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ABSTRACT 

Among the different 
dimensions of visual 
experience that schools 
organize, model and 
reproduce, time is one of the 
least researched. Through the 
analysis of four images from 
four different elementary  
schools in Santiago, Chile, this 
visual essay explores ways in 
which the visual culture of 
schools refers to time, both as 
an organizational variable and 
as an interpersonal condition 
that, in turn, can be 
associated with different 
pedagogical practices.

Images of 
school tImes: 

organIzIng 
rhythms, 

revealIng 
pedagogIes
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IMAGES OF SCHOOL TIMES
Although invisible, time is manifested 
in many schools through administra-
tive tools such as bells, clocks, time-
punching machines or attendance 
books, and through pedagogical 
devices such as weekly class sched-
ules, exam calendars, or late work 
folders, among other things. Overall, 
a large number of school cultures 
seem to organize their pace around 
time-based decisions of different 
types, such as terms, classes, units 
and lessons, all of which have specific 
visual expressions.
Despite the fact that there is research 
aimed at unveiling the visual culture 
of schools through their artwork dec-
oration (Burke et al., 2013), classroom 
imagery and school milieu (Errázuriz 
et al., 2015) and building attributes 
(Marini et al., 2018) among other per-
spectives, the question regarding 
how time could be visually mani-
fested in schools remains largely un-
explored. However, if one considers 
the tools, devices and decisions men-
tioned above, together with their 
specific context, and the fact that 
their habitual meaning is ‘unques-
tioned and unwritten’ (Prosser, 2007), 
it may be possible to approach the 
visual culture of schools from the 
peculiar stance of time.
This consideration is not only relevant 
because it may add new layers to the 
‘visible but hidden curriculum’ (Fram 
and Margolis, 2011), but also because 
it may encourage researchers and ed-
ucators to explore new ways of 
relating the visual and time in favour 
of heightened school experiences.

DIVERSE COMPREHENSIONS 
OF SCHOOL TIMES

The relationship between schooling 
and time looks very much like a tight-
rope act. On the one hand, across dif-
ferent education systems there seem 
to exist ubiquitous pressures for effi-
ciency in the management of such a 
scarce and expensive resource as 
time. Usually, this translates into 
demands to do more things, innova-
tively, in a race ‘against’ or ‘with’ the 
clock, while achieving better 
academic results and meeting higher 
standards (Hargreaves, 2012). In fact, 
it is worth noting that the bulk of 
time-based studies discuss the 
economic cost and social impact of 
the number of years students spend 
in schools, the contractual organiza-
tion of 45’–55’ lesson slots, and what 
administrators and teachers can do to 
improve student achievement in 
those periods (Tenti et al., 2010).
On the other hand, there is a need to 
cherish an alternative dimension of 
time in schools, manifested in 
everyday expressions such as ‘free 
time’, ‘break time’ and ‘circle time’. 
This is the perspective about time that 

philosophers have characterized as 
‘own’ (Gadamer, 1977), implying that 
there are everyday happenings – like 
a conversation with a friend – that 
depend on intersubjective rhythms. 
These experiences surpass chrono-
logical comprehensions of time, re-
vealing the value of a pause and the 
satisfaction of living a present time 
where there is no need for an outcome 
other than enjoying that very present 
(Masschelein, 2011). Schools seem to 
refer to this type of time through 
events like ‘birthdays’, ‘book days’ 
and ‘grandparent days’.

ORGANIZING RHYTHMS, 
REVEALING PEDAGOGIES

For the past two years, we have been 
registering the visual culture of eight 
primary schools in Santiago de Chile 
in a photographic record that shows 
what teachers, students and adminis-
trators see during the school day. 
Throughout the process, questions re-
garding the relationship between 
school visualities and time have 
arisen, fundamentally concerning:
1. How is time manifested through the 

visual culture of these eight schools 
as a dimension of school life?

2. What is it that the visual culture of 
these schools reveals about time, 
both as an organizational variable 
and an interpersonal condition?

3. What is it that we may learn from 
the images of school times, about 
the ways in which schools asso-
ciate chronological and interper-
sonal rhythms with different peda-
gogical practices?

Figure 1 exhibits the organization of 
school time as seen on the wall of the 
head teacher’s office. Creating a true 
curricular palette, each one of these 
1,080 colour magnetic rectangles rep-
resents a subject period so that, if 
one counts the number of same-co-
lour slots, this will reveal how much 
time each course receives in the 
Chilean education system: red 
(Language) and orange (English) have 
more periods than pink (Science) and 
yellow (Physical Education). Empty 
blocks indicate those days when 
students leave school earlier. 
Weekdays and school periods are 
located to the left, class groups on 
top and the name on each block 
refers to the teacher in charge.
In addition, it is worth noticing that 
even though the Ministry of Education 
does allocate time for non-instruc-
tional activities such as morning an-
nouncements, break-time and extra-
curricular activities, none of these are 
visible on the board. Considering not 
all teachers have full-time contracts in 
the same school, fixing this impressive 
week-based master schedule requires 
intense micromanagement and nego-
tiations. According to the head teacher, 
it had to be done ‘by hand’.
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fIg 1
Municipal school,  
1389 students,  
head teacher’s office, 
windowless wall,  
next to the door.  
© Guillermo Marini  
and Juan David  
Rodríguez Merchán.
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fIg 2
Municipal school,  
84 students, 7th grade 
classroom, next to  
a secondary whiteboard.  
© Guillermo Marini  
and Juan David 
Rodríguez Merchán.

If Figure 1 gives a feeling of over-
whelming organization from a school-
wide viewpoint, Figure 2 edits such 
order as it stresses some of the 
everyday conditions that give life  
to education. For example: a cramped 
room where students can hardly hang 
their backpacks, a cold space that 
requires a massive heater and a weekly 
schedule that looks like ‘work  
in progress’, although this image  
was taken during the second month  
of classes.
Focusing on this schedule, the fact 
that the English class (INGLÉS) on the 
last period of Monday (LUNES) has a 
different colour from the English at 
the beginning of Friday (VIERNES), 
only adds to its unusual character. 
What is more, it is not clear who 
decided to place this device on the 
corner of the room, as if Monday, 
Tuesday – missing label – and 
Wednesday provided one perspective 
of the week, and Thursday and Friday 
another. Regarding the subject labels 
lying on the heater, one could guess 
that there had been some last-minute 
teacher changes – or maybe students 
have fun puzzling their tutors as they 
swap times as they please.
Figure 3 shows what students see 
behind their teacher’s desk. A red 
cardstock with the school’s Mission 
and Vision, two folders that collect 
parents’ communications, four posters 
naming the elements and rules of 
basic arithmetic operations, and a blue 
butterfly already account for an ex-
tremely oversaturated visual. In the 
middle of it, a clock, a yearlong 
calendar and a month organizer 
appear to get lost within this sea of 
shapes, colours, themes and purposes.
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However, these devices provide rich 
information concerning how this 
school merges ways of organizing 
times with educational orientations. 
For example, the clock hides the top 
drawing of the calendar, and the 
calendar covers what looks like a set 
of flowers making chronological time 
overshadow, at least symbolically, 
non-instructional images. Also, the 
month organizer … organizes exam-
inations: out of the 24 available 
working days, 9 have test reminders 
(3 of history!) and 1 a trip to the obser-
vatory, the rest are left blank.  
Intriguingly, the calendar was criss-
crossed, markedly until April, and 
then it remains untouched for no 
apparent reason. One wonders if 
these stimuli offer students diverse 
ways of comprehending and enacting 
time in education.
In the corner of this classroom, Figure 4 
presents a birthday board. The hand-
crafted quality of the balloons, ribbons 
and garlands, together with their 
colour choice, the dates and names 
written on them and the decision to 
keep past parties’ balloons, suggest 
that both teachers and students have 
taken ownership of this device.
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fIg 3
Municipal school,  
204 students, 7th grade 
classroom, front wall,  
next to the whiteboard.  
© Guillermo Marini  
and Juan David 
Rodríguez Merchán.
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fIg 4
Subsidized school,  
463 students, 7th grade 
classroom, front wall,  
next to the whiteboard.  
© Guillermo Marini  
and Juan David 
Rodríguez Merchán.
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If Figure 3 sets out academic commit-
ments the entire class has to face at 
the same time – and cross out as soon 
as possible – the floating clown in 
Figure 4 appears to overshadow the 
relevance of the green clock, the ob-
jective’s chart and the whiteboard, re-
vealing a choice to pause the routine 
and secure time to personally recog-
nize students. In fact, Figure 4 dem-
onstrates how classroom-based edu-
cational experience may integrate 
moments to celebrate, give thanks 
and remember, challenging simplistic 
and chronological conceptions of 
time, and allowing for the emergence 
of alternative rhythms, both instruc-
tional and relational.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
Taking serious consideration of images 
of school times could contribute  
to further revealing relationships 
between time and pedagogy in Chile. 
For example, by focusing on time-or-
ganizing devices on the wall (their 
size, height from the floor, colour and 
location, among other qualities), one 
could discover clues to the school’s 
preferences regarding what are the 
key moments, desired learning 
rhythms and overall purposes of edu-
cation. In this sense, whereas Figures 
1 and 3 appear to show a decision to 
organize time using discrete and 
manageable units, in recursive 
patterns, for the sake of being effi-
cient and meeting future demands, 
Figures 2 and 4 seem to allow for the 
emergence of individual paces, 
pauses and celebratory times, all di-
mensions that interrupt or surpass 
clock-based exchanges.
It is no surprise to find that these per-
spectives coexist in everyday educa-
tional practice in Chile. What is unset-
tling is to see how school communities 
seem to rely on proven traditional 
connections between their visualities 
and times, rather than exploring  
new possibilities. No one denies  
that schools must organize the time 
they have available to make the most 
out of it, but there is no actual imper-
ative to homogenize administrative 
periods into repetitive patterns. 
Likewise, there is no doubt that 
students have to meet their learning 
objectives (Hargreaves, 2012), but 
there is no evident reason to regulate 
these performances based on extra-
neous deadlines that ignore or neglect 
personal rhythms and motivations. 
Finally, teachers have a moral obliga-
tion to teach all students, but, in the 
rush to meet the school calendar 
(Tenti et al., 2010), it seems the under-
lying conception of educational  
time becomes closer to an expensive 
and scarce resource than to an exis-
tential and plentiful value (Massche-
lein, 2011).
In an age when the contribution of di-

versity is central to education, the de-
velopment of fresh educational op-
portunities based on new approaches 
to visual culture and time looks like  
a promising inquiry. In this sense, 
among the different dimensions  
of visual experience that schools 
organize, model and reproduce, time 
is one of the least researched.  
In projects to come, we want to prob-
lematize local and international 
examples that go beyond repetitive 
visual and temporal patterns, incor-
porating personal rhythms and  
problematizing how the very nature 
and practices of pedagogical time 
may echo some of the challenges  
that 21st-century societies need to 
confront and reshape.
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scope of our research, the Chilean school system relies 
heavily on traditional chronological and ‘scarce time’ 
practices, with very few instances of ‘free time’ (Martinic, 
2015).
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