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Abstract— Critical thinking is increasingly recognised as a fundamental competency in contemporary education. Nevertheless, the role of Visual Art Education in supporting pupils’ cognitive development remains insufficiently understood, particularly regarding how visual experiences contribute to reasoning, interpretation and meaning-making. Existing studies frequently position visual arts as a medium for creativity, self-expression and aesthetic appreciation, while giving limited attention to its function as a cognitive mechanism. This study explores how Visual Art Language functions as a cognitive mechanism in the development of critical thinking skills among primary school pupils. The study employed an interpretive qualitative case study approach involving Year Five pupils from two primary schools in Lawas District, Sarawak. Data were collected through classroom observations, semi-structured interviews, pupils’ reflective writings, visual artworks and teacher reflections. Data were analysed using thematic analysis supported by NVivo software. The findings revealed that Visual Art Language facilitated pupils’ analytical observation, interpretation, visual justification, reflective reasoning and meaning construction. Through structured visual experiences provided by the Art Criticism Module, pupils demonstrated increasing abilities to explain visual decisions, construct interpretations, negotiate meanings and reflect on their own thinking processes. The study argues that Visual Art Language extends beyond its conventional role as a medium of artistic expression and operates as a cognitive mechanism that enables pupils to organise experience, construct meaning and develop critical thinking. The findings contribute to contemporary discussions on visual thinking, meaning-making and the epistemological position of Visual Art Education as a domain of knowledge construction.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The rapid development of knowledge economies and the increasing complexity of contemporary society have positioned critical thinking as one of the most important competencies required in twenty-first century education (Facione, 2015). Educational systems worldwide have shifted their focus from the transmission of factual knowledge towards the development of higher-order thinking skills that enable learners to analyse information, evaluate evidence, construct reasoned arguments and solve complex problems. Consequently, schools are expected to provide learning experiences that support reflective reasoning, interpretation and meaningful knowledge construction.

Within this educational landscape, Visual Art Education occupies a distinctive position (Eisner, 2002). Unlike many school subjects that rely primarily on verbal and textual forms of communication, Visual Art Education engages learners through images, symbols, forms, colours and visual representations. These visual experiences provide opportunities for pupils to observe, interpret, evaluate and construct meanings through interactions with artistic forms. Despite this potential, visual arts are frequently positioned as a subject primarily concerned with creativity, artistic production and aesthetic appreciation. Such perspectives often overlook the cognitive operations that occur when pupils interact with visual experiences.

The tendency to position visual arts as a medium of expression rather than a medium of thinking has resulted in limited attention being given to the cognitive role of visual language in educational research (Freedman, 2003). Existing studies have extensively examined creativity, artistic achievement, self-expression and aesthetic responses, yet relatively few have investigated how visual language supports reasoning, interpretation, reflection and critical thinking. As a result, the cognitive functions of visual experiences remain insufficiently theorised within contemporary educational discourse.

Theoretical perspectives in visual thinking provide important foundations for addressing this gap. Arnheim proposed that visual perception constitutes a form of thinking rather than a passive reception of sensory information (Arnheim, 1969). From this perspective, visual experiences are not separate from cognition but actively contribute to meaning construction and reasoning processes. Similarly, Feldman’s framework of art criticism highlights how observation, analysis, interpretation and evaluation function as interconnected cognitive processes (Feldman, 1994). Furthermore, Ocvirk’s concept of Organic Unity emphasises the relationships between form, subject matter and meaning in artistic experiences, suggesting that visual understanding emerges through integrated cognitive engagement with visual structures (Ocvirk et al., 2013).

Building upon these theoretical perspectives, this study positions Visual Art Language as a cognitive mechanism that enables pupils to organise experiences, construct meanings and develop critical thinking through visual representations. Rather than viewing visual language merely as a system of artistic communication, the study conceptualises it as a symbolic and representational system through which cognitive operations become observable and meaningful.

Therefore, this study explores how Visual Art Language functions as a cognitive mechanism in the development of critical thinking skills among primary school pupils. Specifically, the study seeks to understand how pupils employ visual language to interpret experiences, justify visual decisions, construct meanings and engage in reflective reasoning within the context of Visual Art Education.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Visual Art Language as a System of Meaning Construction
Visual Art Language refers to the system of visual elements, principles and symbolic representations through which meaning is communicated, interpreted and constructed. Within Visual Art Education, visual language encompasses elements such as line, shape, colour, texture, form and space, together with principles including balance, contrast, harmony, emphasis and movement. Traditionally, these components have been understood primarily as formal elements that contribute to artistic composition and aesthetic quality (Freedman, 2003).

However, contemporary perspectives suggest that visual language extends beyond formal artistic functions. Visual elements can be understood as symbolic resources that enable individuals to represent experiences, organise perceptions and construct meanings. Through interaction with visual structures, learners engage in processes of observation, interpretation, evaluation and reflection that contribute to cognitive development. In this sense, visual language functions not only as a medium of communication but also as a medium through which thinking occurs (Eisner, 2002).

From an educational perspective, meaning construction through visual language involves active engagement with visual experiences. Learners do not merely receive meanings embedded within images; rather, they participate in interpreting, negotiating and reconstructing meanings through interactions with visual representations. Consequently, visual language provides a foundation for higher-order cognitive processes that support critical thinking development (Prameswari et al., 2023).

B. Visual Thinking Theory
Visual Thinking Theory provides one of the most influential theoretical foundations for understanding the relationship between perception and cognition. Arnheim argued that visual perception itself constitutes a form of thinking, challenging traditional assumptions that cognition operates independently of sensory experiences. According to this perspective, individuals organise visual information through cognitive processes that enable them to recognise relationships, identify patterns and construct meanings.

Visual thinking involves more than simply observing objects or images. It requires active cognitive engagement through which visual information is interpreted and transformed into meaningful knowledge. Processes such as comparison, classification, inference and evaluation occur as individuals interact with visual experiences. Consequently, visual perception becomes an important mechanism through which reasoning and understanding are developed (Buruntong & Kindoyop, 2024).

Within educational contexts, visual thinking enables learners to move beyond surface observation towards deeper engagement with meanings and relationships embedded within visual experiences. Through visual thinking, pupils are able to connect visual representations with personal experiences, social contexts and conceptual understanding. This perspective provides a strong theoretical basis for positioning Visual Art Language as a cognitive mechanism within learning environments.

C. Art Criticism and Meaning-Making
Art criticism has long been recognised as an important process for understanding, interpreting and evaluating visual experiences. Feldman conceptualised art criticism as a systematic process involving description, analysis, interpretation and evaluation. While originally developed as a framework for art appreciation, these stages can also be understood as cognitive operations that support critical thinking and meaning construction.

Description requires learners to identify and observe visual elements within an artwork. Analysis involves examining relationships among visual components and recognising structural patterns. Interpretation encourages learners to construct meanings and develop explanations based on visual evidence. Evaluation requires learners to justify judgments and defend interpretations through reasoned arguments (Housen, 2002).

Within educational contexts, these processes encourage pupils to move beyond passive observation towards active engagement with visual experiences. Rather than simply viewing artworks, learners become participants in meaning-making processes that require reasoning, justification and reflection. Consequently, art criticism functions as a pedagogical mechanism that supports critical thinking through visual engagement.

From this perspective, the stages of art criticism can be understood not merely as procedures for appreciating artworks but as cognitive operations that facilitate the development of analytical and reflective thinking. Through repeated engagement with these processes, pupils develop the ability to interpret visual experiences, construct arguments and justify meanings in increasingly sophisticated ways.

D. Organic Unity Theory
The concept of Organic Unity provides another important perspective for understanding how meaning is constructed through visual experiences. According to Ocvirk and colleagues, artworks should be understood as integrated wholes in which form, subject matter and meaning are interconnected. Visual understanding emerges not from isolated elements but from the relationships that exist among visual components (Ocvirk, et al., 2013).

This perspective suggests that meaning is constructed through the organisation of visual structures rather than through individual visual elements alone. Colours, shapes, lines and compositional arrangements interact to create unified visual experiences that communicate meanings. Consequently, interpretation requires learners to recognise relationships among visual components and understand how these relationships contribute to overall meaning.

Within Visual Art Education, Organic Unity encourages pupils to examine the interconnected nature of visual experiences. Learners are required to consider how formal elements contribute to meaning construction and how visual decisions influence interpretation. Through this process, pupils develop the ability to analyse relationships, evaluate visual coherence and construct reasoned explanations regarding artistic choices.

The theory therefore provides a useful framework for understanding how Visual Art Language supports cognitive development. By encouraging learners to explore relationships among visual structures, Organic Unity contributes to the development of analytical, interpretive and evaluative thinking.

E. Critical Thinking Skills in Visual Art Education
Critical thinking is generally understood as the ability to analyse information, evaluate evidence, construct arguments and make reasoned judgments. Contemporary educational frameworks emphasise critical thinking as an essential competency for lifelong learning and effective participation in modern societies.
Within Visual Art Education, critical thinking manifests through observation, interpretation, inference, evaluation and reflection. Pupils engage in critical thinking when they examine visual evidence, construct interpretations, justify artistic decisions and evaluate alternative perspectives. These processes require learners to move beyond surface responses towards deeper engagement with meaning and reasoning (Facione, 2015).

Visual experiences provide unique opportunities for critical thinking development because they involve multiple interpretations and perspectives. Unlike situations in which single correct answers are expected, visual experiences encourage learners to explore possibilities, negotiate meanings and defend interpretations. Consequently, Visual Art Education provides an important context for developing critical thinking through visual engagement (Buruntong et al., 2025).

The integration of Visual Art Language, visual thinking, art criticism and Organic Unity suggests that visual experiences possess significant potential for supporting cognitive development. However, further research is required to understand how these processes operate within primary school contexts and how visual language functions as a mechanism through which critical thinking is developed.


III. METHODOLOGY

A. Research Design
This study employed an interpretive qualitative case study approach. The selection of this design was based on the assumption that knowledge is constructed through experience, interpretation and meaning-making rather than through objective measurement alone. The study sought to understand how Visual Art Language functions as a cognitive mechanism in the development of critical thinking skills among primary school pupils.

The interpretive qualitative approach was considered appropriate because the phenomenon under investigation involved complex cognitive processes that could not be adequately understood through quantitative indicators alone. Rather than measuring outcomes, the study focused on understanding how pupils interpreted visual experiences, constructed meanings and developed critical thinking through engagement with Visual Art Language (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
The case study approach enabled the researcher to investigate the phenomenon within its natural educational setting. This approach allowed detailed exploration of pupils’ experiences, interactions and reflections throughout the implementation of the Art Criticism Module (Yin, 2018).

B. Research Context
The study was conducted in two primary schools located in Lawas District, Sarawak, Malaysia. The schools represented both urban and rural educational contexts, providing opportunities to explore the development of critical thinking through Visual Art Language across different learning environments. The implementation of the Art Criticism Module was carried out over a ten-week period. Throughout this period, pupils participated in structured visual learning experiences involving observation, interpretation, dialogue, reflection and artistic production. These activities were specifically designed to activate Visual Art Language as a mechanism for meaning-making and critical thinking development.

C. Participants
A total of sixty Year Five pupils participated in the study. Thirty pupils participated in learning experiences structured through the Art Criticism Module, while another thirty pupils participated in regular Visual Art Education learning activities. The participants included pupils from both urban and rural schools with balanced representation of male and female pupils. In addition to pupil participants, a Visual Art Education teacher was involved in the implementation and observation of learning activities. The teacher provided valuable insights regarding pupils’ engagement, responses and cognitive development throughout the study.

D. Data Collection
Data were collected through multiple qualitative sources to provide a comprehensive understanding of pupils’ experiences and cognitive processes.

The primary sources of data included:

1. Classroom observations
2. Semi-structured interviews
3. Pupils’ reflective writings
4. Visual artworks
5. Teacher reflections
6. Learning artefacts produced throughout the intervention

Observations focused on pupils’ interactions with visual experiences, participation in dialogue activities and responses during learning sessions. Semi-structured interviews provided opportunities for participants to explain interpretations, reasoning processes and experiences related to visual learning. Reflective writings offered insights into pupils’ metacognitive awareness and meaning-making processes. Visual artworks functioned as representations of pupils’ thinking and meaning construction (Stake, 1995).

E. Data Analysis
The study employed thematic analysis to identify patterns and themes emerging from the data. Data analysis was conducted using NVivo software to support coding, categorisation and theme development.

The analysis involved several stages:

1. Familiarisation with the data
2. Initial coding
3. Category development
4. Theme generation
5. Theme refinement
6. Interpretation of findings

The analytical process focused on identifying manifestations of critical thinking and examining how Visual Art Language functioned as a cognitive mechanism throughout pupils’ learning experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

F. Trustworthiness
Several strategies were employed to enhance the trustworthiness of the study. These included triangulation, member checking, prolonged engagement and peer review (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Triangulation was achieved through the use of multiple data sources, including observations, interviews, reflective writings and visual artefacts. The integration of diverse forms of evidence enabled a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.

Member checking was conducted to ensure the accuracy of interpretations, while peer review provided opportunities to examine analytical decisions and strengthen interpretive rigour. These strategies contributed to the credibility, dependability and trustworthiness of the findings.

IV. RESEARCH FINDINGS

The findings revealed that Visual Art Language functioned as a cognitive mechanism that enabled pupils to engage in observation, interpretation, justification and reflective thinking throughout their learning experiences. Rather than functioning solely as a medium for artistic production, Visual Art Language provided a representational system through which pupils organised experiences, negotiated meanings and developed critical thinking.

Analysis of the data identified four interconnected themes that explain how Visual Art Language contributed to the development of critical thinking skills among primary school pupils. These themes were: (1) Visual Observation and Analytical Thinking, (2) Interpretation and Meaning Construction, (3) Visual Justification and Critical Evaluation  and (4) Reflective Thinking and Metacognitive Awareness.

Theme 1: Visual Observation and Analytical Thinking
The findings indicated that pupils increasingly engaged in analytical observation when interacting with visual experiences. Prior to participation in the Art Criticism Module, many pupils tended to focus on surface characteristics of images and artworks. Their visual responses were often descriptive and literal, with limited evidence of analytical reasoning.

However, throughout the implementation of the module, pupils demonstrated greater awareness of relationships among visual elements and began to consider how visual decisions contributed to meaning. They increasingly examined colours, symbols, forms and compositional structures before making artistic decisions.
One pupil explained:

“Saya tak terus melukis. Saya fikir dulu apa yang saya nak tunjuk dan kenapa.” (MB04)
This statement suggests a shift from spontaneous image production towards deliberate cognitive engagement. The pupil no longer approached artistic activity as a simple drawing task but as a process requiring planning, reasoning and meaning construction.

Classroom observations further revealed that pupils became more attentive to visual details and increasingly discussed relationships among visual elements before producing artworks. These observations indicate that Visual Art Language facilitated analytical thinking by encouraging pupils to examine visual structures rather than merely reproducing images.

The findings therefore suggest that observation functioned as an active cognitive process through which pupils organised visual information and developed analytical understanding.

Theme 2: Interpretation and Meaning Construction
The second theme highlighted the role of Visual Art Language in supporting interpretation and meaning construction. Data indicated that pupils gradually moved beyond literal representation towards more complex interpretations of visual experiences.

Initially, many pupils described artworks based primarily on observable objects. However, as learning activities progressed, they increasingly discussed symbolic meanings, emotional associations and personal experiences related to visual representations.

During classroom discussions, pupils frequently connected colours, shapes and images with particular emotions, social situations and personal memories. Such responses demonstrated the emergence of interpretive thinking and meaning-making processes.

One participant described how understanding developed through dialogue with peers:

“Aku dulu tanya kawan saya pilih warna gitu, saya dengar dan baru masuk akal alasan dia.” (MB09)

This statement illustrates how meaning construction occurred through interaction and negotiation. Pupils did not simply receive meanings from visual experiences but actively constructed and reconstructed meanings through discussion and reflection.

Teacher observations similarly indicated that pupils increasingly articulated interpretations using visual evidence rather than relying on unsupported personal opinions. As a result, interpretation became a process of reasoning rather than a simple expression of preference.

The findings demonstrate that Visual Art Language functioned as a symbolic system through which pupils interpreted experiences, negotiated meanings and developed conceptual understanding.

Theme 3: Visual Justification and Critical Evaluation
The third theme revealed that pupils increasingly demonstrated abilities to justify visual decisions and critically evaluate interpretations. Rather than accepting visual choices uncritically, pupils began to explain why particular colours, symbols and compositional arrangements were selected.

Classroom observations showed that pupils frequently defended interpretations using visual evidence. They referred to specific artistic elements when explaining meanings and evaluating artworks. This process encouraged pupils to develop reasoned arguments rather than relying solely on intuitive responses.

Teacher reflections further highlighted this development:

“Saya perasan saya kurang beri arahan terus, lebih banyak tanya soalan supaya murid sendiri fikir.” (G01)

The use of questioning strategies encouraged pupils to explain and defend their ideas. Through this process, learners became increasingly responsible for constructing and evaluating their own interpretations.Nevertheless, the findings also revealed that critical evaluation did not develop uniformly among all pupils. Some learners required additional support before they could confidently articulate interpretations and justify artistic decisions.

As noted by the teacher:

“Ada murid yang diam saja. Kalau tidak dibimbing dengan soalan, mereka susah nak bercakap.” (G03)

This observation suggests that the development of critical thinking depended partly on pedagogical scaffolding and opportunities for dialogue. Visual Language functioned most effectively when supported by interactions that encouraged questioning, reasoning and justification. Overall, the findings indicate that Visual Art Language facilitated critical evaluation by providing pupils with opportunities to construct arguments, justify decisions and defend interpretations using visual evidence.

Theme 4: Reflective Thinking and Metacognitive Awareness
The fourth theme demonstrated the emergence of reflective thinking and metacognitive awareness through engagement with Visual Art Language. Reflection enabled pupils not only to evaluate their artworks but also to examine their own thinking processes.

Data from reflective writings indicated that pupils increasingly became aware of how artistic decisions were made and how meanings were constructed through visual experiences.

One pupil reflected:

“Sebelum ini saya melukis saja. Lepas sekarang saya fikir dulu kenapa saya pilih warna dan apa maksud lukisan saya.” (MB07)

This statement demonstrates growing awareness of cognitive processes involved in artistic decision-making. The pupil recognised that artistic choices were connected to meanings and intentions rather than occurring spontaneously. Reflection also enabled pupils to connect emotions with visual representations.

Another participant stated:

“Saya sedih sebab saya mahu rasa orang lain dalam lukisan itu pun rasa perkara yang saya rasa.” (MB15)

This response illustrates how emotional experiences became integrated with interpretation and meaning construction. Pupils increasingly recognised the relationship between visual representation, personal experience and audience understanding.
Through reflective activities, learners became more conscious of their reasoning processes and more capable of evaluating how meanings were constructed. Consequently, reflection functioned as a metacognitive mechanism that supported critical thinking development.

Synthesis of Findings
Taken together, the findings indicate that Visual Art Language functioned as a cognitive mechanism through four interconnected processes: observation, interpretation, justification and reflection. These processes did not operate independently but formed an integrated system through which pupils constructed meanings and developed critical thinking.

The findings suggest that critical thinking in Visual Art Education emerged not simply through artistic production but through engagement with visual experiences that required pupils to observe, interpret, justify and reflect. Through these processes, Visual Art Language became a representational system that enabled learners to organise experiences, construct meanings and engage in reflective reasoning. Figure 1 summarises the conceptual relationship identified through the analysis.

Visual Art Language
↓
Observation
↓
Interpretation
↓
Evaluation
↓
Justification
↓
Reflection
↓
Meaning Construction
↓
Critical Thinking Skills

Figure 1. Visual Art Language as a Cognitive Mechanism in Critical Thinking Development

V. DISCUSSION 

Visual Art Language as a Cognitive Mechanism in Critical Thinking Development

The primary contribution of this study lies in its conceptualisation of Visual Art Language as a cognitive mechanism in the development of critical thinking skills among primary school pupils. While previous studies have frequently positioned visual arts as a medium for creativity, self-expression and aesthetic appreciation, the findings of this study suggest that Visual Art Language performs a substantially broader cognitive function. Rather than merely facilitating artistic communication, Visual Art Language operates as a representational system through which pupils organise experiences, construct meanings, develop interpretations and engage in reflective reasoning.

The findings demonstrated that pupils did not develop critical thinking simply by producing artworks. Instead, critical thinking emerged through a sequence of cognitive operations involving observation, interpretation, evaluation, justification and reflection. These processes enabled pupils to move beyond literal representation towards more sophisticated forms of meaning construction. Through engagement with Visual Art Language, pupils increasingly analysed visual information, interpreted symbolic meanings, justified artistic decisions and reflected upon their own thinking processes. Consequently, the development of critical thinking was not an external outcome of artistic activity but an integral component of the visual meaning-making process itself.

This finding supports Arnheim’s proposition that visual perception constitutes a form of thinking. Arnheim argued that perception is not a passive reception of sensory information but an active cognitive process through which individuals organise experience and construct understanding. The findings of the present study extend this perspective by demonstrating how visual thinking operates within structured educational experiences. Pupils were observed engaging in analytical observation, identifying relationships among visual elements and constructing interpretations based on visual evidence. These activities suggest that visual experiences functioned as vehicles for reasoning rather than merely objects of perception.

More importantly, the findings indicate that visual thinking within educational contexts involves a progression from perception to meaning construction. Pupils did not simply observe visual elements; they actively organised, interpreted and evaluated those elements to generate explanations and construct arguments. This progression illustrates how Visual Art Language transforms visual perception into cognitive activity. Consequently, visual experiences become mechanisms through which reasoning and critical thinking are developed.

The findings also provide support for Feldman’s framework of art criticism. Traditionally, Feldman’s stages of description, analysis, interpretation and evaluation have been understood as procedures for appreciating artworks. However, the findings suggest that these stages can be reconceptualised as cognitive operations that facilitate critical thinking. Pupils engaged in description through observation, analysis through examination of visual relationships, interpretation through meaning construction and evaluation through justification of artistic decisions. The significance of this finding lies in demonstrating that art criticism functions not merely as a pedagogical strategy but as a structure for cognitive engagement.

Furthermore, the study suggests that dialogue played a significant role in supporting meaning construction. Through discussions with peers and teachers, pupils negotiated interpretations, considered alternative perspectives and refined their understanding of visual experiences. Meaning therefore emerged not as a fixed property embedded within images but as a product of interaction, reflection and reasoning. This finding aligns with contemporary constructivist perspectives that view knowledge as socially and cognitively constructed.

The findings further support Ocvirk’s concept of Organic Unity. Pupils increasingly demonstrated awareness of relationships among visual form, subject matter and meaning. Rather than treating visual elements as isolated components, they recognised how colours, symbols, shapes and compositional arrangements contributed to overall meaning. Such understanding required pupils to examine relationships among multiple dimensions of visual experience simultaneously. Consequently, meaning construction involved integrated cognitive engagement rather than isolated acts of interpretation.

An important implication of this finding is that Visual Art Language functions as a representational system that enables pupils to externalise thinking. Through visual representations, pupils were able to communicate ideas, organise experiences and express interpretations that might otherwise remain difficult to articulate verbally. In this sense, Visual Art Language serves not merely as a communicative tool but as a cognitive resource that supports reasoning and knowledge construction.

The findings also highlight the importance of pedagogical scaffolding. Although pupils demonstrated increasing capacities for interpretation and justification, these developments were not automatic. Teacher questioning, dialogue and structured learning experiences played important roles in facilitating critical thinking. The Art Criticism Module provided opportunities for pupils to engage with visual experiences in ways that encouraged reasoning, reflection and meaning construction. Consequently, the development of critical thinking depended not only on exposure to visual experiences but also on the quality of pedagogical interactions that supported those experiences.

Beyond the immediate context of Visual Art Education, the findings contribute to broader discussions concerning the epistemological status of visual knowledge. Educational discourse has traditionally privileged verbal and textual forms of knowledge while positioning visual experiences as supplementary or expressive. However, the present study challenges this assumption by demonstrating that Visual Art Language functions as a legitimate system of cognition and meaning construction. Through visual representations, pupils engaged in analytical reasoning, interpretive thinking and reflective judgement. These findings therefore support the view that visual knowledge constitutes an important form of knowing rather than merely an alternative mode of expression.

Taken together, the findings suggest that Visual Art Language should be understood not simply as an artistic medium but as a cognitive mechanism through which pupils construct meanings, develop interpretations and engage in critical thinking. This conceptualisation extends existing understandings of Visual Art Education by positioning visual experiences at the centre of cognitive development and knowledge construction.







VI. CONCLUSION

This study explored how Visual Art Language functions as a cognitive mechanism in the development of critical thinking skills among primary school pupils. Using an interpretive qualitative case study approach, the study examined pupils’ experiences during the implementation of the Art Criticism Module and investigated how visual experiences contributed to meaning construction and critical thinking development.

The findings revealed that Visual Art Language facilitated a series of interconnected cognitive processes involving observation, interpretation, evaluation, justification and reflection. Through these processes, pupils moved beyond literal representation towards more complex forms of reasoning and meaning construction. The study demonstrated that critical thinking emerged not simply through artistic production but through engagement with visual experiences that required pupils to analyse, interpret, justify and reflect.

The findings further suggest that Visual Art Language functions as a representational system through which pupils organise experiences, negotiate meanings and construct knowledge. Rather than serving merely as a medium of artistic expression, Visual Art Language operated as a cognitive mechanism that enabled pupils to externalise thinking and engage in reflective reasoning. This finding provides support for theoretical perspectives proposed by Arnheim, Feldman and Ocvirk while simultaneously extending these perspectives within the context of primary school Visual Art Education.

The study contributes to the growing body of literature on visual thinking by providing empirical evidence that visual experiences support cognitive development and critical thinking. More importantly, it advances a conceptual argument that Visual Art Language should be recognised as a system of cognition and meaning construction rather than solely as an artistic or communicative medium.

From an educational perspective, the findings suggest that Visual Art Education possesses significant potential to support higher-order thinking through structured visual experiences, dialogue and reflection. Educational practices should therefore move beyond product-oriented approaches and provide greater emphasis on interpretation, reasoning and meaning-making processes within visual learning environments.

In conclusion, this study argues that Visual Art Language functions as a cognitive mechanism that enables pupils to think, interpret and construct meanings through visual experiences. Consequently, Visual Art Education should be recognised not only as a domain of artistic practice but also as an important epistemological space for the development of critical thinking and human understanding.
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