engaged art (SEA), teaching artists (TA) and community artists (CA). The project is 

being undertaken within the broader context of a government run local improvement 

initiative in the Oslo suburbs of Haugerud and Trosterud. A growing demand for art 

entering a societal context (like urban development) calls for approaches 

emphasizing dialogue, communication and local affiliation. As this demand grows, so 

does the need for best-practice guidance for initiating artists as well as for 

policymakers and others inviting artists to contribute. Furthermore, our approach as 

independent artists working within a community setting might also benefit from 

clarification of theory and framework in this field.  

This article therefore aims to share knowledge gathered through our three years (and 

still ongoing) working on Haugerudbekken, pinpointing what we believe to be key 

success factors as well as challenges in our project. Findings are discussed in 
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relation to existing theory and relevant practice in SEA, TA and CA informing existing 

guidelines as well as terminology.  

Keywords: relational aesthetics, socially engaged art, teaching artist, community 
artist, artistic research, practice-based research, practice-led research, public art, 
community improvement 

Introduction 

Haugerudbekken is the collective title of a series of art projects where two local 

artists (the authors of this article) collaborate with pupils from local schools in the 

Oslo suburb of Haugerud to create public art installations in the neighbourhood. The 

title Haugerudbekken refers to the initial starting point of the project: a stream hidden 

below ground and unknown to most residents in the area. Like many other streams in 

this originally farmland area, the stream was laid in pipes as the area underwent 

urban development in the 1960 and 1970s. The first public art production from this 

collaboration was a 400-meter-long óstreamô of spring flowering Crocus vernus 

(planted in autumn 2017 and 2018) running through two large condominium 

complexes. This was followed by a photography installation (spring 2018), a sound 

installation (spring 2019), and a project addressing the new schools to come (spring 

2019), thus expanding the project into a larger ongoing reflection around past, 

current and future qualities of the neighbourhood.  

 The project is being carried out in a new era of development. The City of 

Osloôs Agency for Planning and Building Services is currently drawing up new zoning 

plans for Haugerud and Trosterud, and the City of Oslo is running a community 

improvement project (områdeløft). This context accentuates Haugerudbekkenôs 

inherent focus on local influence and participation in community development. 

Through artistic practice, the project aims to contribute quite literally in the discussion 

of what Haugerud is and can be, and specifically to engage local children in this 

discussion through artistic collaboration. An additional aim for the project was to 

strengthen the presence of art in the neighbourhood, not only in terms of accessible 

public art but also by expanding the somewhat limited offering of cultural activities for 

children in the area. 
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Theoretical framework, method and research questions 
Haugerudbekken may be considered a practical exploration guided by principles 

within the field of relational aesthetics.2 Relational aesthetics refers to a broad 

spectrum of practices with overlapping terms such as social practice, public practice, 

participatory art and dialogical aesthetics (Atkins, 2013, pp. 226ï228). A unifying 

principle across this spectrum is the notion that the process is equally important as 

the result, and the dialogue, discussions and exchange of ideas are key elements. 

The fact that we, the initiating artists, belong to the local community where our work 

is developed is believed to support these aspects within relational aesthetics.  

We particularly identify our process with the principles and guidelines outlined by 

Helguera in his book Education for Socially Engaged Art (2011). He describes 

socially engaged art (SEA) to function óby attaching itself to subjects and problems 

that normally belong to other disciplines, mowing them temporarily into a space of 

ambiguityô (p. 5). As we invite the children to reflect on Haugerudôs current identity in 

relation to its past as well as to its potential future, we aim to create such an 

ambiguity, inviting questions in relation to the current development plans. 

Furthermore, Helguera stresses the fact that SEA operates in an expanded field, 

sometimes guided by knowledge from other disciplines such as pedagogy, theatre, 

anthropology etc. (p. x). In Haugerudbekken this expanded field includes community 

improvement as well as education.  

According to Helguera, education is a particularly fruitful field to extract knowledge 

from in SEA (p. xi), given its inherent focus on collaborative dialogue, inquiry and 

engagement with the audience. This resonates with our approach in 

Haugerudbekken, where we explicitly emphasize collaboration with children to 

produce art. We invite them to develop the project through workshops organised at 

local schools, entering further into the field of education. However, although we are 

working with children and youth in schools, it is important to point out that we are 

artists, not teachers or educators, and our approach towards the children is that of 

professional artists. Marit Ulvund proposes the following definition for professional 

artists entering a community or educational setting and engaging non-professional 

audiences; óA teaching artist is a professional artist with the competencies needed to 

 
 

2 First described by Nicolas Bourriaud, author of the book Relational Aesthetics, as óA set of artistic 

practices which take as their theoretical and practical point of departure the whole of human relations 

and their social context, rather than an independent and private spaceô (1998, 1998, p. 113). 
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work in and through the arts in an educational and/or community settingô (2015, p. 

33). Her model and definitions of teaching artists (TA) will be addressed in relation to 

our work, aiming to clarify our position in Haugerudbekken. This includes addressing 

the somewhat blurred distinction between teaching artist and community artist (CA), 

often performed as a hybrid, with the latter described as an artist who involves and/or 

enriches community life through artistic practice (Booth, 2010; Tate, 2020). 

Haugerudbekken also raises interesting questions in relation to art didactics within 

education. However, the limited scope of this article does not allow a broader 

discussion of these aspects. 

Haugerudbekken was originally undertaken as an independent art project, with no 

explicit intention to conduct research. However, a growing demand for art entering a 

societal context (like urban development) calls for research addressing theory and 

improving best-practice guidance for initiating artists as well as policymakers and 

others inviting artists to contribute (Christensen-Scheel, 2013). Haugerudbekkenôs 

practical explorative nature generates knowledge in relation to SEA in the context of 

urban development and sharing reflections from our process may inform theory and 

further practice contributing to a continuing cycle where practice informs theory, and 

theory informs practice (Engen, in review).  

According to Hovik (2014), the term practice as research (PAR) is the most widely 

used term for a wide spectrum of research adhering to the following joint notion: the 

creative work in itself as a form of research, with the potential to generate new 

knowledge (p. 97). Within PAR, experience-based knowledge may become research 

when shared and reflected in a context and theory-sensitive way (Engen, in review; 

Rasmussen, 2012). However, Candy & Edmonds (2018) address possible confusion 

arising from the use of the term PAR, as the distinction between practice and 

research might be unclear within creative arts. Most artists find their art to explore 

new territory, generating knowledge, but in order to become research, such new 

knowledge needs to be reflected on, shared and put in context with existing theory 

and practice (Candy & Edmonds, 2018; Engen, in review; Rasmussen, 2012). 

Sharing of practice-generated knowledge in order to guide best practice, as we aim 

to do in this article, are by some termed practice-led research (Candy & Edmonds, 

2018; Engen, in review; Hovin, 2014). Candy & Edmonds, however, suggest a 

distinction between practice-led versus practice-based research, with the latter term 

being óespecially useful where the creation of artifacts materially affects the way the 

process is carried out, and the kinds of outcome that emerges'' (p. 65). In 

Haugerudbekken we find such a feedback loop between the different subprojects, 

where experience and reflections in the aftermath of one project feed into the next 
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one in a cyclical loop. Furthermore, the significance of the actual artefacts produced 

in terms of public art holds a key place in our project, also highlighted within practice-

based research as defined by Candy & Edmonds.  

A/R/Tography, a method for practice-based research within art and education, also 

deserves a mention, since Haugerudbekken ventures into the field of education and 

research as well as art. However, we find this term somewhat misleading for 

Haugerudbekken, as A/R/Tography attaches equal weight to the different (albeit 

overlapping) roles of artist, researcher and teacher, indicated in the lettering of A/R/T 

(Irwin et al., 2006; Irwin et al., 2017). We consider ourselves first and foremost to be 

practitioners, and find that Haugerudbekken meets the defining qualities of practice-

led as well as practice-based research. Hence, we turn to the broader but much used 

term of artistic research (AR) (Hovik, 2014; Østern, 2017). Highlighting AR as a broad 

term, even suggesting a final definition impossible given the field's tendency to resist 

definitions, de Assis & DôErrico emphasize one unifying feature of AR as its focus on 

practice: óit is practice-based, practice-led, and practice-driven. It is also a mode of 

research conducted by practitioners, by doers ï be it musicians, artists, writers, or 

even ópracticingô philosophersô (2019, p. 3). For Haugerudbekken, which started as a 

public art project and where education and research became part of the process over 

time, AR then seems the most appropriate term when defining our research method. 

This article aims to share knowledge gathered through our three years (and still 

ongoing) of working on Haugerudbekken, pinpointing what we believe to be key 

success factors as well as challenges in our project. Findings will be discussed in 

relation to relevant theory and practice within SEA, TA and CA. Research questions 

addressed are: how can employing SEA aid/contribute to and generate reflection 

within local improvement initiatives? How can such a practice engage children, and 

what are the key success factors? Can SEA help improve communities while 

retaining the status of autonomous art, and what are the key challenges? Given the 

important context of community improvement in our project, we begin with a brief 

presentation of the area we work in and our connection to it. 

Haugerud and Trosterud where our project takes place 
The suburbs of Haugerud and Trosterud, housing approximately 19 000 people, are 

situated in northeast Oslo, bordering on the surrounding forest. Originally an old farm 

and cottage district, the area was transformed into massive condominium 

developments, a subway station and a shopping centre during the1960s and 1970s. 

Today, Haugerud and Trosterud are marked by large concrete condominium 

complexes, with paved areas or lawns in between. The area is still draped by the 
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forest to the north and east, and the proximity to nature is one of its foremost qualities 

(Skajaa, 2015). However, few visual traces remain of this inherent quality in the 

urban housing areas or the public spaces in Haugerud and Trosterud, rendering a 

major identity marker of the neighbourhood more or less invisible.  

Current demographics indicate social economic challenges. There are 79.1% 

(2018/2019)3 minority children in the local primary school, speaking 40 different 

languages.4 20.5% (2017) of children here grow up in low-income families, and 

34.2% of them live in overcrowded spaces (2015). Overall, the area has certain 

social challenges and hosts a diverse community. Furthermore, much of the public 

infrastructure and buildings are worn down and in need of renovation or renewal. 

Hence, the City of Oslo arranged community improvement initiatives in Haugerud and 

Trosterud, starting in 2017 (Oslo kommune, Områdeløft Trosterud og Haugerud). In 

addition, Oslo has a housing shortage, and Haugerud and Trosterud are considered 

to be low-density areas (Oslo kommune, Planprogram for Trosterud og Haugerud), 

so a new zoning plan for the whole area is currently on the drawing board. This new 

zoning plan includes two new much needed public school buildings as well as a new 

recreation centre (flerbrukshall) in addition to overall densification of housing areas. 

Both artists working on Haugerudbekken live in Haugerud, and we met through the 

local network established through some of these improvement initiatives. Hence, our 

project developed from, and has become an integrated part of the area development. 

We wanted to address some of the needs and challenges we as inhabitants 

experience first hand. First, we believe that the inherent qualities of Haugerud are not 

contributing as much to local pride and positive ownership as they could by remaining 

visually óhiddenô in the housing areas. Furthermore, we found that cultural activities 

for children and youth in the area were lacking. For instance, the Oslo School of the 

Arts (Oslo kulturskole)5 was not represented with a local venue (kulturstasjon) in the 

district of Alna when our project started, unlike most other districts in Oslo, despite 

being relatively large and densely populated. This could be related to the challenging 

socioeconomic profile of Alna, since high participation costs in the School of the Arts 

 
 

3The statistics presented were gathered in January 2020 from the City of Osloôs public website: 

Statistikkbanken Oslo kommune. Statistics for the most recent year available were chosen.  
4 https://trosterud.osloskolen.no/om-skolen/om-oss/var-profil/ 
5Oslo School of the Arts: a resource centre for art education for children and youth in Oslo providing 

professional applied education for children in music, dance, theatre and visual arts. Classes are 

offered at local culture centres for children (kulturstasjoner) located throughout the city. 

http://statistikkbanken.oslo.kommune.no/
https://trosterud.osloskolen.no/om-skolen/om-oss/var-profil/
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have been shown to prevent low income families from signing their children up 

(Bjørnsen, 2012; Bamford 2011; Gustavsen & Hjelmbrekke, 2009).  

We both became involved in local community improvement initiatives and wanted to 

draw on our resources as professional artists in these processes. We wanted art to 

have a stronger presence in the area in terms of accessible, public art as well as an 

improved offering of art-based activities for children. In addition, we observed that 

children as a group were not really included in the participation initiatives arranged by 

the City of Oslo as part of the local development programme. 

 

Figure 1. Research draft produced for the first project in Haugerudbekken. The stream hidden in pipes 
is marked on an excerpt of the map, showing parts of two large condominiums in the area. February 

2017. Photograph: Illustrator drawing on map from Google Maps.  

Two examples of projects within Haugerudbekken 

Haugerudbekken 

At a local residentôs association meeting, one of the artists learned about the original 

stream called Haugerudbekken and formed the idea of marking it in the current 

landscape. Meeting a fellow artist with experience from working with children as co-

producers of art sparked the idea of developing such a project together with local 

children. We then wanted to develop ideas for marking the pathway of the original 

Haugerudbekken stream through the suburban landscape of Haugerud. Furthermore, 

we wanted to produce it as a public art piece so as to create a visual marker of 

Haugerudôs close connection to the forest as the history of its landscape, inviting 

local residents to reflect on the past, current and future development of the area. 

Given our wish to involve children and at the same time offer art-related activities free 

of charge, it seemed natural to approach the local schools. We, the artists, defined 

the framework for the workshops together with the school administration. All 
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schoolchildren in grades 3 and 4 who attended the after-school activities programme 

were given a presentation of the programme for the project and given sign-up sheets 

to bring home to their parents. A total of 25 children signed up, and we divided them 

into two groups. 

 

Figure 2. From the first project in Haugerudbekken, working in the landscape (the forest and in 
Solfjellet condominium) and with the map (at a studio space for artists that we rented for the workshop 

at the old Trosterud Farm). March and April 2017. Photograph: Katja Høst. 

We started out by telling the children about the stream and followed up by exploring a 

section of the landscape it runs through on a large map. The children were asked to 

make drawings of themselves and to pin them onto the points on the map indicating 

where they lived, so as to place themselves in relation to the hidden stream. We later 

went into the landscape, and the children marked the area where the stream is visible 

and where it disappears underground using paint and elements such as sticks, pine 

cones and rocks found nearby. One of our favourite moments during this research 

phase was when we were painting on large rolls of paper on the ground above where 

the stream is hidden. Residents walking past would stop and ask the children what 

they were doing, and they would explain about the stream hidden in pipes. 

Spontaneous discussions of landscaping and development thus occurred between 

the children, local inhabitants and the artists. 
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Figure 3. From the first project in Haugerudbekken, two models, one historical and one contemporary. 

May 2017. Photo: Katja Høst. 

After a process of research and investigation, we developed ideas for marking the 

current landscape and presented them using two models created by the children, one 

of the historical landscape and one of the current landscape. The children had 

several ideas on how to mark the landscape, but only some of these could be fitted 

into the model. We therefore held a vote over which ideas to present resulting in: 

painting a blue stripe on the ground, placing blue elements (like rocks) and creating a 

water fountain. The remaining ideas were written down on a sheet of paper and 

presented alongside the two models and artefacts produced throughout the whole 

period in an exhibition that was open to family and friends.  

In order to transform the children's ideas into a public art piece, it had to be fairly 

easy to maintain, financially realistic and not prevent other types of maintenance in 

the condominiums. Hence, after holding the course and reviewing the different ideas, 

we opted for the one for planting blue flowers. The following two autumns, in 

collaboration with children from the school as well as residents in the Haugerud and 

Solfjellet condominiums, we planted 37 000 Crocus vernus bulbs to form a 400-

metre-long óstreamô running through an area with a total of 24 condominium buildings. 

Every spring, the óstreamô flowers, reminding residents and passers-by of the areaôs 

connection to the lakes in the woods as well as to the river Alna. It also serves as a 
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reminder of the history of the area, and most importantly, it reminds the children who 

live there that they can participate in shaping the future.  

 

Figure 4. From the first project in Haugerudbekken, the flowering stream. April 2018. Photo: Ingrid 
Økland © Kulturbyrået Mesen. 

New school 

Participating in shaping the future lies at the core of the fourth subproject in the 

Haugerudbekken project, titled New School (Ny skole), accentuating the notion of 

exchange and dialogue within SEA. As Haugerud and Trosterud are on the drawing 

table for a new zoning plan, part of this plan is to build two new schools (a primary 

and a secondary school) to replace the current schools, which are rather dilapidated. 

In these workshops we concentrated on the new primary school, collaborating with 

second-grade schoolchildren. The Agency for Real Estate and Urban Renewal has 

offered an open and including process throughout the local community, asking for our 

views on the new plan, but in this process we found that the childrenôs voices were 

missing. 
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Figure 5. From the third subproject, New School, drafting school models. March 2019. Photograph: 
Katja Høst. Map retrieved from Byrådssak 31/19, City of Oslo.  

We thought it would be interesting to hear from the children who used the school 

every day as their arena for learning, playing and social interaction. What are the 

central elements that should be in place for making it a safe and inspiring place for 

them? From this perspective, the children might be regarded as experts, so we 

invited them to share their knowledge and experience through workshops, focusing 

on basic forms, constructions and architecture and making proposals for a new 

primary school. We visited the site where the new school is to be built and tested how 

to incorporate architecture into these surroundings. Only a few of the children knew 

that a new primary school was to be built and none of them knew where it was to be 

located. 

During the workshops the children created five models focusing on the building, the 

playground and the buildingôs interior, and on how to incorporate and use the roof of 

the building. The childrenôs ideas included a dinosaur slide, a roof garden playground 

including an outdoor kitchen and a telescope, a diving board with access directly from 

the classroom window into a swimming pool, and an entire school building shaped 

like a slice of watermelon.  


