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Abstract 

This paper discusses school desk graffiti as an example of conformity/non-conformity towards 
main education values of schools. So, from four different school categories (vocational high school; 
science high school; Anatolian high school; Islamic divinity high school) and five different high schools, 
3092 photographs had been taken to collect graffiti samples. These samples are categorized under two 
clusters; conformity and non-conformity to the 20 categorizations (educational values of schools). These 
educational values of school organizations derived from the Ministry of National Education’s report, 
which aimed to draw the “The Profile of 21st Century Student”. According to results, main findings of 
this research can be grouped under three points: (1) Organization characteristics affect the content of the 
graffiti. (2) School graffiti is an example of conformity to the organizational values. (3) School graffiti is 
an example of non-conformity to the organizational values. By means of these findings, graffiti as 
overlooked form of communication provide a discussion ground to look at the interaction between agent 
(student) and organization (school).  
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1. Introduction

Aim of this paper is to discuss school desk graffiti as an example of conformity/non-conformity

towards main education values of schools.  In this manner research question is whether graffiti be an 

example of conformity or non-conformity towards educational values of schools? 
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To explain in detail, this research discusses that whether writings, symbols or drawings on the 

desks in high school classrooms, which students draw, can be an example of conformity or non-

conformity toward organizational values. For this purpose, graffiti samples had collected by photographs. 

So from four different school categories (vocational high school; science high school; Anatolian high 

school; Islamic divinity high school) and five different high schools, 3092 photographs had been taken. 

Afterwards, these photographs analyzed under the light of a question: whether they can be an example of 

conformity or non-conformity toward organizational values. To define organizational values, Ministry of 

National Education’s report had been used. The title of this report is “The Characteristics of 21st Century 

Student”. Within the frame of this report a research had been conducted to determine educational values 

that corresponds to the desire of 21st century students of secondary education. So it was an “formal” 

rationale to understand and determine macro level educational values of secondary education. According 

to these values, categories are defined. Under these categories 3092 photographs had been analyzed.  

Later in paragraphs of this paper, firstly theoretical framework which research motivation points 

out can be found. Afterward, research method and findings will be shared. Finally, with conclusion and 

limitations titles discussion of this paper will reach to the end.          

 

2. Theoretical Framework  

2.1. School, a Hot Topic in Social Science  
School institution, -for its emergence it was believed that this institution would activate 

meritocracy by enfranchising abilities instead of hereditary privileges (Bourdieu, 2006: 39)- have been 

discussed under different categories such as a panoptic discipline institution (Foucault, 1991); at the 

frame managing and controlling, as a gardener for Bauman (2001: 145); and for Bourdieu (2006: 36) as 

an institution which re-produce existent borders been established at frame of economic and cultural 

capital. Similarly, According to Cohen (1965) school, through teachers and managers imposes 

expectations based on social- middle class- standards on students. Of course the main expected output for 

this imposition process is to create conformity toward macro level values and norms of the society. As 

can be seen, under the title of school and education, a long history of discussion can be found. But for this 

study, school concept had been taken as an organization type, which has its unique position in 

construction of control in the society. In this regard it is a “value-transferor organization” to the young 

generations of the society. Students are also taken as members of the school organization -not consumers 

or customers1-. So for the young generations of the society there are two options: to conform or not to 

conform to these values.  

Conformity literature has a long history in social science (Milgram, 1964; Asch, 1956; Sherif, 

1961; Schachter, 1951). By means of this mainstream literature and following studies, conformity of 

organizational values is a well-discussed and defined field of study. At this point resistance literature also 

provides a different ground to our discussion (Jenkins, 1998; Jermier, Knights, and Nord, 1994; 

Lawrence, & Robinson, 2007; Mumby, 2005). Without losing focus point of this paper, resistance will be 

discussed briefly. At the frame of Foucaldian perspective, resistance examples –creating alternative 

                                                
1 For further reading please see (Eagle & Brennan, 2007; Schwartzman, 1995).   
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identities, and reversing discourse (Alakavuklar, 2012, s. 43)- are theoretical grounds to discuss agent’s 

reaction towards values. With resistance examples, it is possible to read non-conforming motivations of 

agents to the organizational values. For this study, student graffiti on high school desk had been taken as 

“possible” examples of conformity and resistance (non-conformity) toward school based organizational 

values. 

 

2.2. Graffiti in the Intersection of Agent-Organization 

Gach (1973: 285) defines graffiti in 70’s as an “overlooked form of communication”. In some 

ways it is also still an overlooked concept in different fields of social science. Graffiti are statements and 

drawings, which penned, penciled, painted, crayoned, lips ticked, or starched on desks or walls (Gach, 

1973: 285) etc. As Farnia (2014: 48) quoted, according to Blume (1987: 137), “[graffiti is any] pictorial 

or written inscription for which no official provision is made and which is largely unwanted, and which 

are written on the most various publicly accessible surfaces, normally by anonymous individuals”.  

Halsey and Young (2006: 279) depicted commonplace assumptions toward graffiti as “the writer’ 

s supposed boredom, or the writer’ s desire to damage and deface, or the writer’ s lack of respect for 

others’ property”. These assumptions also mainly shape attitudes of formal organizations –like school- 

toward graffiti. Although school’s approaches are in the same direction with these “common place 

assumptions”; graffiti are accepted as inevitable or maybe normal in classrooms.   

According to Ferrell, (1995: 34) “in a remarkable variety of world settings, kids (and others) 

employ particular forms of graffiti as a means of resisting particular constellations of legal, political, and 

religious authority.” Graffiti are also communication tool for political groups (Pietrosanti, 2010); and tool 

to challenge the authority (Farnia, 2014); and expression which transforms the political meaning of Berlin 

Wall (from Ferrell, 1995: 34; Waldenburg, 1990); and -As Ferrell (1995: 37) quoted from his interviews- 

a way “means (to say) I’m here” when facing with organizations.    

As Taylor (2012) assumed that “peer emulation, aggression, identity formation, may lead mid-late 

adolescents (15–17 years old) to be involved in graffiti writing. In this regard, this study also focuses on 

mid-late adolescents graffiti expressions within the context of school. Context of school also attracts 

attentions of graffiti researchers. As Farnia (2014: 50) quoted “Kan (2006) investigated graffiti writing by 

students in secondary schools in Kenya; … and results indicated that graffiti was used as a medium to 

communicate opinions on different topics like love and sex, school authority, student welfare, religion 

and politics.” Şad and Kutlu (2009) also conduct a research on school graffiti. According to their content 

analysis results graffiti are clustered under two titles; socially acceptable topics and anonymous 

inscriptions. According to the results socially acceptable topics are belongingness, homesickness, 

romance, and humor or the form of someone’s name and signs (doodling); and anonymous inscriptions 

are sex and politics or religion. In the light of these studies, this paper positions its research motivation to 

read graffiti as a communication of agents with organizations. In this way of communication, -between 

agent and organization via graffiti- content is going to be focused just on organizational values.      
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3. Methodology 

This is an exploratory study. In this study, qualitative and quantitative techniques are used. As 

mentioned before graffiti samples had collected by photographs. Related literature to use photographs in 

social science research had been followed (Knoblauch et.al., 2008; Bohnsack, 2008; Christmann, 2008). 

From four different school categories (vocational high school; science high school; Anatolian high 

school; Islamic divinity high school) and five different high schools, 3092 photographs had been taken.  

To analyze photographs, firstly categorizations are determined. Categorizations consist of 

educational values of schools. To determine categorizations, Ministry of National Education’s report -

“The Characteristics of 21st Century Student”- had been used. In this regard 20 categorizations were 

determined. These categories are:  

 
1. Become Rich 11. Become a Honest person 

2. Become Independent 12. Deeply Attached to the Cultural Values 

3. Having a good Job 13. Become an ethical Person 

4. Become Famous 14. Become a Fair Person 

5. Become a Respectable Person 15. Becoming a wise Person 

6. Become a Responsible Person 16. Become a Hardworking person 

7. Become Helpful 17. Become an Authentic and Productive 

8. Become Honorable Person 18. Become a socially sensitive person 

9. Become Spiritual Person 19. Respectful for diversity 

10. Being Helpful for Family and Relatives 20. Become a obedient person 

 
Under every category, two clusters created: conformity and non-conformity. By means of this 

categories and clusters, 3092 photographs were analyzed.   

 

4. Findings 

After analysis of photographs, under 12 categories, (educational values); 409 conformity and non-

conformity examples were determined. In this regard, there were 70 conformity and 339 non-conformity 

examples. By means of Table 1, these conformity and non-conformity examples can be followed 

according to these categories and high school types.      

 
 
 



http://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2017.12.02.21 
Corresponding Author: Onur Ünlü 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference 
eISSN: 2357-1330 
 

 248 

Table 01. Conformity and Non-Conformity Examples of Graffiti 

  

  

A
natolian H

igh School 

Islam
ic D

ivinity H
igh School 

V
ocational H

igh School (1) 

V
ocational H

igh School (2) 

Science H
igh School 

T
otal 

Become Rich 
C* 7 0 2 12 1 22 
N-C** 1 0 3 14 1 19 

Having a good Job 
C 2 0 1 0 0 3 
N-C 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Become a Respectable Person  
C 0 0 0 0 0 0 
N-C 0 0 0 1 0 1 

Become Honorable Person  
C 0 0 0 0 0 0 
N-C 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Become Spiritual Person 
C 11 2 1 5 0 19 
N-C 27 6 6 42 2 83 

Deeply Attached to the Cultural 
Values 

C 0 0 1 0 0 1 
N-C 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Become an ethical Person 
C 0 0 0 0 0 0 
N-C 43 3 3 32 2 83 

Become a Fair Person 
C 0 0 0 0 0 0 
N-C 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Become a Hardworking person 
C 3 0 0 3 17 23 
N-C 40 2 9 14 13 78 

Become a socially sensitive person 
C 2 0 0 0 0 2 
N-C 2 0 2 1 0 5 

Respectful for diversity 
C 0 0 0 0 0 0 
N-C 28 1 2 6 1 38 

Become a obedient person 
C 0 0 0 0 0 0 
N-C 5 2 2 18 2 29 

*Conformity 

**Non-Conformity 
 

 
As can be seen when table analyzed, “Become Spiritual Person” (Conformity: 19 – Non-

Conformity: 83); “Become an ethical Person” (Conformity: 0 – Non-Conformity: 83); “Become a 

Hardworking Person” (Conformity: 23 – Non-Conformity: 78) are prominent value examples which 

graffiti can be linked to.  

One another interesting finding of these result is graffiti is not just about desire to damage and 

deface, or the writer’ s lack of respect for others’ property (Halsey and Young, 2006: 279) and it is not 

just about non-conformity. Graffiti is also related with conformity toward some values like spirituality. 

Some examples from the conformity to the value of “Become Spiritual Person” are shared at below: 
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Vocational high School – IMG2639: “the only way is İslam” 

Anatolian high School – IMG1365: “but Allah is watching” (written in English) 

 

As a result graffiti has potential to be both examples of the conformity and non-conformity 

towards organizational values. At this point, by means of these results, two possible assumptions are 

shared at below: 

 

Assumption1: School graffiti is an example of conformity to the organizational values 

Asssumption2: School graffiti is an example of non-conformity to the organizational values  

 

The value of “Become a Hardworking Person” is also be linked to the 23 conformity examples. 

One of these graffiti, in the Science High School, student used his/her desk as a calendar includes time 

and dates of every courses and also a kind of performance evaluation technique. This figure is also shared 

at below: 

 

 
 
Figure 01. IMG3141-Conformity Example 

 
One another interesting result is number of high school’s conformity and non-conformity 

examples vary according to academic performance. When we look at conformity numbers to the value of 

“Become a Hardworking Person” leading high school category is science (17 conformity graffiti). On the 

other hand Anatolian High School has 3 examples of conformity graffiti and; Vocational High School has 

also 3 examples of conformity. In this regard academic performance can also affect the content of graffiti. 

Besides it is necessary to see the role of the type of the high school. Because when wee look at numbers 

of conformity and non-conformity to the organizational values; we see just 9 graffiti examples are related 

to the 5 different values. But 30 graffiti examples are related to the one value, which is “Become a 
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Hardworking Person”. Because in science high schools success rates to pass university admission test is 

so high. So conformity to the organizational values, and avoiding from non-conformity is also related 

with characteristics of the organization. In this regard agent (student) and organization interact with each 

other. And this interaction creates its unique experiences within in the minds of agents (students). So 

another assumption example is shared at below:  

 
Assumption3: Organization characteristics affect the content of the graffiti.  

    
5. Conclusion 

As mentioned before, this is an exploratory research. And this paper is also first step to discuss 

graffiti within a specific organizational context. So by means of these findings it is possible to answer as 

“yes”, to the research question of this paper (whether graffiti be an example of conformity or non-

conformity towards educational values of schools?). In this regard this paper also offers 3 assumptions. 

To test these assumptions, further discussions and researches are needed.  

 

6. Limitations 
Conformity and non-conformity examples were determined by author’s analyses. So further 

analyses like sending data to reviewers and to check inter-rater reliability are needed.  
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