


Copyright

by

Trinidad R. Hernandez 

May 2013



TEACHING AND LEARNING IN ARTISTIC COLLABORATION

May 2013

A Dissertation Presented to the

Faculty of the College of Education

University of Houston

In Partial Fulfillment

of the Requirements for the Degree 

Doctor of Education

by

Trinidad R. Hernandez



iv

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

Cheryl Craig 

Sylvia Hernandez

Trinidad Hernandez, Sr.

Lou Amyx

Eugene Chiappetta

June Christensen

Jennie Chung 

Sheng Kuan Chung

Juanita Copley

Karen Farber

Nick Flynn 

John Gaa

Curt Gambetta 

Gay Goodman 

Xiao Han

Amor Hamrouni

Austin Havican 

Jennifer Heck 

Janice Huber

Laveria Hutchison 

James Kastely 

Michaelann Kelley 

Angel Knight

Mimi Lee

Carrie Markello Denise

McDonald Jessica

Moore Darlington

Ndubuike Angela

Lopez Pedrana

Rebecca Perez 

Melissa Pierson 

Nichole Pruitt

Victoria Ramirez 

Maria Ruelas

Robert Shimko 

Lev Shishov

Jenni Sorkin

Rolando Trevino

Denay Valentin 

Molly Vernon

Scott Vernon
Margaret Watson

Cameron White 

Edwin Willems

Black Mountain College Museum + Art Center

Curriculum and Pedagogy Governing Council 

Invisible College for Research on Teaching 

Society for the Performing Arts



TEACHING AND LEARNING IN ARTISTIC COLLABORATION

An Abstract

Of a Dissertation Presented to the

Faculty of the College of Education

University of Houston

In Partial Fulfillment

of the Requirements for the Degree

Doctor of Education

by

Trinidad R. Hernandez



vi

Hernandez, T. R. “Teaching and learning in artistic collaboration.” Unpublished Doctor

of Education Dissertation, University of Houston, May 2013.

The intersections of the arts and education are documented in this inquiry as

interdisciplinary artistic collaboration. Graduate and undergraduate arts students and 

their arts professors from four arts programs teach and learn together in a semester-

long interdisciplinary collaborative arts course at a large, diverse city university in the 

Southwestern United States. To demonstrate the broadening of and burrowing into

stories of artistic collaboration within the context of contemporary institutions of 

education, the framework of the tidy online corporate-tinged training course on group

work titled “Revving up Your High-Performance Project Team” is appropriated to re-

story the course’s technical stages of collaboration: chaos, conflict, collaboration, and 

collection. Complexities and considerations of interdisciplinary artistic collaboration are 

unveiled to preface stories of the collaborative inquiries that spring 2008 course

participants have engaged in.

To illustrate the ever-present complexities of the focus of this study, the  

initial chapter “Stage One: Chaos” sifts through the maelstrom of literature on

multifarious notions of collaboration as they pertain to education and the arts. Written 

works by significant philosophers, theorists, and practitioners such as John Dewey

mix with historical accounts of interdisciplinary arts/education institutions like Black

Mountain College becoming layers of collaborative, artistic, and interdisciplinary
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perspectives. Diverse approaches to collaborative learning and art-making are used to

illustrate the interdisciplinary nature of the artistic collaboration in education

chronicled in this research project. Within a messy back story of theory and practice, 

the chapter also provides a detailed description of the research participants and 

context of this inquiry into teacher and student collaborations and begins to flesh out

the problems and possibilities embedded in concepts relevant to this examination of 

artistic collaboration in education: hierarchy, structure, tension, chaos.

As they produce swirling stories of collaboration through their conjoined 

experiences of “unstructured” artistic work together, teachers and students of this 

innovational and practical collaborative arts course come to know collaboration and 

their roles within new contexts of the arts and education. The collaborative nature of 

the research focus and research methodology allow stories to be constructed with

research participants about teacher practice, student experience, and processes and 

products of artistic practice to illustrate the unique space artistic collaborations 

provide in education as well as the complexities underlying collaboration in general.

Besides undergirding the theoretical framework of this study with student stories of 

this collaborative arts course in the chapter “Stage Two: Conflict”, the narrative 

inquirer uses emerging images such as the “helix” and characters like the “not-good 

collaborator” to highlight the conflict of fluid, interdisciplinary approaches to

education and the arts today.

“Stage Three: Collaboration” chronicles the story of one collaborative group
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working through the spring 2008 cycle of the course in collaborative arts. One

particular student’s experience within the group comes into focus to highlight the

chaos and conflict that surfaces in the group’s work and the tools that the student

utilizes to structure her experience and manage the ramifications of the diversity of 

perspectives within her group. The dissertation ends with “Stage Four: Collection,” 

where recommendations for managing highly fluid collaborative practices in an artistic 

mode carried out in educational settings are laid out. The final chapter also showcases 

metaphors and multiple threads of inquiry (Living Form, Embodied Knowledge,

Narrative Authority, Interdisciplinarity, Best-Loved Self, and Counter- stories) that

can be carried forward into future inquiries pertaining to collaboration in education.
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Introduction

Writings on work in collaboration have regularly presented this type of working

together as a process that requires no description. I attended a paper presentation at 

a regional educational research conference about collaboration utilized in public 

education. Yet other than in the title of the paper, the oral and electronic 

presentations of a “Collaboration of the Minds” (Banda, Flowers, & Santos, 2008)

made no mention of collaboration. The presentation hauled out a list of best practices

for working with diverse students (sic) in public schooling. As a diverse student

myself—and one interested in diverse student populations, I was very excited by the

paper’s focus on minority students and the researchers’ consideration of their 

student perspectives and ways of interacting. Yet, at the same time, I had a strong

feeling that something was lost. Maybe it left me a bit puzzled because of my recent

work in collaboration or my research on teacher and student understandings of and 

through collaboration. At the end of those incredibly meaningful and educative

experiences, I still had not come to an understanding of collaboration as complete as

these conference presenters, and wondered if they used collaboration as an 

unproblematic term in a rhetoric of conclusions (Schwab, 1962, p. 25). Their series of 

best practices seemed easy enough to me. Should I carry out these practices, as a

checklist for how I work with others? Maybe collaboration could be easy and efficient 

and nothing would be lost in the process.

In the midst of my doctoral studies and a semester-long inquiry into artistic
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collaboration in education presented as the subject of this dissertation, another

significant glimpse into a viewpoint on collaboration was a required course I took as

part of on-going military training in the U.S. Navy Reserve. Like most learning 

experiences I had in the military, this one was quite eye-opening and unexpected. This

particular online course, provided as a supplement to a 4-day in-person course on

work center supervision, was titled “Revving up Your High-performance Project

Team.” I took this particular online course on a computer in the Art and Architecture

Library of the university at which I study. Indeed, the title of the course seemed quite 

artistic to me. It reminded me of the people I had met since being in the Navy; I saw 

them as quite cheeky in their social interactions and yet absolutely grounded in their 

very determined responsibilities and goals. The course title was probably meant to be 

catchy, a small attempt at engaging military personnel who now trudge through military 

coursework that is becoming more and more virtual and disconnected from practical

experience. Plus, coming from a background in the performing arts, I also recognized

the language of performance that has been so effectively and unquestioningly 

appropriated by those in the business industry.

Taking the course in this specialized library amongst many books and ideas as

well as objects of the arts, all of which may be viewed as sacred things, surrounded 

me. They seemed to starkly contrast my experience taking the online course. Revving

up your high-performance project team and everything in this library was quite silent.
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snippets of collaborators’ dialogue, and stock images of people in business attire. The 

course was quite amazing in its efficiency. Vroom. The work of collaborators is

sketched out in four simple stages; first, the collaborative team drives through a stage

of chaos. Once done there, they pull out of the chaos and head straight for an 

inevitable stage of

conflict. That stage is 

tough, yet once they

have navigated those

twists and turns of

conflict, they are able to

finally get to the stage

of collaboration. Of

course, it all seems perfectly sensible. If you cannot make order out of the chaos or if

you are submerged in the conflict, you are not able to collaborate. Collaboration is 

very rewarding, a happy stage, where everyone can be productive. It leads to a

bountiful place, the fourth and final stage: collection. For a job well done, your high-

performance project team may collect its prizes there. Ready. Set. Go.

Like the paper presentation that preceded it, this online course concerned me.

I thought again about my own experiences and deep inquiries into different types of 

artistic collaboration with different types of people. They were so difficult and

complex. They were not simple or efficient. Yet, at the same time, I personally found
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them legitimate, productive, and educative. The conference paper presentation and 

the military online training course were both provided as authoritative sources of 

learning, yet they initially seemed to me to be miseducative. They assumed that 

people and processes could always be clearly defined and handily dealt with. Yet, how 

do people understand and manage collaborations that may be replete with chaos and 

conflict? Must we have chaos and conflict in our rearview mirror in order to get to

collaboration? Is that even possible? Would we be turning our backs to something 

valuable?

This dissertation provides many perspectives on collaboration from teachers

and students engaged in artistic collaborations in educational contexts. Through a

multifarious collection of student and teacher stories, we may find where more 

technical rational notions of collaboration, such as those presented in “Collaborations 

of the Minds” and “Revving up Your High-performance Project Team”, may thrive and 

where they are limited (and limiting). The dissertation re-appropriates the four stages

of “Revving up Your High-performance Project Team” to demonstrate how 

collaborators’ stories of their lived experiences in education problematizes, extends, 

and informs the central ideas of these stages. Stage One: Chaos sifts through the

maelstrom of literature on collaboration in education and the arts so that different

notions of collaboration may be culled. This part also provides a description of the

people and context involved in this inquiry into teacher and student artistic
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interdisciplinary arts course at a large, diverse city university.

Stage Two: Conflict develops a theoretical framework while explaining the

research methodology and tools that provide an appropriate means for examining the 

complexities of collaboration in education. This part also chronicles previous student

and teacher experiences connected with the particular context of collaboration that I 

inquired into, including my own collaborations as a teacher, student, artist, and 

researcher. My personal experiences not only help the reader understand my relation 

to this course and to notions of collaboration; they also provide a richer and deeper 

view of phenomena brought forth in this dissertation as well as my own metaphor for

artistic collaboration as curriculum.

The third and fourth parts of this dissertation bring into focus the spring 2008 

semester rotation of a collaborative, interdisciplinary arts course that I engaged with

as an external researcher. Stage Three: Collaboration presents data that emerged

from my inquiry into this course; particularly the stories about the experiences of

those students and teachers who work together as part of the course. Their stories

will be utilized to provide particular insight into the student and teacher experiences

of one collaborator from the spring 2008 semester, bringing into sharp focus some of 

the tensions that student and teacher collaborators must manage to bring forth their 

artistic vision alongside one another. Stage Four: Collection will be the site of a final 

reflection on the stories that emerge from the collaborators and their implications for
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collaborators of the minds and high-performance project teams who may find value of 

creating together in an artistic mode.

***

Before moving into this dissertation, I must preface the following chapters with

an explanation about the central metaphor: the helix. The helix, which you can find at 

the bottom of each page of this paper, is a line moving along on a plane wrapped 

around a cylinder. Using this metaphor to describe artistic collaboration, I see the

plane as the milieu, or landscape, that assembled collaborators find themselves in, 

whether it is a corporate office, a school or university, the theatre, etc. The cylinder 

is their chosen collaboration, which propels the collaborators in the purpose(s) for

which they were brought together. That line – the long yet singular shape that 

tirelessly goes along the plane and cylinder – is many things in collaboration. When 

viewed from the side, the line continually moves into the foreground and the

background. In art, the line has the potential to be expressive.

The line of a helix represents many things here. The line is the individual

artistic collaborator moving along in her work. The line is a theme, idea, inspiration, or

project that may pop up in collaboration – these lines may stick around or fade away. 

In this narrative inquiry, the line of this helix metaphor refers to the stories that are

brought forth to inform their collaborative work, or to inform others about their 

practical work. Stories also appear to help people formulate their identities as well as
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only to reappear later when they are needed once again. Finally, the theories and 

histories that artists hold dear are also the lines that emerge in collaborations.

Converging in the artistic collaborations in this study are the histories and theories of 

art, education, and interdisciplinary and collaborative practices. Collaboration is a

collection of lines.

Though I go into more detail about this metaphor in Stage Two: Conflict, the

image provides the critical vantage point for reading Chapter One: Chaos because the

histories and theories that converge in collaboration are not communicated in an 

easily digestible format. The reader will be challenged to face a maelstrom of various

short lines of information that moves to the foreground from the literature on art,

education, and interdisciplinary and collaborative practices, just as a new collaborator 

is challenged to navigate through the differing perspectives of the others with whom

they must work. The reader may be able to clearly see some connections between 

the lines of information, while others may find the connections are out of view on 

another side of the helix. More information about my particular research context is

also interspersed to keep us connected to the practical circumstances of the

collaborations studied here. The largely unstructured nature of Stage One: Chaos also

reflects the unstructured nature of the collaborative course that is the focus of this

research. Just like the student and teacher collaborators that are part of this inquiry, 

the reader must make decisions in Stage One: Chaos about what information is
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herself, and whether to continue or to stop.



Stage One Chaos

In the online course “Revving up Your High-performance Project Team”, a

fictional scenario is played out as an introduction to the chaos stage of coming 

together to work in

collaboration. James is

head of a team of 

graphic designers and 

public relations 

specialists that has

been assembled to 

create a new website

for a recently-merged company. Things are not running as smoothly as James had 

hoped.

James shared his frustrations with his supervisor, Lisa, and asked for

advice on getting his new team on track.

James: ...I see a lot of lack-of-trust behaviors among my team

members. I can’t say I blame them, considering the merger. 

Some of them are probably competing to keep their jobs.

Lisa: You may be right. By recognizing the behaviors and why they

occur, you can alleviate some of your team’s concerns. They 

probably have a lot of questions about the project and how
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they’re going to work together.

James: So all these other “agenda” items are going on in their heads,

and I’m just forging ahead trying to get this project done. I 

guess I never thought about what might be going on for them. 

I’ll have to figure out how I can get everyone comfortable 

about working together as a new team.

Lisa: It sounds like you’re on the right track. Just keep in mind that as

the new team is coming together, productivity may not be as

high as you’d like. It takes a little time to create the foundation 

up front, but it’ll really pay off for you and the company if you 

do it right.

James: Thanks. Now that I know about the chaos stage, I can

understand why productivity may be a little slow at first. But I 

can also come up with ways to address it and move my team

forward.

Lisa: No problem. I know your team’s in good hands. I can’t wait to 

see the new Web site.

James and Lisa’s discussion reflects various wonderings and perspectives

that come with an initiation into group work. James’s role as sole team leader of this 

project places him in a very unique and problem-riddled position. To handle the
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in the corporate structure, his supervisor Lisa, to whom he reports and is accountable.

He begins to speak early on about the mistrust that has infested his group. He

tellingly characterizes the mistrust as symptomatic of the larger pressures of 

corporate competition and performance imposed upon the group within this specific

company. In his remarks, James gestures to the forces affecting the group that seem 

to be outside of his control.

Control by the team leader is a big discussion point for James and Lisa. When 

speaking about other group members’ concerns, the team leader understands his role

as the alleviator of these

concerns. For him, the other

group members have no 

agency when it comes to

working out or through those 

concerns. Yet on the other 

hand, he acknowledges his 

and the project’s

inextricable link to the other group members. Their wonderings and concerns take hold 

of the high-performance team leader, who is very interested in continuously

forging straight ahead. Besides affecting the team as a whole, they also have an effect 

on the other team members, demonstrating how problems are not something that are

handled by leaders but also may be created by them.
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As the alleviator of concerns, James’s new goal is to help his group members

find comfort in working together. Lisa reinforces this goal by reassuring James he is on

the right track. Of the chaos stage, we are to understand that when working together

for the first time, various opinions and perspectives come together and must be

navigated by the team leader alone. This course, “Revving up Your High- performance

Project Team,” is part of a larger course on work center supervision in a military 

context; it is geared towards hierarchical models of working together. Yet, what is also

interesting is its subversion of the classic military ideal of unquestioningly carrying out

orders. This training unavoidably rubs up against other boundaries, including those

having to do with the affective domain.

Though I do not feel that James’s story of care necessarily emerges in every

collaboration, what does seem to be prevalent is a focus on the final products of 

collaboration. When Lisa concludes the team is in good hands, she makes sure to

bring his (and our) attention

back to that which is of

primary importance. Though

the murky stage of chaos

may slow the mechanisms of 

production, James as the 

team leader will be the one
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to address the problems and concerns that emerge. Through his process of putting 

out fires and greasing the wheels, the team will be able to carry out its chief mission: 

creating a product that will benefit the company. “I can’t wait to see the Web site.”

Chaos is what you enter as you set forth to rev up your high-performance

project team. As people work together, their ideas and perspectives congregate. What

happens to those ideas and perspectives in collaboration in the scenario above are

quite typical. They may be characterized as good or bad for, helpful or detrimental to, 

the primary tasks of the group. Based on these characterizations, they will be dealt 

with in a certain manner by the team leader(s). This is the most efficient way to get

through the chaos of beginning a project and ultimately performing well. Also, though

the main creative task may be for the group to produce something, when, if ever, does

it become necessary to examine the processes through which people collaborate? Are 

there any benefits in doing so? For the field of education, this raises important 

questions. Should collaboration be taught? If so, how? Also, are there any benefits of

critically examining the processes of collaboration used in the field of education, in 

classrooms, schools, communities, universities?

In the context of this dissertation, collaboration will be understood as

something different from cooperation or social interaction. Social interaction includes
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shared purpose. Collaboration is more than these two terms as it “involves an 

intricate blending of skills, temperaments, effort and sometimes personalities to

realise a shared vision of something new and useful” (Littleton & Miell, 2004, p. 5). 

Connections between the affective and behavioral, in addition to skill, are drawn here; 

this dissertation will examine this blending. Additionally, “shared vision” and 

understandings of the “new” and “useful” will be examined in specific educational and 

artistic contexts, possibly leading to further insight into collaboration in general.

Schneider (2007) points up how collaboration “extends towards a network of 

interconnected approaches and efforts.” The complex interconnectedness that occurs 

in collaboration is what allows Schneider to see collaboration through a slightly

different lens. For instance, he points out the term and act of collaboration have 

“various coexisting layers of meaning.” Along with stories of collaboration as a site of 

sharing and positive creativity are stories of collaboration’s other origins.

Appropriated by the French Vichy regime, members of the French population were 

recruited to “collaborate” with German occupiers. Those who were successfully 

recruited were then ultimately given the pejorative label collaborator by the French

resistance movement. From these origins, we have come to different understandings 

of collaboration, one being a term gesturing to something closer to fruitful and 

productive cooperation. In this archeology of the term, Schneider (2007) begins to 

uncover collaboration’s various coexisting layers of meaning.
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meaning also coalesce around and affect the process of collaboration. This layering 

may be so tightly or messily interwoven that stories about collaboration’s shared 

vision may be very difficult to elaborate, to the point that it may be impossible to find. 

Also, from the different ideas and perspectives that have come together in 

collaboration, it may be very difficult to determine or prioritize what is new and useful. 

These may be vastly different for any collaborator at any time in any space.

Schneider (2006, 2007) attempts a view that produces stories of collaboration that

cogently reflect this phenomenon carried out at this point in the 21st century, stories 

that reflect but also see the promise of the “dark side of the multitude” (2006, p. 572).

Schneider takes an interesting alternate route to the notion of shared vision in

collaboration. Research provides evidence that the work of collaboration takes place

in “rather unpredictable and unexpected ways” (Schneider, 2007), which may provide

a counter-story to efficiently revving up the high-performance project team.

Schneider (2006) zeros in on collaboration’s “brusque and (in principle) ungenerous

mode, where the more individuals follow their own agendas, the more mutually,

sometimes inextricably, dependent they become” (p. 573). He brings attention to the 

complex realities of collaboration that counter stories of common ground. Shared

purpose may be viewed from Schneider’s lens as “co-producers who affect one

another” (2007). He sees this process and view of collaboration as the real sites of 

possibility.
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understanding that James was steering the car. Many times, stories of equality and 

anti-authoritarianism are imposed upon collaboration as a democratic process. In 

collaboration, the presumption of equality may risk becoming a cover story for systems 

or situations in which only one or a few are able to truly have some control or agency

in group work. Schneider (2007) feels collaboration “arises out of pure self interest.”

The potentiality that is created by people and their idiosyncratic self interests coming

together is, for Schneider, “a setting in motion of a chain of unforeseen accesses 

[through a] recognition across the board of those involved in the process.” Schneider 

helps us begin to see more clearly collaboration as the nexus of a number of

individuals, which affect the group in a plethora of ways, helping the group both 

coalesce and break apart in important and meaningful ways.

“While cooperation involves identifiable individuals within and between 

organizations, collaboration expresses a differentiated relationship made up of

heterogeneous elements that are defined as singularities” (Schneider, 2007, my 

emphasis). Gilles Deleuze utilized a number of concepts and disciplines in his 

philosophical writings to “activat[e] all the forces and differences that produce 

philosophical events” (Colebrook, 2002, p. 75). “Singularities” is a term from 

mathematics that Deleuze and Guattari (1972; Deleuze, 1994) appropriated to help 

explain understanding, change and agency at the level of the individual. Just as a

singularity in mathematics is “the point where a function goes to infinity or is
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phenomenon or person as a singularity is a distinct power. “A power or singularity is a 

potential to become in a distinct way” (Colebrook, 2002, p. 75). Singularities can be 

viewed in their contrast to universals, the singular “can only get anywhere by varying, 

branching out, taking new forms” (Deleuze, 1995, p. 157).

Schneider (2007) finds that collaborations are expressed in their relations or 

connections, “defined out of an emergent relation between themselves”, making any

collaboration “extra-ordinary in so far as it produces a discontinuity and makes a

point of unpredictability, however deterministic.” In speaking with Lisa about his low-

performance project team, James acknowledged the rupture that takes place among

people in relation and realizes the effects of his actions on the others in his team.

Regardless of self-interest, those within a collection of singularities are always

connected. “Everyone’s work points to someone else’s” (Schneider, 2007). The 

collaboration may seem more like making and maintaining connections as opposed to 

capturing or storing ideas. Today, people are able to collaborate anonymously through

peer-to-peer networks or across permeable borders like the transporting coyote and 

assisted immigrants (Schneider’s two prime examples of postmodern collaboration); 

collaboration takes on a “precariousness, a systemic instability” that not only forces

us to re-examine universal notions of collaboration and recognize its power in “not 

having explicit points of entry or exit” (Schneider, 2007). The pure potential in 

collaboration as a collection of singularities is revolutionary. Hierarchies have the
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positions are avoided altogether” (Schneider, 2007).

In light of this understanding of collaboration, a purpose of this dissertation is

to examine a particular type and context of collaboration found at the borderlands of 

the arts, education, and research. To this end and before looking at the specific 

collaborations and context, the literature that allows a broader view of the networks

that connect the arts, education, and research to each other will be examined. These

histories may prove beneficial for our understandings of what is uncovered through

this inquiry about collaboration in an artistic mode.

It may be very difficult to look at art practice as anything but collaborative.

McCabe (1984) finds that “virtually every form of artistic activity has collaborative 

components” (p. 13). Furthermore, artists may seem to have an a priori disposition

towards views of collaboration as simultaneously and significantly singular and multiple. 

“With respect to artists, an overriding impulse toward stalwart individualism generally 

precludes such formal collectivism” (p. 13). Early identifiable collaborations during the 

Renaissance included work between artists and assistants, patrons, and each other in 

the form of a single work or program of works. Preceding World War I, we found

Dadaists, Surrealists, and members of the Russian avant-garde at the center of 

collaborative artistic activities. World War II propelled the avant-garde into exile, when 

they brought “participatory activities” (p. 14) to other artists in the United States.
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projects that continue to today. In contemporary (especially city) contexts, 

collaborations have become networks of information sharing among artists as well as

productions of new works inconceivable by the individual artist.

The histories of artistic collaboration further illustrate collaboration’s

complexity and contradictory nature. Bigliazzi and Wood (2006) touch upon the art, 

history, and psychology (as well as the multiple valences) inherent in the term

collaboration. Artistic collaboration does not fully escape the pejorative meanings

behind the term; for instance, many artists whose collaborative work was seen as

“more negative or morally questionable... chose the wrong side” (p. 1). This negative

notion of “assisting the enemy” reveals an example of how artistic collaboration 

overflows its own boundaries and works with larger contexts and ideological fields.

Traditions have been viewed as collaborations; theatre has been storied as a multi-

sensory form of communication. Besides representing non-identity and non-

authorship, multi-author collaborations and their art products can create a

fragmentation of self. As a “delicate balance of double subjectivity” (p. 5), the praxis 

of collaboration has the potential to allow multiple forms of meaning production as

well as to demonize those who fail to “integrate, to ‘collaborate,’ with the dominant

state” (p. 6). This all adds up to the hope and the fear of collaboration’s multifarious

nature.

The fact remains, “artists appear in their art, voluntarily placing themselves
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constructing themselves through brush marks, in signature style, by individual 

preferences, and through repeated motifs – in short, from the intersection of 

subjectivity with medium” (Green, 2001, p. ix). Green (2001) moves us into the 1970s, 

away from the post-war forms of artistic collaboration that continue the narrative of 

the artist as a “single lone artistic originator and creator” (p. ix). Green states that 

this narrative does not adequately represent the usefulness and meaning gained from 

artistic collaboration in contemporary contexts. The implicit self-representation of 

artists inevitably located in their art products is affected by the very process of 

collaboration. Green not only explains examples of highly bureaucratic artist identities

in collaborations of the 1970s, but also the important crisscrossing of identities in 

long-term artistic collaboration amongst family members. He also explains a “third 

hand” that develops between artist couples such as famed performance artist duo

Marina Abramović and Ulay, “a third authorial identity effacing the individual artists 

themselves” (p. x).

T.S. Eliot depended on artistic collaboration. The most salient examples of the

lone artist narrative, the writer is famous for being a worker in isolation. This isolation 

of writing was a necessity as well as a preoccupation for Eliot. He appreciated the

benefits of collaboration with other writers, whom he asked to read and provide 

feedback regarding his work. He found this form of collaboration as a means of 

relocating his attention outside of himself, providing “Eliot with another entity on
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his own struggles” (Badenhausen, 2004, p. 12). Though this was a very important 

process for Eliot, collaboration demonstrated here has implications much broader than

issues surrounding authorship. His early writings gave voice to his fears regarding “an 

increasingly heterogeneous and chaotic culture... attributed to... individualism” (p. 15). 

Eliot eventually began to explore theatre, music and visual art in the hopes of 

“broadening his audience, and searching for ways to tap the potential ability of its 

members to come together under the rubric of common ideas that he would eventually 

connect to a larger socio-religious program” (p. 16).

Writings on artistic collaboration have extended further than the working 

together of different artists to the collaboration of art forms. Hines (1991) provides an 

explanation of collaborative form, which is the “combining of two or more different 

arts forms to make composite artworks” (p. 1). This collaborative form is regularly

associated with the type of artistic synthesis that takes place on the theatrical stage.

The history of collaborative form traces back to the idea that collaborative forms best

represent nature, yet Richard Wagner was the first artist to attempt an explicitly 

collaborative form in the 1850s. Wagner’s Das Gesamtkunstwerk became the

practical amalgamation of his theories of the “total work of art” (p. 2). This precedent 

of bringing together music and poetry was the first in a long line of collaborative forms

that include Kandinsky’s Monumentalkunst, total art, total theatre, multi-media, mixed 

media, and performance art. Hines highlights the tendency to measure collaborative
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instance, Wagner’s total work of art is typically understood and analyzed in terms of 

its music, and not its poetry. Hines’s collaborative form redefines the intrusion of the

primary form by looking at the effect of interactions between different art forms.

Hines (1991) explains “the three levels of relation in the arts” (p. 7). Art is

typically studied one art at a time, as if there is no relation between different art 

forms. Yet, the second, simplest level of relation in the arts is when two arts are

combined. The third, complex level of relation is when two or more art forms are

combined, and “the difficulties increase exponentially” (p. 7). To bring together

multiple art forms in new ways requires keen awareness and mastery of the forms to

overcome the barriers between art forms. Furthermore, audiences unfamiliar with

collaborative art forms may have difficulty interacting with the work; alteration of 

audience expectations are “rarely built into collaborative works” (p. 9). Hines 

concludes that having no basis of a unifying theory in collaborative form (or for any

primary form, for that matter) allows that form to be a space of possibility; for this 

reason, he proposes that we “no longer assign combinations of the arts to the fringes 

of knowledge of the arts” (p. 12).

Returning to collaborations between people, Fernie (2006) provides another

interesting aspect of collaboration by examining collaborations between artists and

architects. Fernie explains how “artists and architects speak different languages and 

think in different ways [yet how] there are many parallels between their practices” (p.



23

p. 14), artists and architects are consistently drawn as distinctly different characters. 

What encourage the successful collaboration of such distinct characters are

conditions of “an atmosphere of trust, respect and intrigue. The ability to deal with

the ignominy of being proved wrong and the desire to engage in situations where 

problems are not necessarily there to be solved, but to be radically reinterpreted, 

laughed at or embraced, also seem to be useful skills to possess in collaborative 

partnerships” (p. 15). The example of collaborations between artists and architects 

become very meaningful in preparation for learning about the particular artistic 

collaborations that are the focus of this dissertation. Art practitioners from different

disciplines can be lumped together or placed in the same categories, while at the 

same time finding themselves on different epistemological and ideological planes. For

this inquiry, this idea not only has implications for interdisciplinary collaboration among 

arts students, but also among students who see their identity as an artist as between

or even separate from any given arts discipline(s).
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The artistic collaborations that this dissertation is concerned with are

collaborations that take place at the postsecondary level among arts students from 

different arts disciplines. Arguably the most famous educational institution that 

promoted regular collaboration among different art forms and artists in a

postsecondary context was Black Mountain College, which will serve as an example of 

the possible connections between collaboration, the arts, and education. I should note

that this college, including its history and ideals as she understands them, serves as a

major inspiration for a spring 2008 graduate student collaborator who participated in 

this research project. After a very public fracas over the teaching practices of Classics

professor John Andrews Rice at Rollins College in Winter Park, Florida, Rice and his

sympathizers (faculty and students) decided to leave their educational institution,

which raised challenges to tenure and academic freedom. In 1933, the group of four

Rollins College faculty members created Black Mountain College in a “ready-made

campus... located in the YMCA Blue Ridge Assembly buildings near Asheville, North 

Carolina” (Harris, 2005, p. 9). Improvisation and risk-taking were at the heart of this

college which held the arts central to its life and learning process.

Hugging North Carolina’s Blue Ridge Mountains, the rural campus provided not

only a vibrant social and academic environment, but a valuable proximity to nature

that inspired and infused creativity. Besides the faculty of the liberal arts including for

a time Buckminster Fuller, Black Mountain College invited several artists and thinkers,
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Robert Rauschenberg and Cy Twombly, and each other throughout its history. The

curriculum included junior and senior divisions, with liberal arts examinations between 

the general study junior division and the specialized study of the senior division. Rice 

and Josef Albers, an important figure as art professor at Black Mountain College, 

shared an anti-academic spirit and felt “‘academicians’ should not dominate the 

college” (Harris, 1987, p. 15). Rice understood that “theoretical habit” should not be 

“divorced from other forms of knowledge and experience” (Katz, 2002, p. 18).

Significant to the ideals of the college, “it was thought that through the practice of 

the arts that students would learn discipline, initiative and responsibility as well as an 

imaginative, creative approach to problem solving whether he or she became an artist, 

a banker, a professor or a farmer” (Harris, 2005, p. 11). The college promoted learning

through experience, doing.

The progressive spirit of the college and the modern ideas brought by its 

subsequent faculty and guests pioneered a vital idealism that built something very

new through experience and collaboration. The curriculum was more focused on

method that needed to be experienced by students and faculty alike; specific content

was not the central focus. For training of the imagination and the whole person, “the 

value of a great teacher was not in spurring work that looked like the teacher’s but in 

fuelling a sense of purpose” (Collier & Harrison, 2005, p. 6). Through its egalitarian 

practices, the all-encompassing artistic mode of learning and living can be viewed as
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between the various artists and students at Black Mountain; everyone had a role in all 

parts of the maintenance of the college throughout the day every day, becoming a

forum for developing interwoven curricula of life.

Yet, throughout its 24 year history, Black Mountain College was regularly in

tension. The changing cadre of faculty and student personalities created a new tone

and character to the college each year. Black Mountain’s identity and legacy as a

college were always in question. When “emotion” seemed to overthrow or overwhelm 

the “intelligence” (p. 13) that he felt should be central at the college, John Rice 

resigned his faculty position at the request of the other faculty members. Change was 

easy to produce at Black Mountain because it became willing to sacrifice longevity for

vitality, which eventually led to the college’s closure. Though the narratives of this 

college’s movement from experiment to utopia could be countered with several 

stories of deterioration; “its greatest achievement was the vitality of the learning 

experience” (p. 20) through its embrace of the “interactive and unpredictable 

[through] idealistic, fragile, modest adventure in American education” (p. 21). Harris 

explains “it was more organism than institution, changing, volatile, evolving, intense” 

(p. 21).

It makes sense that John Dewey was influential in shaping the mission of

Black Mountain College; his ideas and writings on the arts and education came alive in
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highlights the type of intense educative experiences that can come out of artistic 

outlooks and practices. In what is viewed as his theory of aesthetics, Dewey (1934)

found aesthetics to be a valuable tool for meaning-making. As the commonplace of a

person’s past, present, and future experiences, an individual’s aesthetics also 

provides a unique lens into her/his perspectives, understandings, and trajectories. In 

clarifying the difference “between the art product (statue, painting or whatever), and 

the work of art [Dewey finds] the first is physical and potential; the latter is active and

experienced” (p. 168). The intense vitality of the life and learning at the Black

Mountain College can be seen as promoting aesthetic experiences, which come out of 

the work of art integrated into all aspects of social life there.

Aesthetic experiences are those experiences that extend everyday life into

places where a “creature is alive and possesses his living through enjoyment” (p. 27). 

These extraordinary actions are special because they contrast so-called ordinary 

experience. For this reason, aesthetic experiences may regularly be seen as or feel 

chaotic. With identities always in question and change constant, Black Mountain

College is an excellent example of the chaos that can accompany aesthetic 

experiences, as utilized in an academic context. From his view of aesthetics, Dewey

(1934) sees an order that evolves naturally from aesthetic experience. In the work of 

art, the artist has a tool, emotion, which provides the structure for that work.

Because this emotion is individual and emergent in the work of art, the vocabulary to
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What helps one engaging in the work of art create order out of the chaos is the sense

of a “harmonious feeling” (p. 13). Just as Black Mountain College was characterized 

as an organism, artists acknowledge the part of their work done on a visceral level and

in a fluid, developmental manner, as criteria and objectives are produced within.

The aesthetic experiences promoted at the college may be educative because they

provided the means by which students practiced the work of art, thus gaining a sense

of purpose that naturally occurs in aesthetic experiences and that will be useful in 

whatever their future endeavors. This sense of purpose is a curricular goal that was at

the heart of the educational institution.

For fear that Dewey’s perspective may be viewed as overly ethereal, abstract,

or theoretical; it should be pointed out that the primacy of practical experience in 

learning is pivotal for Dewey. On education, Dewey is famous for his progressive

notion of learning by doing, which was taken up whole-heartedly by Black Mountain

College. Dewey (1916) points out how one learns through a series of experiments and 

consequences. Through practice with an active hand, experience is trying. In fact, 

Jackson (1998) makes clear that Dewey’s own Chicago school was a laboratory 

school, not a studio. Dewey believed in a uniform curriculum. Yet, the experimental

nature of his school did not culminate in uniform “bookish” content; rather, his 

uniform curriculum was that all students work, play, live, and learn together. For 

everyone with connections to the school, enthusiasm developed because the content
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that entered the milieu. In education, just as in the work of art, the continual interplay

of ideas and their embodiment in action (Dewey, 1900, p. 92) produce a wealth of new

knowledge and experience.

Dewey’s progressive ideas in the field of education are not only extremely

influential, but regularly misinterpreted. With a progressive focus on the child, many

critics believed Dewey rejected the guidance or direction of adults, “as if the idea that

education should be concerned with the present and future meant that acquaintance

with the past has little or no role to play in education” (Dewey, 1938, p. 9). This was 

not the case for Dewey. As a singular teacher in his own university classrooms at

Columbia University and University of Chicago, Dewey has been characterized as one

who rejected his own “pedagogical imperatives,” with little physical evidence of an

engagement with his students. Stories of Dewey’s classroom teaching have him

looking anywhere but at his students, while presenting his thoughts on educational

philosophy in a type of “dull and boring” (Jackson, 1998, p 188) soliloquy spoken aloud

for whatever audience happened to be in the room. At the same time, counter-stories

of Dewey’s pedagogical practices portray Dewey’s thought-process performance as 

a demonstration of his own learning by doing.

A significant portion of his students did come to appreciate the

importance of what their teacher was up to in the classroom.

They came to be fascinated as much by his methodical way of

working as by the content of his thoughts. Dewey, they came to
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realize, was doing more than teaching philosophy as a body of 

knowledge. He was showing them what it was like to do

philosophy, what it meant to be a philosopher. (Jackson, 1998, 

pp. 188-189, author’s emphasis)

What is demonstrated in this story of Dewey’s pedagogical practice is not only an

interesting type of aesthetic experience that can emerge in an educational context; 

we also see a type of collaboration in education that may transcend set hierarchies 

and definitive forces or relationships between students and teachers. Far from the

stories of the teacher as bystander or entertainer are stories of the teacher as

community member, whose singular trajectory always already has the ability to affect

the learning environment in any number of ways.

Looking at Dewey’s idealism, especially in his earlier writings on democracy

and education, an important type of collaboration is proposed. The religious (explained 

by Dewey in naturalistic terms, not transcendent terms) and the aesthetic domains

come together to form his ideal, which he writes society should strive to approximate. 

Yet, stories of Dewey’s naïve optimism regarding this ideal are unfounded. He writes

that an “experimental outlook of modern science” has a part to play in a “spiral 

return” (Haskins, 1999, p. 118) to a primordial state that man has wandered from.

Though he conjures both scientific and religious metaphors, Dewey (1916) believed 

that in democracy the scientific, religious, and poetic tempers have the greatest
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provided connections to all in community and relied on the innate good in all to lead 

and ensure its future. With this form of meliorism, Dewey presents a type of 

collaboration that is a pragmatic “offering” (Haskins, 1999, p. 117) that serves not to

solve man’s problems but to present them more fully. For Dewey, saying that 

democracy, “a ‘problematic situation’ comprised equally of conflicting ideas and of 

conflicting habits of individual and collective action,” will solve man’s problems would 

be a “utopian fantasy” (pp. 117-118). His democracy more closely represents “an 

institutionally embodied method of inquiry” (p. 118).

Haskins (1999) helps us bridge Dewey’s later writings on art and experience to 

his earlier writing on the pragmatic approach to democracy. To develop an ethos of

potential, new ways of viewing the world that not only help us view society from one

perspective, but inquiry into several others are necessary. Dewey (1916) wrote that 

“democracy is more than government; it is primarily a mode of associated living, of 

conjoint communicated experience... the widening of shared concerns, and the liberation 

of a greater diversity of personal capacities” (p. 87). Black Mountain College, for

example, viewed its academic curriculum as part and parcel of the curriculum of life –

the experience of each faculty member and student.

In his writings on Dewey, Shusterman (1999) explains, “Experience...remains

the vital heart of philosophy” (p. 214). In this quote, he expresses the essential

connection between the practical and the theoretical. To continue the trajectory
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on the same connection. Jackson (1998) looked to Dewey’s work to articulate

lessons that art is able to teach us. Jackson proposes that, if Dewey had applied his 

later understanding of what art has to teach to his earlier endeavors in schooling, he 

would have carried out those endeavors differently.

The difference would lie in the details of how things were done. 

There would have been an increased emphasis on the qualitative 

immediacy of experience, on its unity and wholeness, on its 

emotional underpinnings, on the temporal unfolding of events, on

expressive meaning (as contrasted with meaning of a more 

instrumental sort), on the way perception gradually develops, on

the style and manner of undertaking a task, on the care with

which things are done. (Jackson, 1998, p. 181)

Jackson himself understood the primacy of experience in schooling; as an educational

researcher, he famously promulgated that researchers should conduct their research

within schools to understand the lived experience that takes place in those schools –

the lived experience that cannot be seen from ivory towers.

Eisner (2004) made more explicit the lessons of art and what the practice of

education in general can learn from them. In his article, practice rooted in the arts, as

opposed to practice solely rooted in the scientific or the religious, is understood as a
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constraining “technically rationalized industrial culture” (p. 3). What educational 

practice has to gain from aesthetic perspectives are: distinctive forms of thinking, a

flexible purposing that does not prioritize ends over means, stronger links between form

and content as well as thinking and the materials used, and fuller understandings not

limited by language. “Education is a process of learning how to become the architect of

our own education. It is a process that does not terminate until we do” (p. 9).

Joseph Schwab utilizes an artistic vision to Curriculum Studies, which 

Blumenfeld-Jones (2008) believes just might be the Philosophy of Education for our

times. In “The Practical” papers, Schwab (1971) grounds his understanding of 

curriculum in the work of teachers. This practical work done in a liminal space between

theory and practice “consists of richly endowed and variable particulars from which

theory abstracts or idealizes in uniformities” (p. 496). Theories or set objectives may

enable us to become blind to the rich “particularities of the practical,” causing a type

of tunnel vision on curriculum studies that does not allow us “to take note that each

[particularity] is there and to honor it as possibly relevant to our concerns” (p. 496).

The efficient, technically rational forms of inquiry into education smooth down or cover 

over the rich texture of experience in education.

Schwab (1971) calls for inquiry that takes advantage of arts of eclectic. 

Coming to understand curriculum through the eclectic arts, we must construct
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the course of their application to practical problems” plus be up-front about “what a 

given principle of enquiry does to its subjects, what emphases it induces, what 

perspective it takes, what it leaves clouded, obscure, or ignored” (p. 503). To avoid 

the type of tunnel vision mentioned above and recognize the challenge of theoretical 

pluralism, Schwab promotes a polyfocal conspectus of curricular matters. His

polyfocal conspectus is a frame of mind from which matters are not just judged “as 

sound or unsound conceptions of the field” (p. 537). Rather, this frame of mind relies 

on understanding the various perspectives that can deliberate on and affect any

single matter, which may be “more or less appropriate in the education of young 

people of differing competences, needs, and circumstances” (p. 537). What results is 

the “transformation of a doctrine to a view” (p. 539) where the expectation is not

“one outcome or set of outcomes but any one of several, a plurality” (p. 540). This 

shift in view, to an eclectic view, allows us to consider “pluralities of theory, their 

relations to matter they try in their various ways to subsume, their relations to one

another” (p. 540).

An eclectic perspective is a major pillar of the analysis completed here on the

theoretical and practical experience of artistic collaboration in education. From this 

perspective, we are not only able to consider the multifarious experiences, ideologies, 

and actions that converge upon this phenomenon; we are also allowed to view the

process of the phenomenon and the research done on it, rather than placing value
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not by itself but as an integration of the parts” (p. 57). The ends are not aesthetic 

experiences alone, but only when examined as part of a process, the means. When a

polyfocal conspectus facilitates a constant, transformative process of understanding, 

the possible ends are always already changing, never on firm ground or exactly the 

same for any two people. As we move towards an understanding of the phenomenon 

that serves as the focus of this study, an eclectic perspective may be the most

appropriate for more fully understanding collaborations that bring various institutions, 

people, and disciplines together for educational purposes.

In locating this polyfocal consceptus in the practice of teachers, many

educational theorists and practitioners have cultivated an image of teachers as

curriculum makers (Clandinin & Connelly, 1992; Craig & Ross, 2008). In this image, 

teachers are characterized as active participants in curriculum development as well  as 

the field of education in general, providing an important narrative to counter stories of

teachers as merely the conduits for curricula created by others. Teachers’ curricula 

become products of their individual lived experience and understandings of teaching

and learning. Within this image, written curriculum is problematic. May (1995) explains

how teachers are always in development, therefore making their curriculum 

development “a professional activity fraught with contradictions and critical choices” 

(p. 59). This fluid process helps May (1995) story “curriculum development as 

deliberation” (p. 58) always affected by teachers’ “serious reconsideration of aims



uncover this possibility and bring education’s true potential to the fore. In an

36

[their] care” (p. 59). As deliberation, curriculum development depends on social 

relations and values proffered, which we may come to understand as a form of 

collaboration itself.

Though the image Craig and Ross (2008) articulate describes teachers in

general, May (1995) writes specifically about art teachers. Both of these pieces share 

an understanding of the importance of the contextual frames that always affect 

teachers in the development of curriculum, especially in relation to Schwab’s (1969) 

four commonplaces of curriculum. Student, teacher, subject matter, and milieu are the

four commonplaces that come together in any given curriculum and affect that 

curriculum as well as the practices connected to it. Looking at art education in 

particular, Erickson (2004) goes further by elaborating “what influences teacher

interaction with the art curriculum” (p. 475). These influences include art education

traditions, preservice experience, beliefs and practices of inservice teachers, practical 

realities, organizations and institutions, and curriculum development and 

implementation. Considering the commonplaces of and influences on curriculum, it  

may become clearer how procedural or formulaic forms of curriculum may not hold up 

well when confronted with the realities of teaching (Hargreaves, 1995).

As “a model for transformative practice within cultural practices” (Voinea,

2007), education is a great space of possibility even when affected by influences and 

limitations of the context. New educational models and perspectives may help
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interview, Irit Rogoff, Professor of Visual Cultures at Goldsmiths University of London, 

promulgates this potential that he and his colleagues hope to produce in various

educational contexts. He stories his work in and perspective on education as:

[A] form of consciousness raising about the very possibilities of how

[education] could be more than it is perceived to be - more of a stage for

social interaction and transformation, [rather] than induction into prescribed 

knowledges and disciplines and professions – then we understand that the 

main impact will not be within mainstream education profession but rather in 

raising an awareness of other practices to their educational potential. (Voinea, 

2007)

For Rogoff, the border between mainstream education profession and other practices

that may be educative seems to be clearly defined. The phenomenon studied in this 

dissertation traverses both mainstream education and other practices, such as

artistic collaborations, making Rogoff’s border much blurrier. Yet, because the

phenomenon lives at this border, it is necessary to look at notions of art education

and collaboration as well as their intersections.

In his telling of the history of 20th century art education, White (2004)

chronicles a long, complex history of intermingling – intermingling of “relationships 

among images, words, social institutions, and folk and progressive practices and
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education, which has affected its significance in the world. Its significance extended 

over the last century as art education became a source of healing and human 

development and responded to shifting structures within the broader field of 

education. The expansion of art education nationally and internationally resulted from 

growing philanthropic initiatives, increasing cultural capital of art works and practices, 

the influence of mass media and technology, and the influx of American immigrants.

Although art education in the United States became a product of the rapid

cultural shifts of the past century, it subsequently felt the pressure to change as a

result of such shifts. For instance, in the constant intermingling of relationships

affecting it, art education had to respond to the renewed standardizing impulse of an 

education system. This impulse to improve the education of math and science in the 

second half of the 20th century was itself a response to the demonstrated 

technological advances of other countries. To gain traction in educational systems

that dedicated a great amount of attention to math and science education, art 

education changed its own vision of its own practices. Many practitioners and 

researchers in art education attempted to build consensus and community by

developing professional organizations and a clear research agenda. Additionally, 

disciplinary rigor and structure were promoted as a new technical lens made many

feel they were lacking in art education. Yet, the persistent intermingling of 

relationships would cause continual dissonance between static and fluid conceptions
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To relieve a bit of the dissonance, Efland (2004) outlines four dominant visions

of 20th century art education. These visions include elements and principles of design, 

creative self-expression, art in daily living, and art as a discipline (p. 698). Each 

distinct vision of art education propagates specific nature, value, content, and 

methods of art. Yet, Efland (2004) is not interested in advocating for a particular 

vision. He lets each of these visions stand alongside each other, allowing the reader to

decide for herself which visions “are tenable for the future” (p. 699). For the 

purposes of this research project, it is important to look at the last vision: art as a

discipline. This vision comes out of the need for rigor and structure in art education

and brings attention to the “human meaning questions dealt with in the arts” (p. 698). 

It is also leery of “excessive emphasis on studio activities” and desires to promote 

larger appreciation of growing communities and larger histories of artists and art 

works.

The art as a discipline vision has been codified into a very specific philosophy

and approach, working its way towards becoming a distinct paradigm. Dobbs (2004)

defines this Discipline-based art education (DBAE) as:

[A] comprehensive approach to teaching and learning in the visual arts... 

[DBAE] features systematic and sequential learning experiences in four

distinctive domains of art [art making, criticism, history, and aesthetics] to

help students create, understand, and appreciate art, artists, artistic processes,

and the roles of art in cultures and societies. (p. 701)
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Dobbs (2004) explains how, over the past century, DBAE has accomplished both 

achievements and disappointments. This approach to art education has become  

“more substantive, academically acceptable” (p. 718); yet despite the advancements 

it proffered, DBAE has experienced disappointment by losing the support of its initial 

funders for unexplained reasons. Though this discipline-based approach continues 

through the professional commitment of its practitioners and advocates, “the process 

of change has proved to be more complicated and problematic than anyone imagined” 

(p. 718).

Specific changes that consistently problematize DBAE include postmodern and 

other alternative visions. For instance, issues of diversity and emotion combat and

challenge the primacy of “discipline” in understanding the significance of art 

education and its curricula. Diversity in art education must include a type of social 

awareness where teachers “observe student art as coming from other cultures as

well as their own” (McFee, 1995, p. 190). In this way, claims to the discipline(s) that

should be focused on in education constantly shift. Just as Dewey proffered, 

Freedman (2003) also noted the important shift back to valuing emotion, “a form of 

knowing [that] shapes, even determines, the construction of other aspects of 

knowledge” (p. 12). In this re-emerging story of emotion, we may once again see the

affective domain regain its important connection to the cognitive. Though these 

changes may challenge static approaches, they become important in helping
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postmodern times. In fact, in these times, what we may be observing is not clear  shifts

at all. Efland’s (2004) visions of art education may actually be layered stories of art

education. Hamblen (1995) explains:

[P]racticalities of putting theory into practice and the embeddedness of

change in past assumptions result in there being no complete, pure paradigm

shifts. Which part of the dialectic might predominate in any given instance is

dependent on whether change or continuity is relegated to the details – and

the particular world view lens one uses for analysis. (p. 51)

As layers of stories, art education’s histories are never completely written. New or

old, recurring or long-hidden, stories are dependent upon the writer and the reader to

determine its value at any given moment.

Yet, these shifts may be better understood within a larger narrative of 

transition in arts education. By “engaging students in a search for meaning,” Neperud 

(1995) characterizes arts learning as a constant transitional stage, an alternative to

“universal aesthetic truths” or the endless sea of individual “relativistic social 

revelation” (p. 20). Besides reflecting content and context in arts education, 

understanding this teaching and learning as a transitional stage pays respect to, and  in

fact depends on, recognition of tradition as well as change. Neperud (1995) says this

type of understanding will aid “art teachers to work with students and community in

crafting practices and programs that recognize contemporary realities” (p. 20,
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recognize the social realm of arts education, including the implications of changes in

conceptions of art teaching (Efland, 2004), in students and student work (Anderson,

2005), and in policy and reform (Freedman, 1995).

Perry (2005) highlights critical studies - critical analysis moving towards an

interpretation of the visual world - as an important part of understanding and dealing 

with arts education as a transitional stage for teachers and students as well as others

who affect arts curricula. White (2004) noted the vital role critical studies will play in 

the future of arts education that will continue the “dialog between social 

reconstructionist perspectives based on multi-centered, situated approaches to

learning and conservative perspectives... which embrace definable standards based on

exemplary models” (pp. 72-73). Critical studies facilitate this dialogue by mixing up 

“aesthetic judgments, practical judgments, historical judgments, social judgments,

craft judgments, technical judgments, and still others” (Perry, 2005, pp. 44-45). 

Subjects like arts education that may be viewed as not primarily cognitive are done

justice by critical studies, as it raises awareness of the mind’s movement in cycles of 

decision and indecision. The learner matures in their ability to critically view patterns

and habits as well as training “feeling-states” (Perry, 2005, p. 47), which are likened to

Dewey’s concept of emotion. Critical studies are highlighted here not only because of

its transformative effects on and in arts education, but because its story in arts 

education is similar to collaboration’s story. In arts education, critical studies are not
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of that work such as its impact and meaning. When taken for granted like the role of

critical studies in arts education, the complex workings of collaboration as well as its

importance within the practical work of the arts and education become detrimentally

misunderstood or overlooked.

The value in thoroughly examining and deeply engaging with works of art is 

demonstrated in the practical work of the Lincoln Center Institute, an arts education

institution that utilizes a philosophy of aesthetic education for the general education

of students, teachers, and artists. With a particular interest in its value for 

standardized test scores, Stevenson and Deasy (2005) tell stories of valuable “third 

spaces” emerging in different educational contexts, spaces where teachers, students, 

and community members come together to engage in art-making. Instead of an 

integrative or additive model of arts education, what is pointed up are the 

transformative experiences that arts education can produce (Berk, 1991). Addison 

(2003) also declares the value of the collaborative spaces that converge around the

arts and education. Yet, in his focus on collaborations between teachers, students, 

and art critics who enter an educational community, the scholar points out the

benefits that come out of the tensions of their work together. The tensions he 

highlights result from various understandings of the purposes and practices of arts 

education coming into conflict within the space of collaboration. This idea of tensions

will become an important element of both the perils and promise of collaboration
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The focus of this dissertation is a particular undergraduate and graduate level

course, Collaboration among the Arts (CatA), offered annually at a large city university

in the Southwestern United States. Founded in 1927, the public research university is

located in the center of one of the largest U.S. cities. A student population of over 

35,000 and a large contingent of international students make this university one of the

country’s most diverse major research universities. The student population is almost 

divided in half between male and female students, with slightly more females. Hispanic

(20%), Asian/Pacific Islander (20%), and African-American student (15%) populations

have high percentages among the general student population, while White/Other 

students make up the largest percentage (36%). The diverse academic programs 

(almost 300) are housed in the university’s twelve colleges, including the College of

Education, College of Architecture, and College of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences.

Though the course studied here transcends college boundaries, the majority of 

students enrolled in CatA are from the College of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences.

Conferring almost 2,000 degrees annually, the college educates the university’s

largest number of undergraduate students (7,139), largest number of post-

baccalaureate students (281), and the second-largest number of graduate students

(999). Billed as the intellectual and artistic heart of the university, the college houses
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the School of Art, Creative Writing Program, Taylor School of Music, and School of

Theatre & Dance. Regarding one its youngest initiatives, in 2005 the college introduced 

the Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center, an initiative for cultivating interdisciplinary 

collaboration in the performing, visual, and literary arts in alliance with the arts

programs listed above as well as the MacDonald Gallery, the university’s art museum.

The university’s diverse collection of arts programs and centers is a rather

unique phenomenon in the history of the arts in higher education in the United States. 

In terms of visual arts education, at the turn of the 20th century, only profession-

oriented university art departments, such as Rhode Island School of Design and Pratt 

Institute, had been established. You could also find a studio or art appreciation survey 

course at some liberal arts colleges, but cultural events and movements would delay 

the growth of art departments until later in art education history. The influence of 

Romanticist notions of artists’ status in cultural affairs as well as an emphasis on

liberal arts approaches to art rather than professional approaches (i.e., bridging the

clear divide that existed between liberal and visual arts) spurred academic interest and

institutional support of art programs in American universities. The “concomitant 

expansion of university art departments” (Efland, 1990, p. 225) resulted from the U.S. 

government’s post-WWII introduction of the Montgomery GI Bill, which provided 

educational benefits to returning veterans and prompted a huge influx of college
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departments, which subsequently became the home of teaching artists, art historians, 

art educators, and industrial designers. “Coming from differing specialties and 

representing different professional commitments, these individuals held different views 

of art and teaching; thus departmental friction was commonplace” (p. 225). Friction, or

tensions, is an important issue surrounding the establishment and maintenance of 

disciplines as well as of interdisciplinarity, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Yet, friction was ultimately lessened with the establishment of different specialized 

departments within schools and colleges of art.

The university’s School of Art has found its place within existing stories of 

arts education history. On the program’s website, one can read the program’s story

of “progressive education”: “expanding and contracting” in service of the needs and 

interest of individual students as well as remaining sensitive to the intellectual, 

emotional and physical environments it creates for students’ learning through risk-

taking. This education is accomplished through institutional agility, “an ability to

respond appropriately and meaningfully to change” as well as through a “clear, 

collective sense of the primacy of each student.” This collective sense is 

strengthened as the story of this program highlights its connection to many other

programs. The School of Art offers other university programs, such as “sociology, 

anthropology, biology, computer sciences, or poetry (to name a few)”, to its diverse 

students (“young artists, designers, theorists, critics, and art historians”) to suit their
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and “vast resources” within this “premier research institution.”

Pointing out its “fundamentally dynamic, multidisciplinary environment”, the

program showcases its place in a liberal arts context. Yet, it also makes clear its 

disciplinary sub-categories, which is another nod to the history of art education. Those 

in the academic fields of Painting, Photography/Digital Media, Sculpture and Graphic

Communications are offered the Bachelor of Fine Arts degree, while those studying Art

History or Art (Education) can receive a Bachelor of Arts. The university art

program’s degree delineations (into B.A. and B.F.A. as well as specialization areas) are 

the residue of disciplinary trends and friction in art education over a century in  the 

making. In a National Education Association survey on the fine arts in education, 

Frederick (1901, as cited in Efland, 1990) reported the major types of art classes that 

surfaced at universities: (1) those for the study of “pure” fine arts and (2) those that 

emphasized the practical side of art. Finally, the School of Art also points out its

connection to community and cultural issues through its alliance with university 

institutions like the Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center and the MacDonald Gallery. 

Besides these types of community collaborations, the spring 2008 semester that is the

focus here found art students in the midst of program curriculum changes that 

emphasized student cohorts, collaboration within particular specializations.

The Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center has also formed an alliance with the

university’s Creative Writing Program, a graduate-level program that offers M.F.A.
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Report and Poets & Writers as one of the country’s top Creative Writing programs, 

admission is “extremely competitive.” Undergraduate Creative Writing majors study 

through the English Department at the College of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences. In 

its website and newsletter, the program presents the many accomplishments of its 

individual students. Program focus is individual student competitions, reading series, 

and publications, while the pages of the program’s annual newsletter are mainly 

flooded with accomplishments and updates on individual students and faculty and  

their work. Collaborative Arts is specified as a program element on the website, where 

its connection to CatA is explained. In the 24-page 2008 Creative Writing Program 

newsletter, collaboration, specifically CatA, is highlighted in one-third of one page.

With its 600 music majors and 80 faculty members, Taylor School of Music is 

at “the forefront of music schools today”, according to the school’s website. Its 

“alliances with the city’s esteemed arts organizations” and “public concerts and 

class offerings” gesture to the important community connections that serve the 

school and its students well. Boasting 80% of its graduates remaining in the field of

music, the “success of its graduates” is demonstrated in the school’s “major infusion 

of superbly trained musicians into professional performance organizations, churches,

public and private schools, and studios—indeed, into every aspect of the city's musical 

life.” Also mentioned in the website, the school is housed in a state-of-the-art  facility,

which includes an opera house. Offering bachelor, master, and doctoral
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instruction “in theory, performance, composition, music history, pedagogy, conducting, 

and music education.”

Just as the Creative Writing Program lists Collaborative Arts as one of its

program components, Taylor School of Music does the same. Yet, instead of mentioning

the school’s work with the Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center, the website only 

presents the story of its own long-standing academic programs in collaboration. In its

Keyboard Collaborative Arts focus area, the school “infuses the importance of the art

of musical collaboration throughout the world of keyboard education.” Working to 

change the stories of pianists as “soloists” or “accompanists”, collaborative skills are

integrated into keyboard education to help students become solid solo and collaborative 

artists. The other Collaborative Arts focus area, Chamber Music, does not educate a

soloist or accompanist, but rather works within a story of the “complete musician” to

articulate its goals. Chamber music brings students’ applied music skills and

experience in large ensemble work to learn how to work in collaboration with a small

group of music performers. This Chamber Music curriculum for the education of the

complete musician is directly related “prospective success in a Professional Career in

Music”, according to the area website. Two key components of this program’s

educational practice are explained. First, students engage “in frequent rehearsals, when

honing skills and learning to work together as colleagues is tested and developed.”

Second, groups of collaborating music students benefit from
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collaborations, many times with each other. The program also encourages student 

group performances for various coaches, “learning that there are many differing ways 

to achieve a successful interpretation.” The website’s final description of the 

Chamber Music focus area announces “proving its value in the overall scheme of 

musical training at the Taylor School of Music.” In the story of educating the

“complete musician”, this final comment may gesture to other counter-stories that 

exist about the place of collaboration in this context of music education.

The final academic partner in alliance with the Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts 

Center is the university’s School of Theatre & Dance. When one views a production

presented by this performing arts school, it becomes clear that many people have 

worked together to make such presentations happen. Offering Bachelor and Master 

degrees, the school’s academic goal is clearly and succinctly communicated: “We are

committed to preparing students for the job market.” This is accomplished in part

through one-on-one meetings with faculty mentors throughout their program. Another

part in achieving its goal is practical experience that students gain through a

collaboration with the city’s largest theatre company, a Tony Award-winner for Best

Regional Theatre. Utilizing a cohort model, groups of Master of Fine Arts students, 

which include designers, actors, and directors, work “across all tracks of study work 

through the progression of classes.” The “launch for a career” provided by working 

with an esteemed theatre company will manifest in five notable attributes of
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collaborators, new materials, new techniques across a variety of environments.” The 

collaboration with a professional theatre company is mainly provided for

Master of Fine Arts students. Yet, the two Masters of Art programs are geared 

towards “Theatre Educators” and “Scholars”, the latter being “students with a strong

interest in the scholarly and academic aspects of theatre.” Though they may work

together through some coursework, the separate programs demonstrate a distinction

or line that has been drawn between the “artists” and the “scholars”, some of latter 

having been denied admission into the M.F.A. program. CatA is only offered in the

spring semesters, so students from the Summer Masters of Art  program for theatre 

educators cannot participate. Yet, students across all degree programs in this school

observe and benefit from, if not work in, collaboration because everything is grounded

in the work of the theatre:

Our approach to training is focused on the goal of WORK. Working in theatre is 

a collaborative process, so we emphasize ensemble building and 

communication. The Professional Theatre Training Program hones the skills 

needed to get work, work effectively, and build your professional network. We 

provide ample opportunity to collaborate with your fellow MFA and MA 

students, members of the [professional] theatre company, and visiting artists.

As for the Dance Division of the school, which offers a Theatre Bachelor  

degree to its Dance majors, the dance curriculum emphasizes three main Components:
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and intellectual components could be telling, the third Human Interaction Component is

directly related to our focus here: collaboration. This Component helps students “to

balance individual thinking with collective collaboration, and develop individuals  who

are able to effectively work with others to realize their potential in dance and in life.”

This statement shows an extension of the dance curriculum into a larger story of

curriculum of life. This component of the curriculum is accomplished through

collaborative dance performances. Each year, the School of Theatre & Dance provides

a full program of theatre and dance productions in performance spaces on the campus 

of the university, providing the “work” that both undergraduate and graduate students 

execute.

Because these

arts programs are part 

of a much larger college, 

nothing essentially 

unifies the arts or the

arts programs (or

member units) at the university. Prior to having the Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts 

Center, “things were really fragmented, there wasn’t very much collaboration at all

among these [member] units”, according to the center’s director Rebecca Siegel 

(personal interview, July 5, 2008). As a result of a financial gift from the Woobridge

family to all of the arts at the university, the center became the university’s nexus of
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collaborative arts. In its inaugural academic year (2004-2005), the center began

offering what the center calls projects - public events, residencies, and courses. 

According the center website, these projects “fuse artistic disciplines, ignite dialogue, 

and present new ways of experiencing the arts in contemporary life.” According to its 

initial guidelines, the center facilitated this curriculum of life through “collaborative 

projects that involved visiting artists, people from the outside, some of them really 

established, renowned artists” (Siegel, personal interview, July 5, 2008).

Implementing “collaboration as an administrative model” (Dotterer, 2002), 

proposed projects at the center are selected by a Board of Directors based on an 

established set of criteria. The criteria include how collaborative the project is, its 

impact on students, and its ability to raise awareness of the center and provide a

balance among the arts disciplines in the program schedule. Because programming and

visiting artists were key components of the center’s initial guidelines, there was no

mention of traditional forms of curriculum. Yet, as dialogue began among the directors 

of the member units who composed the internal board of the center, discussions 

surrounding curriculum changed. Creating curricular projects became a larger focus for

these board members, who thought “in terms of curriculum and academics” and came

from departments that “didn’t do public programming.” Collaboration among the Arts

(CatA), an academic course, was developed out of talks about how students may be

able to interact with the center’s visiting artists,
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Described by Siegel as the “lowest hanging fruit idea” (personal interview, July 

5, 2008) for a course, CatA became the most accessible means of allowing students

from the university’s arts programs (four of five member units) to work together in the

artistic collaboration and engage with the center’s visiting collaborative artists.

As described on the center website, the course “focuses on the process of creating

art collaboratively, by challenging and exploring disciplinary boundaries. The course

brings together students and faculty from the visual, performing, and literary arts for

creative experimentation and project development.” Each spring semester, arts 

students enrolled in the course are divided into separate collaborative groups, each 

with a mentor instructor, and tasked with creating its own collaborative project. After 

an initial orientation phase (typically two weeks), students work in artistic collaboration

with the other students throughout the entire semester. Resources become available

as the center provides each group with a $1,000 budget and opportunities to work with

the visiting artist in residency at the center. Through a plethora of reference points

and perspectives in the process of project development, students endeavor in “an in-

depth exploration of the range of disciplines practiced by visual artists, performers,

and writers, followed by an exchange of artistic tools, skills, techniques, and

languages.”

The center does not determine the types of collaborative projects that groups

create. Collaborative groups have full freedom and responsibility in determining what
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This openness to enormous possibilities and freedom of choice has led some to call 

CatA an “unstructured” course. Within this unstructured course narrative, people  

may read the course as a site of promising, even unimagined, possibility. Others may

understand this unstructured course through stories of its great potential for producing 

chaos. Yet, the storytellers have responded in various ways to the phenomena of

chaos in collaboration. In her final reflections on significant elements of students 

learning together, Falchikov (2001) provides a list of the structures that make this

collective learning more efficient and effective as well as “prevent organizational

chaos” (p. 280). Johnston (1997) provides one counter story for the chaos of

collaboration in education settings by portraying chaotic episodes or experiences as 

teachable moments, when learners have the opportunity to learn valuable things about 

the focus of their study and collaboration itself.

The educational process and products of artistic collaboration in a particular 

setting in higher education will be addressed in this dissertation. In the midst of a long 

and exciting campaign season for the U.S. Presidential elections and well before the

strong reverberations of a steep financial downturn, spring 2008 serves as an exciting 

semester of inquiry. Those who choose to participate in this inquiry include people 

directly involved in the course Collaboration among the Arts in the university’s spring 

2008 semester. These people include:

• Twenty-two (22) students completing the spring 2008 course to gain 

credits towards completing undergraduate and graduate degrees
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requirements from one of the four member units.

o Eight (8) students affiliated with the School of Theatre & Dance.

Two (2) undergraduate students identify their program as 

Technical Theatre or Theatre Design, while five (5) graduate

students from the School of Theatre & Dance concentrate their 

studies on Directing or Arts Administration. One (1) 

undergraduate Dance major is included in the class roster, and 

no graduate acting students are enrolled.

o Seven (7) Visual Art majors enrolled in the course. In addition to

the two (2) graduate-level art students, undergraduate students

took part in the course, including a variety of specializations 

that include painting (2), photography/digital media (2), and 

sculpture (1).

o Four (4) students from the university’s Creative Writing 

program enrolled in the course, including one (1) graduate

student and three (3) undergraduate students.

o One (1) undergraduate student from the Taylor School of Music 

was enrolled in the course. He is the only student in the

course’s history who has taken the course more than once. He

was part of the course during its spring 2006 semester rotation.

o Two (2) students affiliated themselves with two members units.
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A graduate student is part of the School of Theatre & Dance 

and the Taylor School of Music, while an undergraduate student

is part of the School of Theatre & Dance and the School of Art.

• Four (4) instructors

o Each instructor who took part in the spring 2008 offering of 

Collaboration among the Arts was part of a different member 

unit. The instructor from the Taylor School of Music had taken

part in this course in its first two years, but did not take part in 

the spring 2007 semester. The instructor from the School of Art 

was a part of the course only once before, during the spring 

2007 semester. The representative from the School of Theatre

& Dance was an instructor for the first time in the study year,

while the Creative Writing Program instructor had only 

participated in the course previously as a student, in the spring 

2006 semester during her graduate studies at the same

university.

• Two (2) staff members

o Director of the center had administrated this course since the

spring 2006 semester.

o Program coordinator of the center had administered this course

since the spring 2007 semester.



58

Along with the students, faculty members, and staff members, Collaboration 

among the Arts incorporates other influential figures each semester, including visiting

artists, local experts, and faculty advisors. Each person who directly or indirectly had 

a hand in the learning that took place in this course interacted with each other (as

well as the primary researcher) in varying ways and degrees. Besides understanding 

the swirl of characters, events, and meetings that make up the narratives of this

course chronicled in this dissertation, it is vital to understand the different ways

collaboration may appear in educational settings and issues surrounding them, 

especially in post-secondary education.

Many major thinkers in the field of education emphasized the educational value

of cooperation and working together. Vygotsky (1978) became a prominent figure

because of his social constructivist views on student learning through interaction with

others, theorizing the potential knowledge gained by students working with other more 

knowledgeable peers or mentors. New knowledge is thus acquired through the

interaction with others, but esteemed theorist Jean Piaget (1959/2002) also highlighted

the malleability of acquired knowledge through the cognitive conflict of others’

differing perspectives, which motivate humans to reassess understandings and

cognitively engage in a process of change to resolve inconsistencies. Yet it was

Dewey’s (1940, 1916) revolutionary ideas on fostering communication and group

learning that influenced the work of schools to support students’ interest in their
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social environment.

Research on student cooperation for learning began with a social psychological

focus on groups in classrooms, as chronicled by Gillies and Ashman (2003). Initial 

studies emphasized socionomy and the psychological needs of the whole group as well

as the effects of autocratic and democratic leadership on learning. Yet, in the 1950s,

research on groups began to dissolve as a cultural and intellectual focus on the

individual became more important. Group learning research re-emerged with a

focus on peer-tutoring. Falchikov (2001) writes this work with peers, peer groups, co-

peers, or near peers is still today “the single most powerful influence in  

undergraduate education” (p. 1). As a form of cooperative or collaborative learning, 

tutoring has been examined through its asymmetry. Regarding tutor-tutee interactions 

(Bachmann & Grossen, 2004), high asymmetry refers to the prominence of the tutors in

providing explanations and determining what needs to be explained, a “ process of 

inculcating ready-made forms of knowledge in their peers” (p. 129). Low asymmetry 

can be characterized as more a “‘drawing out’ the competencies that would allow 

[students] to find the solution or the explanation themselves... [bringing] about the

tutee’s participation and collaboration in the construction of the solution” (p. 129).

The benefits of peer learning through low asymmetry may come from a “[slowing]

down [of the] pace of the didactic interaction and [giving] time for reflection and 

discussion” (p. 129).

Yet, student-student and student-teacher interactions in CatA do not usually
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work in dyadic forms typical in tutoring situations. Other research began to focus on

social interdependence (Johnson & Johnson, 2003), with particular emphasis on the

effects of co-operative learning groups on student learning versus the effects of

competitive groups or individual learning. Co-operative groups occur when individuals 

who “strive to achieve the same or complementary goals, are required to achieve the 

goal in equitable amounts, and when they are in close contact with one another” (p. 3). 

Competitive learning groups, on the other hand, are composed of individuals who 

“compete when they are striving to achieve the same goal which is scarce, are not 

required to achieve the goal in equitable amounts, and when they have few close 

contacts with one another” (p. 4). In the 1980s, as these studies began to challenge the

notion that competitive learning groups work better, new research began to sharpen the

lens on “learning together” (Gillies & Ashman, p. 7). This notion of co- operative

learning emphasizes helping each other in a process of working together.

Also in the 1980s, another shift in the field of educational research brought

more attention to the effects of co-operative learning on student achievement. Group

dynamics met an emerging standards-based approach to education as it was

discovered “group rewards and individual accountability may be used to enhance 

academic achievement by creating peer norms and sanctions that encourage children 

to learn” (Gillies & Ashman, p. 7). It was also around this time that research began

distinguishing the various types of co-operative small-group learning. Significant for a
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from learning done through peer tutoring. The former was “diverse and encouraged 

students to gather and evaluate information from different sources, communications

were bilateral and multilateral, and rewards were primarily intrinsic” (Gillies & Ashman,

p. 8). The teaching techniques, as Sharan and Sharan (1976) referred to them, of

group investigation “are complex and involve high-level thinking processes, group

members are accountable to the group for the contributions they make, and discussion 

is encouraged as members collaborate on solving group tasks and  achieving the group 

goal” (Gillies & Ashman, p. 8). This is contrasted starkly to traditional teacher-

centered classroom techniques, a category in which Sharan (1980) placed peer

tutoring.

The shift in focus on student achievement also brought attention to the effects

on learning of structured and unstructured work in cooperative groups, a topic  brought

up many times in research on the “unstructured” CatA. In fact, in their review of the 

literature on students as collaborative learners in higher education, McWhaw,

Schnackenberg, Sclater, and Abrami (2003) explain how the degree of structure

distinguished co-operative learning from collaborative learning, which is the focus of

this dissertation. The former approach to learning in groups is designed with a specific

goal or end-product, with a clear structure imposed by a teacher. The latter is less 

structured – an approach that provides students more power than is provided in

traditional instruction. This separation between co-operative and collaborative
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used in higher education. A few researchers have argued that co-operative is more 

appropriate for elementary educational settings, while students in the secondary and 

post-secondary landscapes already have the necessary social skills and motivation to

work in collaboration. Researchers have also argued that co-operative learning is more

appropriate for gaining foundational knowledge, whereas collaborative learning is better 

suited to learning non-foundational higher order knowledge and should be governed

and evaluated by the group. The counter-stories (Lindemann Nelson, 2001) produced

by other researchers are that structuring collaborative learning at the tertiary 

education is absolutely necessary. “All elements that are included in co- operative

learning with elementary schoolchildren should be included in group work at the

college and university levels” (p. 72). In this story of group learning, Slavin (1993) 

argues that co-operative learning can take place in higher education settings, 

stressing the importance of accountability of individuals in each group.

The conflicting stories about collaborative learning are rooted in several 

differing theoretical perspectives on the phenomenon. Researchers have based their

stories on a wide range of theories, including theories of social interdependence, 

learning, cognitive-development, social loafing, and in Slavin’s case, student 

motivation. The landscape of research on collaborative learning is also muddied in 

terms of its outcomes. Though evidence shows that unstructured groups “can 

organize themselves to work productively by sharing roles and tasks... and by
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2003, p. 75), this is not demonstrated in every collaborative learning group studied. 

With variability in behavior and performance, Oliver and Omari (2001) have 

recommended more structure and faculty guidance in organization and management of 

web-based collaborative groups. Without faculty guidance, a lack of group goal 

interdependence has shown the development of the roles of “slacker” and “leader” 

within collaborative student groups. In their examination of collaborative groups, social 

loafing theorists find that individuals exert less effort when they perceive that effort as

dispensable, while those who feel their work is indispensable are more productive. The 

researchers have found that low productivity in collaborative groups can be   attributed 

to three occurrences:

[1] Student beliefs that there is not value associated with contributing to the

group; either the group product is unrewarded or their own effort are not 

noticed, and therefore not rewarded;

[2] Students’ perceived lack on contingency between performance and 

outcome; the group product is unattainable or their own contributions are seen

as unnecessary or dispensable; and

[3] Individuals do not value the rewards for participating in the group or do not

feel that their contributions to the group are unique. (McWhaw et al. 2003, p.

77)

Ultimately, studies on structured and unstructured groups illustrate a great
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attitudes, motivations, and productivity. McWhaw et al. (2003) have found that one

consistent finding in the research on collaborative learning groups is the

demonstrated “need for training and ongoing monitoring by faculty to make group

learning a productive and motivating experience” (p. 78). Abrami, Chambers, Poulson, 

De Simone, d’Appolonia, and Howden (1995) propose training student groups in co-

operative learning or monitoring them regularly may work best as a progression from 

imposed faculty structures to later stages of less- or un-structured work, when 

groups may be able to function autonomously. Social loafing theory finds that this 

could all ultimately be affected by the presence or absence of rewards, whether

extrinsic or intrinsic, as well as by whether students individually or collectively

assessed on the processes and/or end-products of their work. Yet, peer evaluation 

may also create a buffer to effective collaborative learning.

It is important that faculty structure peer evaluation be a supportive,  

consistent reflection of a group’s functioning rather than a final litmus test of 

collaborative efforts. Instructors can do much to foster positive feedback

structures, such as modeling appropriate ways to offer critique and analysis, 

participating in peer evaluation, and sensing the amount of peer evaluation with

which a particular student group would be comfortable. (McWhaw et al., 2003, p. 

80)

When considering the collaborative student groups of CatA, they present a
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groups is a singular form of sustained creative collaboration. These semester-long 

artistic collaborations differ from co-operative learning for short-term tasks or to

attain pre-determined content knowledge or end-product. An individual group’s 

decisions regarding the artistic processes, end-products, and resources used emerge

at any point in their chosen collaborative work. Being “fundamentally and necessarily 

social” and providing “new and important insights to our understanding of both the 

processes and outcomes of creative activities” (Littleton & Miell, 2004, p. 1), 

collaborative creativity provides a powerful view of learning generated through

collaboration. Even though creative collaboration may be extended to a range of 

domains (Hargrove, 1998) as demonstrated by James and Lisa, there are many 

considerations that need to be made with this collaborative learning strategy in the

arts. As in all collaborations, identity and motivation of individual group members and 

their feelings of trust and sharing are key factors on the success of work in 

collaboration (Moran & John-Steiner, 2004). Pitfalls of working together may include 

“lower performance...anxiety, stress, and control issues...conformity of 

thought...imbalance of the workload...personality clashes...and competition” revolving 

around four core issues: “impatience...ownership...conflict...[and] unfriendliness” 

(Moran & John-Steiner, 2004, pp.19-20). In arts education, teacher-student

relationships (Wirtenan & Littleton, 2004) and assessment of this unique type of work 

(Bryan, 2004) are also important considerations.
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administrative component of collaboration in education and the arts also plays a key

role in its success. There are a plethora of detailed sourcebooks available for

administrators who utilize collaboration for school change (Holcomb, 2001) or research

purposes (Clift et al., 1995), with specific education personnel (Farmer, 2007) or    

other professionals (Quinn, 2003). Handbooks with worksheets for those engaging in a

collaborative journey are also available (Winer, 2002). Davis and Scase (2000)  explain 

how organizing and managing creative work requires added attention beyond the work

required for simply managing, say, information technology and systems.

Experimentation and innovation important for creativity many times run counter to

control and explicit instruction, causing tension between creativity and management.

“The theory and practice of management generally alleges that to participate in work 

organizations it is necessary for individuals to comply with a variety of structural and 

cultural constraints”, such as a primacy of “teamwork” (p. 3). The main obstacle 

creative organizations must overcome is reconciling innovation, cultural aims, and 

uncertainties of the creative process with financial and managerial priorities. This was a 

bulwark in the story of Black Mountain College. For the university arts center of this 

study, Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center’s Rebecca Siegel tells stories of artists as

entrepreneurs (Wozny, 2007). Within that storyline, artists must become ready to

manage such obstacles themselves, if necessary, which in the creative industries is 

possible through processes of collaboration that “increasingly involve otherwise
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2007, p. 5) provide artists the versatility to take up a variety of professional roles. 

Siegel believes the projects of the center demonstrate that “art and artists can teach

us something about creativity and innovation and entrepreneurship” (Wozny, 2007, p. 

12).

Since collaboration is at the core of its mission, the Lauren Barth Woolbridge 

Arts Center must perform a balancing act. The center must become a model  

facilitator of collaboration between several components of the larger university, 

including its students and academic disciplines and all of their multiple perspectives.

Through its chief task of providing arts programming at the university, the center can 

defer stances and practices of artistic collaboration to the visiting artists that present

and work in-residency at the center. Yet, with the development of an academic course,

the center carves out a clear space for itself in the formal education of undergraduate 

and graduate students at its university. Its board and faculty are instructors at the 

university, possibly making this commitment to an academic  program easier. Yet the

interdisciplinary nature of the center’s endeavors creates the potential for friction. 

Collaborations administered across different educational sectors can become difficult

to sustain and particularly sensitive to issues of organizational and social capital

(Ozaki, Amey, & Watson, 2007). Amey and Brown (2004) conclude that the facilitation

or inhibition of interdisciplinary collaboration in academia depends on the degrees to 

which (1) participants, structures, and leaders can be
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of academic work, at times very different from those traditionally found in individual 

disciplines; and (3) a holistically-minded learning leader has emerged to guide and 

protect themselves and other participants through the interdisciplinary dissonance to

build shared vision. The researchers also promote added incentives (and the

elimination of disincentives) for faculty members “thinking out of the box”, as Amey 

and Brown refer to it, with participation in such collaborations.

The center is very explicit about how the interdisciplinary arts are a chief

element of its artistic vision and purpose. As mentioned, the center was created for

various arts disciplines/programs and develops programming that “focus[es] on

cultivating and supporting collaboration among artists of different disciplines –

composers with poets, dancers with photographers, directors with painters, and so on. 

Many of [the center’s] events are ‘total experiences’, in that they reach many 

senses at once” (Wozny, 2007, p. 12). Polin (2007) explains how barrier-breaking is a 

key component of universities that educate arts educators. The work of such

universities can leverage institutional strengths for arts students through “the 

willingness of individuals and institutions to collaborate – often, across departmental or 

professional lines – around a common goal” (p. 11). The center not only facilitates

interdisciplinarity in arts and educational practices; it is interested in breaking  

financial barriers for its audience by making its events free and open to the public



discipline by giving students a greater sense of involvement through post-colonial

69

Possible challenges of interdisciplinary collaboration in higher education are 

plentiful (McCroskey, 2003). Chandramohan (1999) explains how the introduction of 

interdisciplinary courses can become successful when measures are implemented. In 

the study, one U.K. university’s young post-colonial studies program served up an 

optional undergraduate module offered to students as a choice among many others to

fulfill degree requirements. The course, like the field of post-colonial studies, is 

interdisciplinary, drawing upon “different traditional subject areas such as history, 

politics, linguistics and literature” (p. 150). Managing coursework from post-colonial 

studies as well as other departments, post-colonial students’ priorities seemed to lie 

with courses outside this program, which counts less towards their degrees. Besides

the credit system, students seemed to be strongly influenced by “the conventional, 

discipline-oriented, ethos” (p. 151) that pervades higher education programs, even 

arts education (e.g., DBAE). Indeed, interdisciplinarity always already refers to a

disciplinary presence and understanding. Clearly delineated academic disciplines and 

departments seem strong in their “academic rigor and exactness” and “cement 

disciplinary conventions and approaches” (p. 151) through a specialized language as 

well as other means. It is the nature of the subject material that attracts students to

interdisciplinary courses such as CatA and post-colonial studies. Due to this fact, 

Chandramohan (1999) promotes the strengthening of the identity of interdisciplinary 

programs. In his case, the author built his post-colonial studies program as a
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studies forums and raised the program’s prestige through a post-colonial studies 

listserv, the best communication methods at the time Chandramohan wrote this

chapter. Ultimately, he saw these strategies as facilitating a movement towards the

program being a full degree program in its own right.

The Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center is also taking action to build 

Interdisciplinary Arts as a discipline with a strong identity at its university. In spring 

2008, the center was preparing for a fall 2008 roll-out of a formal study program that 

offers an Interdisciplinary Arts Minor and is open to students from undergraduate

departments outside of the university’s arts programs. Many times, new disciplines 

that emerge in higher education are career-focused, as traditional “disciplines” are 

replaced by programs that are theme-based (Chandramohan & Fallows, 2009). Signs of

turf-warfare may appear as student enrollment and faculty funding shift from older to

newer programs, which may lead institutions to identify a new discipline as an 

extension or part of an existing program. From Lattuca’s (2001) frame of realizing 

interdisciplinarity among college and university faculty, the center may be at a

beneficial starting point in the development of its formal course of study. The lines

between the arts are softened as all university arts programs pursue interdisciplinarity

through this center and its projects, which are feeding interdisciplinary interests and 

talents for interdisciplinary outcomes. The center’s past and future students 

investigate interdisciplinarity, which will become an important point in the next section
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as collaborative arts practitioners, which may produce a strong identification with this 

new program’s content. Lattuca (2001) makes clear the fact that these faculty 

members teach and research within any of four different categories of 

interdisciplinarity and have a continuum of experiences, which are strongly influenced 

by context. For this reason, this dissertation will pay close attention to the

interdisciplinary practices carried out by faculty and students in CatA as well as the 

context and experiences that inform those practices.

Finally, Gilles Deleuze does philosophy in a complex, inter-disciplinary manner.

His texts pull from a variety of fields to examine various subjects. As a result, his 

abstract works subvert one “correct” mode of thinking while representing thought as

he envisioned it: “the outcome of a divergent series of events. Thought is the result 

of violent confrontations; it is a response to problems.” Says Colebrook (2002, p. 81): 

Thought emerges from chaos and difference. Also, for Deleuze, difference is

something hardly measurable; the difference that is possible is infinite due to

intensities, an intensity being “an experience, feeling, perception or event” (p. 87).

Certain signs, like art, have the potential to lead us to these intensities in life, which 

are regularly imperceptible to humans. In this sense, art has the potential to connect

humans to essential singularities. For writing about teaching and learning in artistic 

collaboration, Deleuze serves a touchstone for the immanent plane of possibility 

within this dissertation. As students, teachers, and several others converge in
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understandings about the work of artistic collaboration. This process of thinking and 

working, not a chaos stage to overcome but rather a perpetually chaotic state, may

present various private and public learning outcomes, which may result in moments of 

revelation and reservation, institutional critique and compliance, harmony and 

headaches, frustration and fervor, flight and fight.

***

This chapter represents a chaos of lines on any helix of teaching and learning

in artistic collaboration, with chaos helping us see artistic collaborations among

students and instructors in new ways. As we begin to accept certain fundamental 

aspects of collaboration in the contemporary world, we are able to place ourselves in 

positions to manage their complexities. We begin to accept that collaborations must

attend to (1) the affective and behavioral domains as well as skills used for this 

complex work, (2) the multiple layers of meanings that artists, histories, and theories 

bring to their work with others, and (3) the increasingly-hazy story of collaboration as

“shared vision” and the increasingly-prescient story of collaboration’s “ungenerous 

mode,” with an emphasis on self-interest. The singularity of one collaborator – a line 

within a helix – must branch out to get anywhere, according to Deleuze (1995), but

paradoxically constantly affects and/or points to someone else’s work. So, one major

research question is: How can teachers and students manage the paradox of 

collaboration as both a focus on the individual and a focus on the group in an
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Co-evolving, individual artistic collaborators may compete and cooperate

during this dynamic, generative process in constant operation, which makes the arts an

interesting place to search for the flexible means through collaboration. Reducing

collaborators’ individual trajectories to “‘agenda’ items” that need to be appeased in 

order to get everyone “comfortable” with working together smoothes over the more 

complex story of a process of collaboration. The intermingling histories and theories of

art, education, and collaboration provide a plethora of counter-stories to the

hierarchical model of collaboration that is central to the technical-rational foundation 

of “Revving up Your High-Performance Project Team.” Yet art and education has its 

own history of smoothing over complex phenomena such as the singular identities of 

artistic collaborators conflated in the story of a single entity as well as a history of 

setting up stock characters such as the independent artist, the lone artistic 

originator/creator. The field of art education has been affected by neatly-packaged

arts disciplines, yet the artistic collaborations in this research project allow 

examination of the larger spaces of possibility and transformation in education. These

fruitful and chaotic spaces are created by the intermingling helices of interdisciplinarity

– diversity of student populations, arts disciplines, thoughts and perspectives,

and art participants and creators. As Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts                   

Center takes steps to make its collaborative arts curriculum open to all students at 

the school, not just arts students, it is important to consider the various ways
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Another research question becomes: How do teachers and students working in an

artistic mode manage the diversity and the challenge of chaos in the processes of

these particular unstructured collaborations?

The research agrees that training and monitoring by faculty are key factors in

utilizing collaboration in education. Yet, in this study, we are not looking at 

collaboration used to teach another subject – teachers and students here are engaging 

in artistic collaboration with the purpose of learning about artistic collaboration. If we

accept chaos within the realm of curricula of artistic collaboration, Hite (1999) finds

“learning support should not be planned, executed, or evaluated as if it were a stable

force. If it truly reflects learning in a chaotic system, it too will be chaotic... Learning 

support must reflect the nature of the chaotic system that it is designed to support

and must be an integral part of that system” (p. 290). This aligns with the Schwabian 

theoretical foundation of this dissertation, where education keeps its eyes on the

particularities of the practical and activates a plurality of theories and outcomes. The

nature of the most chaotic systems of art and education brings both the art product 

and the work of art - the ends as well as the means – to the forefront of a helix of

collaboration. There are many options for working through this chaos, including a

certain amount of structure in the process of collaboration and/or the creation of its

products. Dewey feels that structure in an artistic mode comes in the form of emotion,

creating a harmonious feeling. Yet, the member units of the Lauren
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highlight the “agility” of its programs and its students. From the literature reviewed 

here at the overlapping points in the helix of artistic collaboration in education, I read 

this “agility” as teachers’ and students’ skill in (1) fuelling a sense of purpose; (2) 

presenting problems more fully; (3) reinterpreting, laughing at, and embracing problems; 

and (4) valuing chaos for its teachable moments. With this agility, we may be able to

become the architects of our own education, as Eisner proposes. It is then that we may

be able to tackle an overarching research question: Can and should collaboration be

taught? If so, how?

In summer 2009, the sole group of undergraduate students who spoke to the

world’s college instructors at the annual Teaching Professor conference decided to

speak about collaboration in education. Of their audience, the students requested no 

more group assignments in university courses – “at least not until you figure out how 

to fairly grade each student’s individual contributions” (Glenn, 2009). One may

understand this story as a parable of a wrong-minded focus on the rewards or end-

products of working together. One may also read in this story a call for students to be 

understood (let alone evaluated) for their individual trajectories, possibly in their own 

terms. Johnston’s (1997) studies on collaboration in education find collaborator 

differences as the foundation for learning. The relational, structural, and developmental 

tensions that emerge from these differences are educative, maybe                      even

aesthetic, experiences that become valuable. To promote value from these
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“maintaining differences in a productive tension” (Johnston, 1997, p. 16).

Tensions have been viewed as important within arts education. For the Lauren

Barth Woolbridge Arts Center, the purpose of its emerging curriculum is the education

of artists in higher education, and within higher education, this focus on artistic 

education comes with very particular implications and expectations (Gaztambide-

Fernandez, 2009). Noted artist-teacher Ben Shahn (1957), an enthusiastic supporter of

Black Mountain College during its existence, was uncertain that the education of artists

could be achieved within a university. One reason he was leery of its effectivenes was 

that he felt arts students may be “spared any conflict... [and] may

be spared even the need to make desperate choices” (p. 10). For Shahn, writing in the

mid-20th century, such choices may only be possible in a practical, real world context. 

It is apparent that in its “creative education” the Center conceives the arts as “one 

community... work[ing] through the aesthetic modality... and... preoccupied with the

patterns of experience... reflected in the diverse symbols of art” (Abbs, 1989, p. 172). 

The tensions that arise from individuals working in chaotic interdisciplinary 

communities within the context of the center and its artistic education are the focus

of Stage Two: Conflict.



Stage Two Conflict

There are many stories surrounding the oft-used term collaboration. People

tell stories of collaboration as beautiful cooperation, a democratic process that brings 

people and their ideas together to engage in work. There are also stories of 

collaboration as a complex

relational dance that 

promotes frustration and

animosity as much as

creativity. Any particular story 

of collaboration may resonate

with the individual. To help tell 

its stories about the process

of collaboration, the online course Revving up Your High-performance Project Team

uses the character of a team leader whose team has jumped overboard and whose

project may soon be lost at sea in very rough waters. The leader whose team is in the

conflict stage of their collaboration is Kaitlin, who has been charged with leading an 

already-existing project team. Despite the previous leader’s assurance to her that

the team is productive, Kaitlin must battle “personality clashes among team members,

individual agendas that sabotage team efforts, and members choosing not to follow 

the leader.” This section will examine new stories of experiences surrounding the

notion of conflict in collaboration and ultimately articulate my method of inquiry into
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teaching and learning in artistic collaboration. 

My Stories of Collaboration

The first personal experiences I recall at the borderlands of the arts and 

education were as a theatre arts student within the public education system in 

Galveston, Texas. Yet, before my first arts classes in the 8th grade, much of my

informal learning came from the extremely engaging media, as delivered by my family’s

television sets. My adolescence was spent in the dichotomous worlds of an active

theatre performer in my secondary schools and passive television watcher at home. In

their own ways, both practices allowed me to enter new worlds and understand new

possibilities. Television, especially reality television then in its infancy, allowed me to 

observe alternative perspectives and orientations that were absent on the island where

I lived. Not only did theatre allow me to embody various characters, a high school fine

arts trip where students performed throughout Europe enabled me    to physically be in 

and explore other worlds. These educative experiences collaborated to help me 

understand the differences that can develop by re-locating oneself.

Upon graduation, it made sense to move. From an extended family that values

the static and upon the completion of my learning in Galveston, I relocated. I enrolled

in study programs on another island (Manhattan) and then Prague, a city that

enchanted me during my high school trip to Europe. In both programs, I continued
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studies in Anthropology. Interestingly, both fields consist of important collaborative 

elements – theatre artists with particular roles working together, while the researcher

and researched in anthropology communicate to create intercultural understanding.

College was followed by a new role as teacher, in Budapest and then Moscow, which 

ushered me into another collaborative field: Education.

Upon returning to the United States, my introduction to postmodern and

critical perspectives compelled change in my relation to the fields I held dear. Post-

colonialists divulged aspects of power and authority in practices of anthropology, 

which affected my understanding of the singular work of many famed anthropologists. 

Working as a public school teacher in Texas, critical theory perspectives enabled me 

to look at my position as a Speech and Theatre Arts teacher from different angles.

My collected stories of education as collaboration were embattled by a context of

cut-throat arts competition, and teacher colleagues in the Fine Arts Department in 

which I taught denigrated themselves by storying their classes as “only an elective 

course.” Working within new theoretical and practical milieus, I stumbled upon

Performance Studies, an off-shoot of theatre and speech studies that provides an 

optic through which one can study culture. Relying heavily on collaboration to bring

together vastly different subjects in complex education contexts, this emergent

interdisciplinary field became the nexus for all of my professional interests. Realizing 

that I had not learned about Performance Studies during my studies in New York,
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how to make broader use of Performance Studies, which chiefly resides in graduate

programs, at various educational levels. The plan was to complete my doctoral 

program with a model or best practice for implementing Performance Studies in K-12 

contexts. I now understand that new disciplines, practices, relationships, experiences

are constantly emerging in educational institutions and that their success relies 

chiefly on collaboration, which makes my study valuable to the field in a broad-based 

way.

My initial encounters with the emerging curriculum at the Lauren Barth 

Woolbridge Arts Center were as a pre-candidacy doctoral student in its university’s 

College of Education. Intrigued by the simple, novel concept of the course, I enrolled in

the spring 2007 rotation of Collaboration among the Arts as part of my graduate 

coursework. As a university graduate student in a non-arts program with a

background in the performing arts, the course offered a chance to closely examine the

points of tension and promise observed during a group’s process of artistic 

collaboration. It was through my own group’s artistic collaboration that I began to

understand how collaborators may be viewed as a collection of singularities, an 

individual-centered enterprise, even as its major cover story is of a space for

democratic, all-encompassing group-think. Different in this section, stories of student

experience in the center’s Collaboration among the Arts course will help 

communicate the section’s theme of conflict in artistic collaboration in education as
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Jeri Wallace Story of Experience

As Jeri Wallace may well find, her life is composed of a series of significant

collaborations. Within the series, Jeri may recognize her work with/for her son’s high 

school theatre troupe, her work assisting the ill and dying others in her life, her

upbringing of the kids in her family and community, and her marriage to an estranged 

husband and business partner. It was another significant collaboration that propelled 

her into a new phase of her life. Three years ago, Jeri serendipitously stumbled upon a 

notice calling for participants in a collaborative workshop for playwrights offered by

the large public university in the city about an hour’s drive from her home. She had 

attended this same university 25-30 years earlier, but withdrew in the early 

semesters there because the big high-school feel of college did not suit her. When 

this notice popped into her life, so many miles and years away from the college life 

she had known, her perspective had changed. The workshop provided each of its

participants the opportunity to develop a play to full production with others, including 

a Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright as mentor. Remembering an unpublished play she 

had written years earlier, Jeri recognized an opportunity to move forward in a new 

direction.

The number of workshop participants was limited, so prospective participants

had to apply to take part. A great deal hung on Jeri’s workshop application. She 

decided that, if she were selected, the selection would be a signal for her to write
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enroll as an undergraduate student at the university; she would take steps to finalize 

her divorce; and she would finally sell the house she shared with her estranged 

husband to begin living on the university campus. She would take these actions

because God or the universe would be telling Jeri with this selection, “You’re good 

enough.” Jeri was selected and these new chapters were written.

Jeri fled the home communities where she had constructed meaning, family, 

and life for so long. When she enrolled in the workshop, Jeri re-entered college

communities, positioning herself to become re-oriented and re-identified. She was a

middle-aged, divorced woman, but in a new landscape of college, she also became 

student and writer. The playwrights’ workshop, a collaboration that ushered Jeri back

into a college context, became a source of insecurity. She began her new journey with

feelings of inadequacy. Other workshop participants were more experienced in the

roles of students, writers, and theatre-makers. Maybe her strictly osmotic relation to

theatre through her experience as a supporter of her son’s theatre troupe would not

suffice in this community? How would she handle the workshop leader’s brusque

manner: equal parts congenial support and blatant intimidation?

The treachery of collaboration viewed as cooperation played a part in her 

discontent that first semester as a born-again undergraduate. A student director

tasked with directing her new play pushed Jeri out of the collaborative process. This

act ran counter to Jeri’s image of the workshop as a cooperative relationship
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hierarchy, her play was taken away from her and she wondered the point of her even 

being present in the process. The product of this theatre work was not hers. Jeri, the

student and writer, was learning that cooperation in the theatre was organized by 

those placed in a higher position and she should be quiet in the wings.

Spring 2007 marks the third year anniversary of Jeri’s (as well as the Lauren 

Barth Woolbridge Arts Center’s) participation in a particular university milieu. In this, 

her final semester before graduation and as a more experienced student and writer, 

she enters into another artistic collaboration. Based on others’ stories about 

collaborative projects from the course’s previous semesters, Jeri enrolls in the same

cycle of CatA that I do. She understands these collaborative projects are experimental 

spaces determined by each group’s members, as opposed to                 

congregations around predetermined themes or topics. At the first class meeting of all 

12 students from four arts programs (plus me from the College of Education), she

spots other Creative Writing majors Dallas and Alice as well as her former Creative 

Writing professor, one of the four faculty members leading the semester course. She

also realizes she may or may not be assigned to work with others she knows, in what 

will become collaborative groups of three students.

A New Collaboration Begins

When the four groups are created by the faculty, Jeri learns she will be working

with some familiar people, Dallas and the Creative Writing professor, Tim. She
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background, but resides in the university’s Curriculum and Instruction department.

Though some familiar faces are present, she and the others in her collaborative group 

are thrust into an emergent community. As students, Jeri, Dallas, and I are given an 

opportunity to study collaboration by constructing a new path together with a group 

none of us chose.

Our collaborative group meets in an artist’s studio built in an old industrial 

warehouse. Once we three students first enter this space, we find evidence of

previous collaborations led by Tim, including the presence of Jane Furlong. A graduate

student that was a part of Tim’s collaborative group a year before, Jane proposes 

joining our collaborative group. We each go through personal introductions and begin

preliminary talks about the project, but some of us become more hesitant than others

to share them. No idea – each a line on our helix of collaboration - becomes set in

stone, yet some ideas we decide to play with, even temporarily. These ideas include a

theme of loneliness, the production of a film(s), working in the community, doing 

creative writing activities, among others. Citing new work commitments, Jane takes a

flight from the collaboration and does not return after that initial meeting.

Our group discussions lead to a decision to extend and expand our project helix

by collaborating with students at Cardenas Elementary School, an urban public

school with a majority Latino population. Besides being a community school, Cardenas

has also been tapped an “academy of technology”; technology and technology
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into the school as a result of my work facilitating collaborations in teacher education, 

between the students, faculty, and staff of Cardenas and the university’s school-

based teacher training program. My interest in the artistic collaboration project is in

examining the value of collaboration as curriculum, especially artistic collaboration that

reaches across student demographics and disciplines as well as the varied         

milieus involved in education. Because of this interest, my perspective on the project 

is colored by my background as a schoolteacher and student of education in addition

to my background as a theatre-maker. I locate Dallas’s stake in the collaborative 

project at Cardenas. He is not only planning on becoming a teacher, but also has long 

been part of a technology-rich context. This young student is enervated by the idea of

creating a film for the project. The other group members are happy to oblige, especially 

Tim, who has been fostering unique projects from each of his collaborative groups 

each year. Furthermore, it seems the center’s financial support of the artist’s studio

space in which we work, unique to our group, is a product of Tim’s groups’ grand

works. No other project for this course has moved into an elementary school space

before.

Jeri’s place in this collaboration is particularly complicated. As mentioned, she 

has been through a lifetime of collaboration, yet this particular community does not

fall in line with her experience of how collaborations work. As we begin planning the

creative activities we will enact in the classroom with 4th-grade students, many of the
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not build off of each other, depending on the time and conditions. Jeri becomes 

increasingly troubled by the way the other group members propose moving forward. 

Jeri becomes agonistic and deterministic about how the group should proceed, as she

proceeds to propose lessons that are not reflexive of the school context but are

based on her long-held notions of art and schooling. Her focus begins to narrow in. 

“The Slap”: Maneuvering through the Chaos of Collaboration

In meetings with her collaborators, Jeri is confronted with several ideas

proposed by her collaborators about how to move forward in the process of school

collaboration. She begins to feel every new day is like starting from scratch as new 

possibilities are constantly being presented by group members. Though she grows

frustrated because every day is a new story, she arrives at each new meeting

presenting a set plan of action. Each plan becomes a static story about the pending 

final presentation on the collaboration, based on all ideas presented in previous 

meetings. Since no parameters were given by the sponsoring organization for these

final presentations, a major task of the collaborative groups is to determine what type 

of product (if any) is going to be presented at the end of the semester-long

collaboration. As others continuously open up to the possibilities for a final 

presentation, Jeri becomes more interested in clearly defining the particulars.

Close to the beginning of our collaboration, the group decides to leave open 

the possibility of focusing the project on student stories. As students and faculty of
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for my collaborators. The word “stories” is eventually featured prominently in the title 

of our collaborative project, and as a narrative inquirer, I too find resonance in the

stories people create. In this case of “collaboration as emergent curriculum”, I am 

interested in the stories of the university students as much as the elementary school

students. Halfway through the semester, I ask Jeri if I can join her in an inquiry into her 

experience in collaboration. She formally accepts this type of inquiry, but her approval

is no surprise to me. The type of artistic collaboration we have been engaged in is

itself an exemplar of narrative inquiry in education, moving into the schools to deeply

understand schooling, community, and collaboration by collecting students’ stories

about the experiences that affect their lives and education.

In learning to relate to a collaborative group that creates a new story every day,

Jeri decides to go with the flow of the other collaborators, while at the same time

narrowing the focus. Each meeting, she begins to bring forward specific plans for the

final presentation based on the most recent stories of others from the meeting just

prior. In this way, Jeri performs cooperation in an attempt to forge a united   

movement to an end product. Yet, stories are not so easy to pin down for her. Jeri 

ultimately sees herself and the entire group suffering from a lack of continuity and 

ultimate goal in our project. Our work should not be mischaracterized as being without

conflicting ideas and instincts; yet to different degrees, Jeri’s collaborators move 

along the process, the work of art, in a very open and receptive manner. As we forge
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me, begin placing more and more value on that process, a component of aesthetic 

experience we undertake with our elementary school collaborators. The final 

presentation of the semester’s collaboration, a product presented to the course

organizers and other participants as well as the public, may not have been the

product focused upon by some collaborators because there were so many other

products that emerged throughout the process. Each of the 40+ students we worked

with created many valuable photographs, written pieces, performances as a result of 

our work together. In the second half of the semester, Jeri announces that she has 

recognized signs of a collection of singularities in our helix of collaboration. In a

discussion during one of our regular group meetings, Jeri points out that I view this 

project with a focus on the process, while she is focused on the culminating

presentation. At this point, she is able to see our set of contrasting trajectories: her

definitive movement towards a final, finite product and my focus on the infinite 

possibilities of the process.

Jeri makes a conscious effort to shift her focus to the process. Yet, traveling

on the trajectory of her singular experience, this shift is not easy, maybe too sudden 

or forced. Dropping loneliness as a finite theme for the project becomes hard, but 

necessary as we allow themes and meanings to emerge through the process of 

beginning work with a new set of collaborators, the elementary school students. When 

Jeri sees herself tugging too hard in a movement away from a process-orientation,
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to which Jeri will take action to embrace the new orientation embraced by other

collaborators. Yet, are these slaps self-punishment for not being involved in group-

think? Or does Jeri see this orientation as a valuable opportunity or experience, an 

example of collaboration as an authentic site of revolutionary potential? Or is 

something else happening? What becomes clear through Jeri’s experience in the 

subsequent inquiry into Cardenas Elementary School, she regularly references certain 

stories about teachers, students, and artists. These stories may be a source of the

tension that Jeri hopes can be resolved with a forceful slap.

Teachers, Students, and Artists: New Roles and Old Stories

In planning, implementing, and reflecting upon creative activities for our

student collaborators, each collaborator takes up a role of teacher. In this role, Jeri 

performs a role of teacher by working with students in the classroom, guiding their 

writing and motivating creativity. She takes to heart the missed opportunities for

students to choose a photograph to respond to, due to time constraints. She sees 

these missed opportunities as moments of unforgivable rupture in the work of 

teaching. Yet another one of her stories of teachers surfaces about our professor, 

Tim. When discussing the horizontal teaching method he utilizes as a co-collaborator, 

there is a clear tension between his story and Jeri’s story of professor as a person

(1) paid to provide a particular service and (2) of higher position than her in a vertical 

hierarchy within academia, not to mention her own artistic field. Critical of one 4th
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models who teach “by example.” At the same time, she is critical of teacher Tim’s 

model of working alongside his students as a collaborator model.

Jeri’s stories of students also provided points of contention. Jeri is very

explicit about her belief that she knows what and how students think, based on her life

experiences. Feeling she is the sole group collaborator with this knowledge of students,

her project suggestions during the planning process are authoritatively buoyed.

Furthermore, when Jeri tells stories of the elementary students we work with, she

communicates students’ feelings about the project and the specific creative 

activities, even though the students do not verbally communicate any of those

feelings to her. Inquiring into these feelings, which she regularly characterizes as

negative, Jeri is asked what the students said to make her believe they harbor these

feelings. When she references observed behaviors instead of verbal communication,

alternative interpretations of these student behaviors are offered by her collaborators. 

Jeri’s stories of artists as primarily presenters of art products are persistent,

but she also tells stories of the role of artists in schools. When expressing

disappointment about our work in collaboration, she notes how we do not live up to

her image of artists visiting a school. About our work in the classroom, she decides

we should have been “five times more stimulating” than Ms. Day, the students’ 

teacher. Also, by choosing to use activities previously created by Tim as the

framework for our group’s activities, she finds we are a close-minded group with the
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speaks of us, artistic collaborators from institutions of higher education, as honored 

guests for whom the rules do not apply because we do not have culpability. Jeri’s 

image of the soon-to-be-degreed artist is of a performer and creator par excellence, 

firmly placing the artists of higher education above everyone in this elementary school 

context.

The stories, many of disappointment and disapproval, take precedence over 

collaborators’ stories of possibility and hope that are observed or imagined. When her

stories of the university collaborators’ failed jobs as teachers, students, and artists

are expressed in their meetings, these stories have a hard time when faced with the

open perspective of the larger group of over 50 collaborators. Mrs. Day and the

Cardenas principals send messages of great satisfaction with the project. Many

parents of the fourth graders working on this project express gratitude for their

children’s experience. Her university collaborators continue in their belief in the 

collaboration process, a means of focusing the project on that which is enduring.

Though Jeri concedes that her experience in collaboration was not completely

negative, there is a noticeable distance. For the entirety of the process, none of the

four core collaborators were absent from group meetings. As regular meetings are 

scheduled, when one member cannot attend, an alternative time that will work for 

everyone was found. On one occasion, Tim arrived 15-30 minutes past the scheduled 

meeting time and I suggested we start the meeting without him to save the remaining
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commitment to the consensus and the importance of a combined presence in the

collaborative process. Tim advocated consensus on all decisions regarding the

collaboration; if one member did not buy into an idea, we would not move forward with

it. Yet, even within our reinforcement of consensus and presence in collaboration, Jeri 

feels marginalized.

A fourth and final creative activity proposed would allow each student to

improvise a performance in front of a photograph they took and have been interacting

with in different ways throughout the collaboration. In previous activities, students

readily created descriptions, drawings, and stories in response to these same

photographs. As a performance student, I become intrigued by the nonverbal texts

that students would be given the chance to create in this final activity. Student

performances would be recorded on digital video, so that each student physically

appears within her/his photographed neighborhood space via a green screen. They are

familiar with this screen, as some of our student collaborators have used it for their

school-wide morning telecasts to all of the school’s classrooms.

Though she has been present at all other activities and is not forced to miss it, 

Jeri does not participate in the green screen activity, which she says she does not

understand and could not contribute to. All collaborators would agree that Jeri has

always given “110% to the project,” which makes this movement away or flight from a

pivotal creative activity more conspicuous. A long list of tasks Jeri has completed in
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has “made up for” missing this activity. Feeling marginalized and yet highly committed 

to the project, Jeri may have felt her only option was to remove herself from the

project, even temporarily, as descent creates friction within a context of consensus.

Yet Jeri’s inextricable connection to our work in collaboration does not allow her to

become invisible. When she notices Jeri is not present that day in the school, Mrs.

Day inquires about Jeri.

“Not a Good Collaborator”: Final Presentations of Collaboration

The final presentation of the collaborative projects completed that semester

takes place on a spring Saturday evening. Ours is billed as an interactive installation, 

where we have elementary student come with teacher and chaperones and take part. 

Their photographs are arranged in a very orderly, precise manner on walls of the

studio, freshly painted a crisp, clean white. The sanitized laboratory feel of the studio 

is almost uninviting, yet we university collaborators are interested in what might

happen if

elementary students

are given agency in 

a context of 

collaboration: gallery 

spaces.
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When the

elementary students arrive 

for the event, they are

invited to design the

display of stories, 

photographs, and 

descriptions they had

previously completed in the classroom. They are also given the option to do a number 

of activities in the studio. Their options include rearranging the photographs they had 

taken as well as photographs of themselves, removing them to create some sort of

response to the photograph, audio-recording old and new stories, and anything else

they could imagine within that space and time.
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The 

manifestation of these

impromptu creative acts

becomes a culmination 

of the experiences and 

products created in the

classroom as well as the

experience of taking

over a creative space for one evening, with an audience available to witness and 

interact. The fourth graders design a new wall with a collage of their new work in art.

They play with space, mainly on a gray stairway near the collage that becomes an 

excellent stage for their performances. With clipboards, their creative work (such as

drawing and writing) is conducted sitting on this stairway. Furthermore, an overhead 

projector and transparencies become the low-tech means of broadcasting their 

messages to all.

Not fulfilled 

with the

process/work of 

the collaboration, 

Jeri again stories



space.
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the culminating event as deficient and shockingly unexpected. Her ideal vision for the

final presentation was to invite students to hang out. In initial discussions about the

presentation, Jeri was interested in converting a room, in which we had previously 

proposed to have an activity and/or show a visual representation of our collaborative 

process, into a TV room. Jeri is certain of the stories of students within the context of

a TV room, where they become passive characters engaging in passive activities.    This 

is the story of students Jeri wants matched in our final presentation. Besides wanting 

to structure the entire event as a typical party, Jeri characterizes one art product, a

short film created with footage from the green screen activity, as a cartoon.

Slapping herself and the presentation back into a focus on process, she

reports the presentation does not allow time for explaining the process. Yet, I find 

plenty of time to talk process with those who come to participate in the event. From

my view, it looks like all collaborators find the time. In this regard, Jeri’s main problem 

is that the work of being too involved with the kids, helping to facilitate their activities, 

is less a priority than the work of explaining the process to the presentation

attendees or “guests”, as she calls them. Yet, in her involvement with students, I 

observe Jeri performing her story of teachers teaching by example. By working with

students in collaboration this that spring evening in an art studio also inhabited by

interested visitors, Jeri’s involvement may well be a model of the process and 

products of collaboration presented for any student or guest within that educative
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Jeri concludes the event is not successful and a deeper level of meaning could 

have been achieved. Yet, I observe examples of deeper levels of meaning accessed in 

the transactions between collaborators and audience many times throughout the

evening. I witness elementary students’ creation of impromptu messages of thanks to

their university collaborators. I speak with the parents who explain the significance of 

this type of project in public schools. I witness guests considering the displayed 

creative works of these elementary students and creating their own varied responses 

through their own discussion, drawing, and writing.

The individuals within our collective group each is left with what holds true to

her/him. On the evening of our final event, I witness the collaborators in their

singularity. Dallas mainly moved to his twenty-something friends in the dark, large 

gallery where one of his art products, the green screen film, plays for much of the

evening. I see Tim talking to everyone about our collaborators’ many creative works, 

products of our work together in art. I find myself spending plenty of time with the

fourth graders, observing their experiences being created from the activities we have 

facilitated for them. For me, the drama of education plays out on the staircase where 

they engagingly chart their own creative courses for the evening. The entire event is 

not only a denouement of our process together, but also a heightened experience, a

moment when completeness and unity are called into play by emotion and create a

springboard for helping us fly into future experiences in art and education – an
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In our final one-on-one meeting about her experience in artistic collaboration, 

Jeri confides to me, “I am not a good collaborator.” The culminating story she tells

about her experience is of this single lesson she says she has learned. The 

collaboration with us may have provided a logical final chapter for storying her life as

a series of seemingly-failed collaborations. As such, the story with Jeri in the role of 

failed collaborator comes to a harmonious conclusion for her, which could explain the

matter-of-fact manner with which she informs me she is not a good collaborator.

Moments before stating her conclusion, in an evaluative meeting attended by all 

collaborative groups, their faculty mentors, and the center staff members, Jeri 

proposed that faculty mentors lay the framework, theme, borderlines for each future

collaboration in this course, so that students will know what they are getting into.

Some faculty and students respond disapprovingly to this suggestion. One faculty

mentor expressed his view that the faculty should not force their creative projects on

students for this course. Other students reiterated that the students’ own 

trajectories should be the design for these collaborations.

Along with the perception of being a failure as a collaborator, Jeri continues the

story by declaring all of her future work in art should be done in isolation. Her

identification as a collaborator is overtaken by her identification as a writer, working in 

a room alone. Yet how does Jeri account for her personal essay I Whould Give Nothing 

for Passion? Through our one-on-one discussions about her experience, I
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collaboration and never presented to the other collaborators. Jeri writes of her

experience in artistic collaboration and produces a clear example of her strong artistic 

vision. At once, the work is a product of an artist’s work in a room alone and work

conducted in many rooms with several artistic collaborators. In the essay, Jeri tells

stories of the university and elementary school students she has worked with over the

semester. Some are paralyzed, others show promise. Reading the work, I am   

surprised and thrilled to find the project’s lost theme of loneliness reemerge. With the 

connections she has made between herself and others, Jeri’s student experience in 

collaboration begins to come into full view. It is this art product, and maybe others like 

it that I am not aware of, that Jeri creates out of this collaborative experience. This 

excerpt focuses on one fourth-grade collaborator:

Margaret is another child who has photographed a place she goes to be

alone. In her story, she visits this place to write in a book about nature: “I was

focusing on what to write, but then I was looking at the trees and saw that one

tree provides shade on one of the houses. I was imagining how the view was

from up there. I felt like I was releast and I had flown.

“Releast and flown.” A fourth-grade author sums up my life for me.

Narrative Inquiry

Jeri Wallace’s experience in artistic collaboration provides a window for 

viewing the work of narrative inquiry. As a form of qualitative research, narrative
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interpretive, material practices utilizing a series of representations. In these inquiries, 

qualitative researchers “make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the

meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 5). Though sharing traits 

and tensions with other forms of qualitative and narrative research, narrative inquiry

has a distinct identity within the landscape of educational research.

Narrative inquiry produces stories through close work with research

participants to shed new light on a phenomenon and to benefit from the wealth of

practical knowledge connected with human engagement within that phenomenon. 

Pioneers in the field of narrative inquiry, F. Michael Connelly and D. Jean Clandinin 

(1990) use narrative inquiry in their research to examine education from sites of the

practical work of education. Their narrative inquiries incorporate “experience and 

time” into research as well as multiple, “collaborative stories” (p. 12) of those

situated where formal education is practiced. Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) make clear

the various “research approaches, strategies, and methods” of narrative inquiry, all of

which “embrace narrative as both the method and phenomena of study” (p. 5).

Understanding stories lived and told by research participants (many times the

narrative inquirers themselves), these researchers use stories connected to

experience as a starting point and constant touchstone for studying phenomena. Also

equipped with a keen sense of the context as well as theoretical literature, narrative 

inquirers essentially reconstruct an experience in relation (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).

With its varied forms of research practice, narrative inquiry becomes at once a
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tight response in an immediate, local time and place as well as a broad focus on

meanings that reflect and benefit our individual and shared lived experiences.

Theoretically, this occurs because the field is grounded in Dewey’s view that the 

realm of human experience is the first and foremost reality we have, producing the 

ontology of experience (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 44). From Dewey’s pragmatic 

perspective, narrative inquirers find that, when researching phenomena, narrative form 

is “not just in retrospective representations of human experience but also in the lived 

immediacy of that experience” (p. 44). This stance allows researchers to value human 

experience as something that is always already under study and important to our

understanding of educational practice.

Stories become the teaching and learning tools in our lived experiences, so a

logical next step is to utilize these stories in our understanding of phenomena in 

education. This is accomplished through narrative inquiry’s attention to three key

commonplaces of practice: temporality, sociality, and place (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007). 

Temporality refers to the unfolding of experience through time. Building from Dewey’s 

notion of continuity, each experience is understood as phenomenon that “takes up 

something from the present moment and carries it into future experiences” (Clandinin

& Rosiek, 2007, p. 69). Describing meaningful temporal movements, narrative inquirers

have the advantage of representing the past, present, and future of experiences

through narrative. From the narrative inquiry into Jeri Wallace’s experience,
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Multicultural education researcher Joann Phillion (2002) chronicles the tensions

created when her own sacred stories of multicultural education become challenged by

the work she carries out in a new multicultural educational environment. Sacred

stories (Crites, 1971) are not a conscious invention, but rather form “the very 

consciousness that projects a certain world horizon” and decide the “intentions by 

which actions are projected into that world” (p. 71). In contexts of education, these 

stories will affect all aspects of education, including feelings of success and failure in 

teaching and learning. For Jeri, sacred stories of teachers, students, and artists were 

developed out of a personal history of experiences. As Jeri’s co-inquirer, temporality

in my own experience also informed the inquiry. My experience in the field of 

education, the practice of narrative inquiry, and an engagement in artistic  

collaboration with Jeri served as the impetuses for Jeri’s inquiry and reading the

stories of our experience together from a narrative perspective.

Jeri’s sacred stories become challenged by lived experience when those 

stories are carried into the new terrain of artistic collaboration. Just like Phillion

(2002), when Jeri lives with real, alternate stories of teachers, students, and artists in a 

new form of artistic practice (interdisciplinary artistic collaboration), she must resolve

the tensions and contradictions that emerge from what she has come to know. 

Dewey’s notion of the transactional nature of experience plays an important role in 

narrative inquiry’s focus on people in relation to their situation. This constant
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inquirers and participants as always moving through meaningful interactions with

people and situations. Jeri’s metaphorical slap is a great representation of the strong

impact these transactions have on us. Her final resolution for the tensions she

encountered within collaboration and inquiry was to story herself as “not a good 

collaborator”, demonstrating the all-too-real implications of the impact of our social 

spheres.

The transactional nature of inquiry is also well—documented in Craig and

Huber’s (2007) notion of relational reverberations, which examines sociality with an 

eye on the implications of the relationship between participant and inquirer in 

educational research. To make the transactional inquiry with Jeri possible, I made an 

effort “to foster a spirit of confidence” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1988, p. 269) with her 

from the outset. I opened myself and my research practice up to her by sharing, 

among other things, my own personal and professional interest and purpose in 

conducting this inquiry. I made clear “the different range of data” (p. 272) about 

collaboration that I was interested in. I also made sure to communicate narrative 

inquiry’s “negotiation of practice” (p. 279) and how a give-and-take relationship 

would occur in the process of this type of inquiry. Though we were already so-called 

artistic collaborators through the course, one very interesting aspect of this form of 

inquiry was how it allowed Jeri and me to engage in another collaborative endeavor, a

social engagement and relationship separate from and yet connected to our work
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enhanced our understandings of artistic collaboration, I found it easy to transcend the

tensions we may have encountered as artistic collaborators through the other social 

and collegial space we created.

Besides temporality and sociality, a third commonplace of narrative inquiry is

attention to place. Phenomena occur in certain places. The Jeri Wallace narrative is 

located in a specific university context that set up specific interactions and 

discourses. Indeed, Jeri’s experience of interdisciplinary artistic collaboration within 

the context of a professional organization or a different university or public school

would have unfolded differently than the experience chronicled here. Yet, just as

important as the commonalities of experience, the singularity of Jeri’s particular 

educational experience at a particular time provides a portal into the nuances that can

greatly impact education. Attention is paid to place because its qualities and impact  

on human experience are enormous. If Jeri had not found herself in an elementary

school and classroom that was foreign to her experience of education, she may

not have been challenged to think differently of schools nor motivated to compose I

Whould Give Nothing for Passion. Furthermore, like the world horizon of sacred stories,

discourses and modes of interaction are connected to place, but discourses can also

be characterized as spaces, places where we live. Jeri’s

technical rationalist orientation (Eisner, 1985) to education may be characterized as a

seedbed, a place from which her stories emerge. Furthermore, the knowledge
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work in dialogue with peers bound by a shared experience or event, that Jeri

encounters within spaces of formal education also become a rich source of 

understanding regarding teaching and learning in artistic collaboration.

The Arts and Narrative Inquiry

In writings on knowledge or science as a work of art, Dewey (1934) 

acknowledges new understandings of phenomena that can potentially be achieved 

through researching those phenomena through the optic of the arts. This positioning

has inspired many researchers on a metaphorical level (Schwab, 1971) as well as a

practical level. For the latter, researchers such as Sullivan (2005) and Lesage (2007)

make a direct connection between the work of the researcher and that of the artist. 

Whether scholars find the work of “artist as inquirer” important for their research or 

view their own research practice as a work of art, the arts are building stronger bonds

to research in education. Though not without its struggles, the use of art products as

alternative forms of data representation have also found a significant place in the field.

Eisner (2004) points out the main lessons education can learn from the arts: to

provide not a curriculum but rather a portal through which educators and students 

can learn new and useful things about their field and practice. He points up the unity 

of theory and practice that promotes something closer to truth. “The work and the

worker become one” (p. 9). Just as in the case of Jeri Wallace in this artistic 

collaboration, the teacher and the student, the researcher and the research
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symbiotic relationship between knower and known is uncovered. We find they are not

isolated but rather they mutually define themselves and one another (Dewey & 

Bentley, 1949; Fenstermacher, 1994; Gill, 1993). Most importantly, “visions, no matter 

how grand, need to be acted upon to become real” (Eisner, 2004, p. 10). Jeri acted

upon the educational task of an artistic practice buoyed by sacred stories (of 

teachers, students, artists, and collaboration) in a finite technical orientation, yet felt 

defeated by the challenge of a real, relational nature of learning.

Jill Dolan (2001) writes about hope in performance, specifically in a field  

familiar to both Jeri and me: theatre. Dolan’s (2001) and Tom Barone’s (2001) stories 

resonate here because of their promotion of agency and hope. Though theatre and arts

education programs can appear very determined, there is hope in the transcendence of

the mechanical and the technical. Dolan finds that theatre is not useful as just

entertainment or even as representations of “how things could be.” Its hope lies in its 

elaboration of alternatives – alternatives ideas, characters, actions, and values. By

allowing each university and elementary student to express these alternatives, the 

Woolbridge Center and Jeri’s collaborative group may have harnessed such hope.

Barone’s hopes in arts programs is in their acceptance of their own nature and

influences, yet their distance from and transcendence of that which attempts to

minimize the value of the aesthetic with a sole focus on the practical. A value of the 

arts is their ability to benefit from the practical, aesthetic, and all other
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in the liminal space of collaboration, because alternatives always reside in the space

together, opening up possibility to the aesthetics of all (Glass, 2007), no matter how

much one orientation may attempt to label one as “not a good collaborator.”

Movements to codify the emergent practice of arts-based research in

education are becoming more and more visible in the field of education. Cahnmann-

Taylor (2008) explains how mechanistic modes of inquiry have denied “the intellectual 

arts-based origins of the discipline of education” (p. 6). Blurred genres in educational 

research, such scholARTistry and ARTography, marry artistic and social scientific 

methods as well as produce visual and literary renderings, respectively, enriching

research through art practice and products. Yet, Eisner (2008) makes clear arts-

based research feels major tensions within the larger field of education research.

Employing aesthetic criteria, focusing on the particular to discuss the general, and

producing questions rather than answers to cull multiple perspectives are aspects of 

arts-based research that go against the grain of more technical forms of research

that dominate policy and funding in educational research. The field’s pull towards 

utility and verisimilitude of educational research has the discipline of art-based 

educational research searching for ways of judging the quality of its research

(Cahnmann-Taylor, 2008).

Bach (2007) and Mattingly (2007) explain how the visual arts and theatre arts, 

respectively, may contribute significant dimensions and techniques for engaging in
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for labeling narrative inquiry itself as arts-based research, highlighting its pivotal ties to

the literary arts. Mello (2007) explains her inquiries as always both arts-based and 

narrative. For her, art is (1) “the beginning of a narrative inquiry process and... part of 

the data-gathering process and (2)... a representational form and part of the analysis 

process” (p. 205). She delineates these two aspects of art in narrative inquiry through

an explanation of arts-based narrative inquiry and arts-informed narrative inquiry. The

former utilizes the arts at the beginning of a study to generate field texts, while the

latter activates arts to inform the analysis and meaning in the production of research

texts. Though the use of the arts in narrative inquiry does not need to be an either-or

situation, Mello has observed the boundaries of these two practices as sites of conflict.

Regardless, the benefits of an arts-based perspective persist. Furthermore, these

practices allow researchers and research participants as well as the audience for their

inquiries to consume research “for the sake of aesthetic experiences” (Greene, 2001, 

p. 53).

This research project is arts-based. Just as in the artistic collaboration Jeri

and I engaged in, the research participants in this spring 2008 study were constantly 

engaged in an artistic process. CatA students and teachers were tasked with

collaborative arts projects for an entire semester. Through their own inquiries into

topics important to them, collaborative groups developed their own tools for their 

artistic practice. Understanding their artistic practice as research, research into
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closer look at the choices made and tools used. This participant-driven documentation

includes video recordings, blog entries, and group websites. Groups also

contribute to arts-informed aspects of this narrative inquiry as they move       towards 

the final presentations of their collaborative arts projects, which are groups’ artistic

representations of their own inquiries. The collaborative endeavors that these artists 

as inquirers entered become the heart of the narrative inquiry discussed in this 

research text.

In addition to the data generation that took place in collaborative groups’ 

artistic processes, all instructors and students were invited to take part in individual 

interviews throughout the semester. The frequency of interviews depended on the 

preferences of the participating students and instructors. Participants were invited to

take part in interviews near the beginning of the semester, mid-semester, and near the

end of the semester. The number and timing of interviews varied. To provide an 

alternate means of gaining information on specific topics from participants who could

not meet for face-to-face interviews, participants were also invited to provide written 

answers to questions generated by me, the chief researcher. Interview frequency

ranged from no interviews, to one interview at any point in the semester, to bi-weekly

one-on-one informal meetings to discuss developments in the semester’s 

collaborations. All formal interviews were recorded and transcribed, while some 

informal meetings were written about in field notes. All interviews took place at
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Observations of each of the four (4) collaborative groups took place throughout 

the semester. Two observations a week of meetings of the entire group of students,

instructors, and staff members took place in the first two weeks of the spring 2008

semester. I subsequently observed each collaborative group once every two weeks in

their formal class meetings, scheduled by the course organizers for the rest of the

semester. For groups who scheduled additional meetings outside of the prescribed

meeting times, I was able to observe more frequently: once every week.

Each group meeting was audio-recorded and transcribed. These observations took

place on the university campus.

Instructors and students participating in this inquiry were also invited to

maintain journals throughout the semester. Journal notebooks provided to participants

had unlined pages, to avoid limiting the types of representations added to the journals. 

Both instructors and students were invited to share their journals with me at the end 

of the semester. I also generated field texts each week, sometimes daily, in the form  

of a type-written journal, in response to observations and interviews that I conducted.

Additionally, as a graduate student during this process of research, I was also able to

observe and speak with research participants in other contexts. For example, in a

graduate Theatre course I was enrolled in during the semester of research, four (4)

research participants were also enrolled. During class meetings for that course, these

students would at times discuss their collaborative projects with each other, me, and
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Collaboration and Narrative Inquiry

Besides being the focal point of this educational research project,

collaboration and the collaborative relationships it promotes are important 

components of all narrative inquiries as well as research on curriculum (May, 1995)

and arts education (Zakin, 2005). Narrative inquirer Margaret Olson (1997) writes

about how the primacy of collaboration in research represents an epistemological shift.

The shift is away from concepts of knowledge as certain, predictable, and controllable,

which allows us to find the uncertain, unexpected, and unknown as problems to be 

overcome. Narrative knowledge gained through experience provides a portal to the

variety of modes of knowing that objective rationalism does not allow. With this type

of knowledge, learning is dynamic and carried out in a lifelong process. Narrative 

inquiries allow opportunities for research participants, alongside the researchers, to

have a voice in field and research texts as well as in their personal and professional 

lives in the realms of education and research.

For Olson (1997), collaborations in research are not dependent on consensus

or agreement. The most important aspect of this collaboration is to create a specific 

type of middle ground. “This middle ground needs to be a safe space... to risk voicing 

one’s own views as well as hearing divergent views, alternative perspectives, and 

unauthorized versions. A middle ground develops in relationships built with others

over time” (p. 23). Our inquiries with each other and the larger group of collaborators



platforms for interpreting stories generated in the process of this research project,

112

stories was risky for Jeri. For researchers trying to inquire into and better understand

others’ stories, respecting these lived stories becomes crucial for ensuring they will 

continue to be created and shared. It is also important to understand that both 

researcher and research participant tell stories, so researchers also need to feel open 

and willing to reside in the space of a storyteller – the middle ground between knower 

and known. New knowledge is constructed in this new space as differing views are

shared, creating infinite possibilities. “Collaboration involves a mutual labor of working 

together” (p. 23). The outcomes of collaboration become unique to the individual, she

who comes to the collaboration with her “own goals, purposes, needs,

understandings” and through sharing leaves having learned “more about self, more 

about other, and more about the topic at hand” (p. 25).

Narrative inquirers use several interpretative methods to help create this

space and honor stories in the process of research. For example, the two devices of 

broadening and burrowing allow inquirers to bring their attention to the commonplaces

of narrative inquiry mentioned earlier: temporality, sociality, and place. Broadening

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) refers to a process of making clear the general context in 

which stories are set and/or have been created. This wide lens on the phenomenon is

then tempered with the process of burrowing. Burrowing is a focus on the particulars of

any given story, in which an inquirer may uncover emotional, moral, and aesthetic 

qualities that affect the phenomenon or event. Broadening and burrowing become the
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yet further considerations need to be made for the complex collaborations that I hope 

to shed light on in this text.

“In long-term studies, where the inquiry purpose has evolved, and where some 

participants may have retired or moved to other positions, maintaining collaboration on

the construction and reconstruction of plots may become a task requiring special 

ingenuity” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 11). Connelly and Clandinin (1990) explain 

how restorying becomes another device that helps us understand the fluidity of our

representations of experiential phenomena. Restorying provides opportunities to see 

changes observed in stories over long periods of time in which contexts and 

considerations never remain static. Restorying is possible because stories are typically 

followed over a long span of time from an up-close perspective. For Jeri’s       

inquiry, restorying became possible through our intense artistic collaboration together. 

Constantly in conversation about our projects, constant reflection on what were the 

key stories of collaboration made vivid their changes. For the spring 2008 research

project, representing stories and groups became a special point of interest. My roles 

and relation to CatA change from student to researcher (another form of student), 

producing another opportunity for restorying. Also, this research on collaboration is not

a focus on the particulars of an individual experience; stories always reference a group

and can be restoried at any one time differently by different members of the group.

This may provide a challenge, but its representation may prove pivotal for
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This research project is an opportunity to usher in new understandings of 

collaboration. Griffiths (1998) finds research on collaboration makes assumptions about 

openness and consensus in collaboration. To her, differences between collaborative

partners were regularly uncovered in research texts to amplify so-called unsuccessful

collaborations. Successful collaborations, on the other hand, were found to be “taken 

for granted in the write-ups, with all differences resolved under the term ‘we’, with

the implication that all was now open and agreed” (Griffiths, 1998).

Openness and consensus should not be assumed, as in the case of Jeri’s collaboration 

narrative. Though Tim setup consensus as a non-negotiable component of

collaborative choices, Jeri’s movement away from the group’s film activity may

demonstrate the ways that individuals are able to subvert group consensus or tell

counter-stories of a successful collaboration. Also, “the generation of knowledge is 

supposed, in the Western tradition, to flourish in a culture of competitive  

individualism” (Griffiths, 1998) and criticism can easily be characterized as adversarial. 

When considering the mutual support and knowledge naturally generated by human 

interactions compelled by collaboration as well as narrative inquiry, we must

understand that it is not always comfortable and that conflict does not necessarily 

need to be denigrated or overlooked. By focusing our attention on these points of 

tension in educational research (Huber et al. 2003; Clandinin et al. 2006), we may 

uncover how the processes of collaboration “develop better forms of knowledge:
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not just a few, come to terms with our worlds” (Griffiths, 1998). 

Helices

The metaphor of the helix, or spiral, has been activated several times in this 

dissertation to express human experience in education. One example is in Bateson’s 

(1994) reflection on learning, as informed by her experience in the world. The double 

helix becomes the metaphor that best represents learning in a contemporary context. 

This symbol shows how learning is not linear, as ideas are coiled inside one another.

To cast off familiar modes of learning and interacting, the scholar promotes “spiral 

learning”, which moves the learner “through complexity with partial understanding, 

allowing for later returns” (p. 31). Though learning theory points up the risk of 

discarded ambiguous or indecipherable information, the possibility a valuable

archeology of taken-for-granted notions is afforded. Bateson also explains how 

“experience spirals through the life cycle, presenting the same lessons from new 

angles” (p. 40), as when observations of a young child allows one to “twice-learn” 

childhood from a new frame of reference. This type of spiral learning is only preceded 

by participation, generating the energy to make every turn of the spiral and learning 

from each turn. Her double helix of spiral learning allows the familiar to become 

obscured. We are moved into a complex structure where the strange and the familiar 

become intelligible in “a double helix of tradition and personal growth” (p. 44).

To illustrate collaboration as a collection of singularities, the image of a crowd
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cylinder. Each helix can represent one collaborator, while the cylinder is a particular 

collaboration. A helix moves along the cylinder at an angle, while other helices on the 

same cylinder are also present. Yet, the other helices are also moving at their own 

angles and speeds. An individual moves in a given direction, a preliminary trajectory, 

based on her/his intensities, while veering along with, towards, away from, into others

in the forced, rhizomatic commonplace experience of collaboration.

Cover stories (Olson & Craig, 2005) are constructed when incommensurable

gaps or conflicts between individually and socially constructed narratives emerge. 

Underneath the cover story of solidarity in collaborative art, Schneider’s ungenerous 

mode becomes clear when you look at Jeri’s experience in the playwrights workshop. 

Her aims of getting a play produced and surviving, maybe even thriving, in her new 

environment, including a college environment she sacrificed so much to enter, could

not have been accomplished without this work. These aims propelled Jeri into a

working relationship full of conflict with a student director with very different aims, who

had broken her trust. In an ungenerous mode, we find the trust almost unnecessary for

collaboration. Yet, if Jeri began to trust the border/lines created in the theatre 

production hierarchy, collaboration may have ended at that moment, when Jeri’s path

was chosen by the hierarchy.

Dewey (1934) presented his theory of aesthetics to help communicate and 

expand the notion of art and connect it to the everyday. He felt an aesthetic
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aesthetics as the meeting place of one’s past, present, and future experiences. Jeri 

and each of Jeri’s collaborators in the spring 2007 course propel their individual, life-

produced aesthetics into the project. Because each life experience is different, we 

each viewed and moved within the project differently, after entering with a particular 

trajectory. Like a helix, each aesthetic perspective continuously shoots across the

plane wrapped around the cylinder.

The unique trajectory of one helix has the opportunity to affect the view of

other helices on the cylinder. This is illustrated in stories of the artistic collaboration 

between musician John Cage and choreographer Merce Cunningham, both with

histories that connect to Black Mountain College. The artists’ collaborations 

juxtaposed Cage’s music compositions and Cunningham’s dance compositions in a 

performance space. The artists were interested in the ways their works 

serendipitously diverged from and harmonized with one another in live performance, 

even though these works had been created independently, isolated from one another

until performance time (Big Dance Theatre, 2007). This postmodern practice 

attempted to avoid a hierarchical nature of collaboration.

As a means for providing spaces for multiple voices, Schneider’s idea of the 

brusque and ungenerous mode becomes the glue of collaboration. As the individual’s

trajectory forcefully moves along the cylinder, it is still inextricably part of that 

(hopefully) flexible, resilient cylinder. As this helix pulls in any direction, the rest of the
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metaphor, centrifugal forces become strong for the learner/collaborator, attempting to

propel one through or even off the spiral. In collaboration as in narrative inquiry, it     is

the island of the individual. “People, too, become like islands... self-contained, whole 

and serene; respecting other people’s solitude, not intruding on their shores, standing

back in reverence before the miracle of another individual... I feel we are all islands – in

a common sea” (p. 40). Lindbergh sees the world as this common sea, which may also

be used to represent the cylinder of collaboration. These islands also hold significance

for the WYSIWYG (what you see is why you get) stance of narrative                 inquiry.

As a primary indicator of knowledge and practice, research participant stories are 

revered as contributions of people who feel security in a personal relationship  with the 

researcher who respects personal practical knowledge.

Relational reverberations can be found in a collaborative project,

reverberations which make the work of the project complex. Like Lindbergh

(1955/1991), but in the context of educational research, narrative inquirers Craig and 

Huber (2007) focus on these relational reverberations, noting that tensions can 

emerge among all people in relation. In narrative inquiry, subjectivities (aesthetics, 

hierarchies, idiosyncrasies, etc.) must be managed. Narrative inquirers do not negate 

them rather they come to terms with all that emerge in a particular context. 

“Narrative inquiry is an experience of an experience. It is people in relation studying 

people in relation” (p. 255).

Tensions of singularities can become distracting in research and practice in
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arts education. Addison (2003) points out how singularities, or singular subject 

monikers such as art, design, photography, and theatre, have been used to set up 

delineations between fields. Histories of these boundary-formations were discussed in

Stage One. Partners in the artistic collaborations supported by the CatA must also

respond to the forces of these singular subjects as they come together. In an 

interdisciplinary arts project, partners must make choices about artistic practice  

which may or may not be connected to a field they identify with. Connections and 

identifications to particular art subjects may have several implications for the

individual artist in an interdisciplinary collaboration. Jeri’s sacred stories of artists 

composed in her individual art education were challenged by engagement with larger 

interdisciplinary groups through the work of art. Yet, facilitators of artistic education

also have particular stances that impose a particular view of the artist. Gaztambide-

Fernandez’s (2008) research presents examples such as images of the artist as

Cultural “Civilizer”, “Border Crosser”, and “Representator.” Besides informing 

teaching practices and institutional requirements, they require the arts student to take

up a particular relation to her work and her field.

The spiral of women’s spirituality traditions and Black aesthetic traditions 

have become a source of inspiration for the work of arts educator Olivia Gude (email

communication, April 28, 2009), whose Spiral curriculum and Spiral Workshop at the 

University of Chicago promote “the harmony and intensity that can be created
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collaboration are represented by a spiral experienced as energy. Narrative inquiry 

works in a way to capture the experiences within the process of collaboration to

illustrate the moving spiral. As architects Aranda and Lasch (2006) explain it, “whether 

stars, storm clouds, or petals of a flower, the spiral is only detectable by observing the

things caught in its wake” (p. 12). The spiral learning that interdisciplinary artistic

collaboration allows, through its challenge of sacred stories, is “the evidence of a

shape in formation” (p. 12).

Sarah Finston Story

It is the practical work of professional theatre that re-introduces Sarah 

Finston to the arts and arts education. Though her histories in high school band and

comparative literature in college served as her connections to the arts in the past, it 

is the practical work of regional theatre production, specifically technical theatre, 

which draws Sarah into the arts once again. The Caucasian twenty-something

appreciates how theatre allows her to do something and then see the products of her

labor, whether it is simply painting a wall or building a lightweight yet realistic coffin. 

Mirroring her long-time interest in math and science, theatre becomes interesting to 

Sarah for the problems it poses - opportunities to have a clear purpose and find a way

to carry it out.

Her trajectory as an arts student begins with her graduate program in Theatre

Design. The first year MFA student in the university’s School of Theatre & Dance
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director of several regional theatre companies and has decided further learning is 

necessary for her to continue on her relatively new path as a theatre professional. 

Though she has experience working on the technical side of theatre, Sarah believes 

the graduate program will become the supplemental learning needed to enhance her

knowledge of the technical and administrative sides of theatre. She did not study art 

in high school, college, or elsewhere, so the design coursework poses an especially 

difficult challenge.

Though many may discover both theatre design and technical theatre taught 

through vocational-type college programs, Sarah begins to see her courses as largely 

arts-focused. Tension emerges because Sarah feels she is not the type of person who

can make artistic considerations, such as line, shape, and negative space, in her work.

Within the regional theater context, many times designers do not have the time or

resources to think in a design-centered way. Her experience has been more “Well, just 

get it done! Get it fixed. Get it done. Make it work.” Though she clearly understands 

lighting design is more than knowing how to use a dimmer, the artistic considerations

pose a formidable challenge. Open about the lack of rigor or boringness she finds in

certain courses, Sarah’s challenge is not an intellectual one; she has ended up in a

space where much-hated artistic discourses were expressed.

In her first semester, Sarah’s Scenic Design professor Phil Tarsal 

recommends she take Collaboration among the Arts the following semester (spring
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Sarah’s interest is peeked. She is interested in the interdisciplinary arts projects, 

especially as someone whose own trajectory has included work in music and writing. 

The aspects of these projects that generate the most excitement for Sarah are those

that allow students in collaborative groups to go through a certain process of 

collaboration. Sarah shares:

The idea was that you get into groups then you work in an interdisciplinary

group to create some project. You’re not working in theory you’re actually 

making the project. Somebody’s gotta do the PR and somebody’s gotta to do

this. So I thought it would be really good to get that kind of practical knowledge

– working with a Public Relations agency, getting the advertisement together, 

getting the press release out, just going through all of the steps in making a

project – didn’t matter what the project was – making the project happen. But

then I got into the class and it wasn’t about that, it was more about the 

creation process of the project rather than the realization of the project. They

kind of did all of the PR work and the advertisement work and all the budgetary

work. I was like, “Dude, I want to go out and raise money. I wanna write my

own grant. This is silly.”

For Sarah, the practical experience of collaborative partners is something separate

from the artistic process of interdisciplinary collaboration. Perceiving the latter as the

focus of CatA, Sarah begins to view the course as dubious.
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which she likens to a meeting in Nazi Germany, which fathered a historic cadre of good

collaborators. She observed the professors closed off from the students, as though

everyone knew why they were present and the instructors did not need to

communicate with the students. The hour and a half meeting began with a speech 

given by a Woolbridge Center board member who serves as an advisor for the course. 

Then, each professor facilitates a student activity - different activities being facilitated

in all subsequent class meetings over the course of the two weeks of orientation.

Students enrolled in the course are randomly divided into four groups. At individual

tables, each group is instructed to play a card game with a certain set of rules. Then,

as the game progresses, individuals from each group are signaled to move to new

tables and enter that table’s game. One rule of the activity is that students are not 

allowed to speak to one another, which creates an obstacle for students who may

want clarification of the new game rules upon trying to navigate a new table’s card

game. Sarah becomes frustrated by the confusing situations that the game produces.

In her view, the point of the activity is to shed light on the importance of 

communication, or “being on the same page.”

Yet Sarah feels everyone is not on the same page. The teachers do not seem 

to be on the same page with each other, let alone with the students. She witnesses

how students are given a homework assignment in the first meeting, yet in the

following course instructors seem unsure what will be done with those assignments.
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page as other students. In this second class meeting, she is randomly assigned to

work with a different group of students to construct a sculpture with found objects in 

30 minutes. She finds her visual arts partners, a painter and sculpture, take on the

task with ease, while her third partner, another theatre technician, feels lost. For 

Sarah in particular, the results are debilitating.

I just went into panic attack mode. As soon as - we were getting into the group

and picking the objects, I was fine. But as soon as we were split into a small

group to work on it, all of a sudden I panicked... I kept trying to come back and

connect, but then I was blacking out. I’m like, “I’m gonna sit down here for right

now and not participate. Sorry.”... [My partners] were kind of like, “Are you

okay?” I’m like, “No, I don’t feel very well. I’m going to sit down. I think I’m

going to throw up.”... I mean that’s ultimately why I dropped the

class because I would go in and I would have a panic attack. And I was like, “I 

can’t do this. This is bad for my mental health or something – my blood

pressure.”

In the third class meeting, which would ultimately be Sarah’s last, new random

groupings of students are tasked with creating a piece of music. Each student is given

an instrument and groups of students are asked to collaborate in the creation and

performance of a musical piece. Students are instructed to “assert ideas and create a 

piece of music” while avoiding the use of verbal communication. These two aspects of
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understanding of the term “verbal communication” does not include written 

communication. While trying to write messages during the activity, she is instantly 

chastised by her partners. Second, Sarah insists that she does not assert ideas. Her

urge to write notes to the others is buoyed by her need to understand the underlying 

ideas of their musical piece. She does not assert ideas, so these ideas would need to

come from her partners; mirroring her reliance on designers that characterizes the

practical professional work in technical theatre she has engaged in with success.

The young student enters panic mode once again. Her focus on the impossibility 

of the task fueled by her mounting frustrations prompts Sarah to hand her instrument

to one of her partners. I can’t – I can’t do it. While this takes place outside the 

classroom in the open arts building atrium, inside the classroom I observe the 

instructors flipping through student fact sheets and discussing the assignment of 

students to their semester-long collaborative groups. In the middle of the discussion,

Sarah hurriedly enters the room, grabs her things, and announces to the instructors

that she is dropping the course. Watching and pondering her departure, the  instructors 

look confused and are taken aback. They do not know the details of her experience

and only one instructor sees the positive side: at least it has happened early in the

process. I observe the instructors’ brief reflection on the demands and tensions that

develop in collaborations. They then investigate the identity of the student and

determine she is Sarah Finston. They remove her fact sheet from the list.
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from anyone again regarding the course, her connections to the course do not end 

there. In the first week of the CatA course, she accepted the invitation to be included 

in my research project. Though she never returns to anymore class meetings, I am able

to speak with Sarah again because we end up being classmates in a graduate Theatre 

course that same semester. We had developed a friendship through the initial talks

regarding my research, which was enhanced by our connection as classmates. In 

Theatre class, I am able to have informal discussions with her about her choice to drop 

CatA. We ultimately set up a time to have more in-depth talks. Through those talks, I

learn about her ideas.

In our talks, Sarah asserts the lack of structure in the course and its activities

was a constant source of conflict. She also asserts that she is not an artist, which 

she sees as requisite for success in the course.

I mean, I do not paint. I play the bass in a rock band. If I do anything, I would be

in the creative writing program or something like that. But I’m not that

creative type of person who like sticks to my ideas. I prove my ideas through

logic and science, not: (cute voice) “It’s so pretty...” I don’t go to art 

museums. I don’t go to the ballet. I don’t dance. I don’t really go to theatre –

I go to see my friends’ plays more than anything else. It was just very odd

that they would – that after being recommended to this class - like saying “Oh, 

you’re ideal for this.” – Well, really, I am the opposite of what you want for
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When asked why she was recommended for the course, Sarah adds:

I don’t know - maybe because my background is in collaborating with people or

because I have such a diverse background. But really my diverse background

enables me to not have to collaborate with other people because I can pick and

choose from all of the things that I know a little bit about. I know a little bit

about music and I can find out more if I want to put in a little piece in. You

know? Then I can just find somebody to write it. Or I can just pick one. Or

because I know so much about literature, because I have a background in

literature and I’m good at writing. But I’m also good at this. I’m multitalented.

Maybe that’s it. He mistook multi-talented with collaboration because

collaboration is more about, “I am only good at this one thing. I need other

people to complete this project.”

A dualism between the artistic and non-artistic students is something that 

Sarah feels. It is not only palpable in the context of CatA, but something felt in all

courses she has taken in her university arts program. She asserts she cannot work 

with the artistic people. Sarah clearly understands she is a talented and creative 

person, but she does not see herself in the image of artistic students who deliberate

on their experience and artistic process. In her practical work in the arts, she has

relied on those who assert their own ideas to provide problems for solutions that she 

can contribute. But she feels it is not just the students who impose an artistic
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to-know-you discussions in her courses constantly center around reflections on what 

sparked students’ passion for the arts. I was like, “I don’t really have a passion for

theatre. I just like making stuff.” The idea of CatA as alternate space from the types of

interactions and students she would work and talk with provided a source of promise

and possibility for Sarah before she began the course. She subsequently found that

persistent perceived conflicts between the artistic and the non-artistic also existed

there. It may have been this discovery that veiled the promise of the course for

developing her own understanding of her own interdisciplinary work.

Instead of being a site for nurturing the “multitalented”, or interdisciplinary, 

Sarah saw collaboration as reinforcing disciplinary boundaries. She also felt

surrounded by boundaries between herself and the other students. She mourns the 

missed opportunities to get to know the other people in the course from the start, 

which she finds crucial for successful collaboration. She points out how the instructors 

develop relationships with their collaborators, but communication between her and

other students was either intimidating or literally cut off. You definitely felt there were 

some unspoken rules... They assumed everybody knew, which I thought was kind of

odd. If the entire point of collaboration is communication, which was one of the first

things they completely disregarded, was the need for clear communication, to know

what the other person is talking about... they were not clearly communicating. If they

were, they were making quite a few assumptions about what people knew and



diagnosed mild case of Asperger’s Syndrome, Sarah undoubtedly smashed into a
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“Not a Good Collaborator” Revisited

Like Kaitlin in “Revving up Your High Performance Project Team” at the

beginning of this chapter, Sarah has her team overboard experience in a context of 

collaboration. The (dis)orientation to collaboration that took place the first weeks of 

CatA presented the type of violent confrontations that interdisciplinary environments

impose. Problems were posed and forced a response. The Sarah Finston narrative is 

telling in its characterization of Sarah as an ambitious problem solver and yet less 

ambitious or motivated as an idea asserter. Her inability to reinterpret, laugh at, or

embrace problems within the context of artistic collaboration, or this course in 

particular, may subvert stories of Sarah as problem solver. Alternatively, the conflicts

between her identity as problem solver and her flight from CatA may not put into

question ideas she has about herself, but may gesture to aspects of the context that 

are meaningful points of tension for students challenged by different modes of 

teaching and learning.

Just like James in the previous chapter, roles imposed by or upon us in the

process of collaboration affect our relation to the collaboration. James saw himself as

the leader of his collaborative group, who is responsible for solving all its problems.

Sarah may have been building a similar story about CatA instructors. She also

appeared to be resuscitating a story of herself as “not a good collaborator.” Whether

it was through her action of dropping the course or statements about a self-



created from the unstructured course, which seemingly lacked an important focus on
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bulwark in the perception of herself as successful collaborator in the course. By the 

characterizing herself as the opposite of what the course facilitators are looking for, it 

becomes clear that Sarah is or has become blind to the coexisting layers of meaning in

the process of collaboration.

If artistic collaboration in teaching and learning is going to be a stage of social 

interaction and transformation for arts students, an examination of stories of “not 

good collaborators” may be valuable, especially as the Woolbridge Center begins a

process of opening up its emerging curriculum in Interdisciplinary Arts to students in 

all university programs – students with a vast array of experiences, perspectives, and 

identifications, which may transcend or critique any static identification of the

“artist.” Sarah storied herself as multi-talented, interdisciplinary in her connection to

the arts, yet not as an artist, even though there were no prerequisites to outline 

specific expectations regarding students’ artistic practices or perspectives. Her past

experiences and my observations of her invaluable contributions to discussions in our 

Theatre course support the story of Sarah as multi-talented and interdisciplinary. Yet 

she was unable to see herself in the interdisciplinary context of CatA. In my view, 

many of her assertions about CatA were not true; for instance, students have been 

observed having a hand in public relations and budgetary tasks connected to their 

projects.

Sarah states her grievances with the course. Unwelcome conflicts were
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human relationships, effective communication, and her ideal conception of artistic 

collaboration in an educational setting. In light of these views of CatA, the question

that arises again: Should collaboration be taught? In light of the physical, 

psychological, and metaphorical punishments that Jeri and Sarah must endure, my

reply would be: How can we not? In my graduate coursework, I have been fortunate 

enough to receive the freedom to take coursework in different programs, outside of 

the College of Education. Sarah’s course options have been limited, which is typical 

for Masters-level students. CatA becomes a space of great possibility, where 

students following their own agenda become immersed in a process that moves them 

beyond static bodies of knowledge connected to a single discipline. It is only in such

spaces that Sarah’s theatre program can help her develop the skill of agility it 

promises its students.

In the context of this dissertation, chaos and conflict are not seen as separate

from collaboration, but an integral part of its challenge to today’s students. As such, 

teacher and student stories of artistic collaboration in CatA will be examined to shed 

new light on the use of artistic collaboration in artistic and liberal arts education 

contexts. For my inquiry with Jeri, I was only able to look one instructor’s teaching 

practice in the context of this course. For the spring 2008 inquiry, my lens widened to

all four instructors. By bringing my attention to the varying practices of teachers, I 

hope to gain insight into the choices teachers make in this unique environment.



Even though the unstructured CatA course seems like a blank slate, what we really
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stories of students within the each teacher’s group. Particular attention will be paid 

to any stories of students or teachers as “not good collaborators” to better 

understand the implications this type of course may have for students enrolled in the 

course or the larger Interdisciplinary Arts minor program – students who may identify

other than artist. For these students as well as those identified as artists, teaching

and learning in artistic collaboration may become a site of important, new inquiry.

***

The influence of critical studies and performance studies undoubtedly color 

the way in which I story artistic collaboration in education. From the former, I gain 

awareness – though not complete - of the power relations that come into play when 

engaging in collaboration, whether it is the power relations between student and 

teacher, student and her educational institution, or student and her collaborators.

Performance Studies provides a new optic for research that promotes a type of agility 

in inquirers that enables them to transcend dominant theories or perspectives.

Alongside these theoretical influences is my connection to the arts through my work

in theatre and playwriting. Though not static in the way it engages in art-making, what

has been instilled in me through my work in the theatre is the unshakable feeling of 

dedication that permeates the work and demeanor of many theatre artists. Yet it could 

be that my interaction with theatre has only been carried out within hierarchical 

structures, where each time there was a set leader creating a specific art product.



promise of a breaking down of hierarchy when she places her life story alongside the
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find are a collection of helices – the stories, structures, and roles that students and 

teachers directly or indirectly present in collaboration that may produce conflict 

amongst student collaborators and force them to question whether or not they are 

good collaborators.

Jeri Wallace has been challenged by new milieus - university, theatre, 

collaboration, school – and new roles – student, teacher, artist, professional - and 

decides she is “not a good collaborator.” Despite the fact that Jeri may be learning

through her recognition of the relation between (1) process and product orientations

in art-making, (2) teaching methods and beliefs, including horizontal teaching methods, 

and (3) different understandings of art in different educational contexts; Jeri seems to

lack the flexibility or agility she feels may be necessary for facing the challenges of the

emergent curriculum of this unstructured, interdisciplinary artistic collaboration.

She may be weighed down by static ideas about knowledge and our roles in education, 

and maybe authority - she does find accountability important in our collaborative work,

and she may be challenging others to consider further the responsibility of artists as 

teachers. Yet Jeri stays with the project until the end, unlike Jane Furlong and Sarah

Finston, by utilizing “the slap” - whether as a wake-up call or a punishment - as a

tool for managing the chaos of perspectives and feeling marginalized by them.

On the other hand, Jeri provides what I consider a clear gesture to the



narrative inquiry regularly spirals back to the primary Jeri Wallace story to inform that
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life story of one of her fourth grade students in her piece I Whould Give Nothing for

Passion. She allows herself to learn alongside her students thereby extending outside

of sacred stories into the potentiality of teachers and students. Another example is 

her willingness to inquire into the experience of artistic collaboration alongside me.

When her conclusion to her own story of artistic collaboration is one of failure, she

finds solace in the sacred story of the artist as lone originator/creator. Like Sarah 

Finston, Jeri sees that she is not “on the same page” as many others in her

collaboration course, but I wonder what would have happened if Sarah and Jeri had 

accepted being on a different page as their collaborators. Can people who are on

different pages collaborate?

Schneider has given us his answer to this question (yes) in Chapter One: 

Chaos. Others in this chapter have also given their affirmative answers as they see 

agency and hope in interdisciplinary collaboration’s elaboration of alternatives, 

development of better forms of knowledge, and space for both tradition and growth. 

The helix of collaborative research that is arts-based narrative inquiry is a potential 

relational middle ground that has allowed me to view an unfolding experience over 

time and suss out elements of its transactional nature within the context of artistic 

collaboration in education. This middle ground also lets me see past the conflict to

the key themes that emerge in this multi-layered collaborative work, like a spiral 

identified by what is caught in its wake. Also, in Stage Two: Conflict, the story of
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theory and method, highlighting the collaborative nature of this research practice.

Finally, before moving forward with addressing our research questions by

telling a story from the spring 2008 cycle of the CatA course, I would like to reflect

on the helix metaphor one more time. As this study endeavors to rely on artistic 

modes of inquiry and practice, I feel it is important to reflect on the video that was

created for the collaboration chronicled in Jeri Wallace’s story. Though it was a

component of our collaborative project, the fact that neither Jeri nor I took part of 

the process of creating this art product allows me to be a spectator. As a spectator

with a particular viewpoint, I see represented in that video (embedded link on page

102) the helix of collaboration in an artistic mode. Artists and students come together

to facilitate the students embodied inquiry into their communities and lives. Pages of 

student-generated photographs of meaningful places in their lives swirl in and out of 

view. Students appear alone and together on the same page to learn how to engage in 

a new way with these familiar spaces. The video shows them telling their stories

through movement – movements that are at first to orient themselves to the new way

of being in the greenscreen world, and then once oriented, return in the more ecstatic 

forms that are found in aesthetic experiences. How can education help students return

to collaboration as an aesthetic experience?



“Collaboration among the Arts” (CatA). In this Stage Three: Collaboration, the stories

Stage Three: Collaboration

The online training course “Revving up Your High-Performance Project Team” 

explains that the third stage of group project work is called the Collaboration stage.

This is where the rubber meets the road for collaborators working together, as they

have finally gotten over the hump of chaos that greeted them at the beginning of their 

endeavor and then used hierarchical models to resolve the conflict that emerged from 

the chaotic start. Stage Three: Collaboration is a productive space, where creation

occurs to usher everyone to their desired work products. Yet, the online training

course makes what may be an important choice. It does not offer training in the

Collaboration stage of project work, nor for the fourth stage of Collection, where the

fruits of labor provide the best possible outcomes. By choosing not to address Stage

Three: Collaboration or Stage Four: Collection in detail, the course may be reinforcing 

the idea that collaboration itself is something that needs no description – the same

idea that I heard in the use of the term “collaboration” in the conference presentation 

“Collaboration of the Minds” discussed in my Introduction. So at this point

in my dissertation, stories put forth by “Revving up Your High-Performance Project

Team” have been exhausted. Yet I will continue to appropriate the course’s stages 

model of collaboration work throughout this dissertation to highlight the relationship

between technical views of collaboration and the artistic modes that are represented 

in the experience of students and teachers in the university course



At the beginning of the Spring 2008 semester, twenty-two (22) undergraduate
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of collaboration that emerged from the work of one particular collaborative group will 

be presented. While the words of several research participants will help form this

chapter, text presented in italics will represent the words of one particular student

member of the group who will serve as the focal point of the story communicated 

here and which I will analyze further in my final chapter, Stage Four: Collection.

Spring 2008 in the United States saw the presidential primaries of the two 

major political parties come to a boil, with the movements of the top candidates

serving as the lead stories of news broadcasts and publications around the world. At 

the beginning of that spring season, the Republican Party selected its Presidential 

nominee John McCain, the 71-year-old politician and respected military veteran who

has been an elected member of D.C. politics since 1982. Near the end of that spring, 

the Democratic Party nominated Barrack Obama to face McCain for the U.S.

presidency. Obama had not even completed his first term as a U.S. senator when he

announced his candidacy in 2007, and in late 2008 he would become the first African

American to be elected president. As the national magazine TIME announced,

“Experience vs. change. That’s the choice that has come to define the 2008 

presidential campaign.”TIME (as well as the Obama campaign) was clearly equating

young Barack Obama with change, yet McCain also embraced his own story of

potential change by taking up the identity of an independently-minded and –acting

maverick.



telephone, video-conferencing interviews during and after the spring 2008 semester,
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and graduate arts students at a large, public research university in the Southwestern

United States become helices converging into four (4) collaborative groups. Through

their work in the semester-long course “Collaboration among the Arts,” each group 

of students practicing a variety of arts disciplines engaged in the practical work of 

artistic collaboration. Each group also included the participation of one faculty 

member from one of the university’s member units (School of Art, School of Music,

School of Theatre & Dance, and the Creative Writing program) who engaged the group

as they made their way through a course and collaboration without a given structure. 

As one participating faculty member Dr. Steven Johnson described it, “This class is 

unusual in that [the students] create the content.” Collaborative groups decide their 

own processes and products of collaboration. In other semesters of the course, 

groups have created installations, a garden, various participatory activities, a radio 

program, and other experiences for their audiences.

This narrative inquiry into artistic collaboration focuses on the experience of

one particular collaborative group – the group of students working with Steven. The

group welcomed my inquiry into their process and products of their group work 

through multiple interviews, seven (7) observations, and opened their inquiry to the

public via their group-initiated blog “Thoughts on Collaboration.” The student 

experience of LuAnne “Lu” Bryant is a major focus of this chapter. Lu 

enthusiastically participated in this inquiry by participating in five (5) in-person,
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and by maintaining two (2) reflective notebooks, video and photo documentation, and 

email correspondences. Besides being dedicated to inquiring into and documenting 

their own collaboration, the group is of particular interest because of the tensions that

arose in their work. Tensions are important moments in inquiry not because they

make good stories but because they point out that which is most important in the

experiences of those within the stories. Tensions may also serve as another way to 

consider self-interest, which is at the forefront of Schneider’s (2006, 2007) take on

collaboration and its “ungenerous mode.” I rely largely on Lu’s individual trajectory –

her perspective - to help communicate the helices – story lines - that emerged about

her collaborative group’s semester-long collaboration.

Lu Bryant Story of Experience

Lu’s story begins in November 2000. As the U.S. was disoriented by a

presidential election with no winner, middle-aged Lu decided to disorient her life by

“dropping everything” and creating a space of her own for the first time in her life. 

After spending $3,000 to wench up the structure, a new garage apartment recently 

acquired by a friend became the creative space that she utilized for embarking on new

creative works. The space was fruitful as her new dedication and focus on writing

brought recognition, including a scholarship to a writing program in Vermont as well as

acceptance into the Edward Albee New Playwrights Workshop in her home city.

The Edward Albee program allowed Lu to bring her play to full production with
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Wallace who also participated in this workshop, Lu discovered that this opportunity

would send her life in a new trajectory. Albee subsequently recommended that Lu  

take up graduate studies in the Musical Theater program at the School of Theatre &

Dance, a member unit of the Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center. Hired to write a

book for a musical and taking up a scholarship in the recommended program that 

included teaching duties, Lu was thrusted into academia once again. Though academia 

was not foreign to her, especially having the image of her university professor brother

in her view, Lu found this new learning experience as a means of learning how to write 

differently. From September 2002 to August 2004, Lu would write throughout her time 

as a graduate student, developing themes and composing plays, and would get her

work recognized by becoming a finalist for a noted playwriting prize.

“I Need to Be a Part of That”: Lu Bryant Collaborations

Lu has been a part of artistic collaborations her “whole life... in bits and 

pieces,” her strips of experiences moving around the cylinder of collaboration produce 

the stories of collaboration in her life that emerge in bits and pieces and disappear.

Her longtime engagement with theatre as a performer and writer is a type of 

collaborative work with which I also engage, and it actually has allowed our

experiences to converge more than once. Early in this inquiry, we discovered that I 

was in the audience for her Edward Albee workshop play production six years prior. 

The most striking visual image from the play production that has ever since been



visiting choreographer Liz Lerman, the go-getter called the local arts presenting
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from a mother and wife into a stone sculpture on a pedestal. The play was a standout

in the workshop for me because of its strong feminist perspective and fully-developed

characters, which likely emerge from the play’s autobiographical roots.

Lu’s other major work in collaboration has been storytelling, which is crucial

for this narrative inquiry. A long-time member of a local storyteller guild, this artist is a 

storyteller/conversationalist who works with an enterprising network of artists who 

develop their own projects that begin with a conversation and many times extend  from

existing projects of members in the network. One project that Lu developed from this

collaborative network was her own performance piece about sexuality. As part of a 

“bonded and open” student experience in a workshop led by a teacher who “worked

with yoga and storytelling,” workshop participants explored their bodies through their 

writing. The workshop culminated in individual story presentations about the writers’ 

sexual fantasies - a much hidden part of many people’s lives, including Lu’s at the

time. The workshop “cured that [inhibition] and made sexual issues a part of her

writing,” including the writing that would propel her into the pivotal professional and 

personal experience of being a part of the Edward Albee workshop. The boundary-

pushing writing group composed of “young, middle-aged, and old” students created an 

environment where she and other women felt like they could “go for it.”

Lu is no stranger to interdisciplinary art forms outside of theatre. When she 

heard about an exciting two-year residency project with the internationally-renowned
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organization that sponsored the project to announce, “I need to be a part of that.” 

The large-scale collaboration with artists and community members in her home city

led by Lerman was a Hallelujah project titled “In Praise of Family Legends” and took 

the cherished personal stories of participating local citizens and utilized techniques

that enabled them to re-tell their own stories in performance through movement. Lu 

used her storytelling skills and Lerman’s mission and experience to pare down stories 

to their essences for the project. From the collaboration, Lu learned where stories 

reside in her body and how to express energy through movement. When reflecting upon

her participation in this project, Lu prefaced her comments by stating she is “not a

mover.” With this small remark, she has pulled herself out of the category of dancer,

despite the fact that she continually makes many important movements in her life as a

woman, wife, writer, mother, spiritual person, and other roles. In fact, it is these very

movements in all of us that Lerman wants to praise in her Hallelujah project, and it is 

the very reflex of “not a mover,” and more central to this paper “not a good

collaborator,” that I am interested in examining closer. About the Lerman project, Lu

shared that “it has been an experience... I look at myself differently in the mirror now. I

have a greater appreciation of my own creative process, and I’ve realized how

important it is to feel the energy of a story inside me.”

A New Course Begins

Though she has completed her Masters of Fine Arts degree, Lu keeps tabs on
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the art they present with their collaboration-centered ethos. Someone mentions the

Center’s Collaboration among the Arts course to her and recommends that she

participate, so she calls the Center’s director Rebecca Siegel. Siegel calls the course

interesting and explains that the center sponsors artistic collaborations of groups of 

students from different disciplines through the course. After Lu goes to the internet

for more information, she registers for the spring 2008 cycle of the course.

In the initial class meeting, all of the participants – both faculty and students –

are asked to introduce themselves and why they are interested in interdisciplinary 

collaboration. Also importantly, Carl Hanson, another faculty member who serves on the

Board of the Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center, addresses the class to provide his 

insights into the “fun” and “unpredictable” nature of this course and collaboration.

For this “atypical... experimental course,” Hansom explains that the most

important behaviors of student collaborators are to “take risks... respect deadlines... 

and carry their weight.” Collaboration is about “reinventing and inventing” to see 

“what is possible,” with the participating faculty members and several visiting artists 

presenting what is possible by sharing their own experiences and work and helping 

throughout the students’ collaborative processes. He makes clear that this course 

and even the Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center itself is an ongoing experiment, 

and so the goal within this milieu - the goal of serious collaboration among the arts -

should be a guiding force throughout the semester-long process.



throughout the process are their “other faculty and students” as well as the “history
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further by telling everyone that no two collaborations are the same. This is highlighted 

in the fact that there is “no concept, technique... no content for this course.” Though 

the course is also “about” collaboration, “the purpose is not academic, to come up 

with theory.” The course is “bringing [students] into a practice... You need to practice 

[collaboration] to learn about. Once understanding it, you can work within it and change 

the rules,” in line with Schwab’s (1971) vision of “the practical” being a central guiding

force in the field of education. The faculty and students in this course endeavor to 

work with the particularities of the practical side of collaboration - building bridges

between bodies of knowledge and perspectives and managing the tangled web of

individual trajectories that the process creates. While officially students, project

participants are also given the role of professional and tasked with bringing forth their

own stories, concepts, techniques, content to their professional practice of artistic

collaboration. Also, because a detailed, formal curriculum is not provided in this

experimental course, the chosen curricula for this course rests in the hands of

collaborative groups, challenging them the role of teacher-as-curriculum maker

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1992; Craig & Ross, 2008)

The “necessary, continuous pressure” of set deadlines is crucial for moving 

collaborations forward. With deliberation another key to movement, he advocates

locating “a place to talk [to] generate new understandings.” Hanson also advocates 

commitment, the “active participation of all.” The chief resources of students
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of the arts.” These will become invaluable as they should all “expect to encounter 

unthought-of problems.” He believes problems are actually good, but not easy, and  

the real work in collaboration is having a group that can manage problems. Educational 

theorist Larry Cuban (2012) has come to understand that intractable “wicked 

problems,” like those that arise in a complex process like interdisciplinary artistic 

collaboration, cannot be solved, only managed. Hanson goes on to say, “Good 

experimenters decide what to use and what to discard... be careful... be open... learn  

to work in a group.”

Faculty for the Collaborative Group

For students, the first two weeks of the course are set up as a type of

orientation to the idea of collaboration among the arts. All students registered for the 

course and the faculty members from the Center’s member units participate in the 

twice-weekly class meetings and typically include a faculty member presentation

about their own professional history in artistic collaboration and an activity for

students that force them to divide into impromptu groups to complete a small creative

task. Whole-group reflective discussions on the creative tasks regularly end the class

meetings during this orientation period.

In the final whole group class meeting, Dr. Steven Johnson discusses his work

in collaboration, plays a few musical pieces created through collaboration, and goes

over a handout he provides information about his contemporary chamber orchestra as
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he created as a product of his own research into collaboration in the inaugural year of 

CatA. Steven is demonstratively well-aware of the practice and history of artistic 

collaboration.

About being a faculty mentor for a collaborative student group, Steven states

that “it is inappropriate to bring forth my own artistic influences and background in my

students’ collaboration.” Therefore, Steven believes his role in the group is “to serve

as the group’s advisor, keep the group aware of the big picture (deadlines, etc.) and

to facilitate their interactions in their weekly meetings.” This contrasts the roles of

other faculty members like Creative Writing professor Tim from Jeri Wallace’s story

in the previous chapter, who believed his horizontal role as full collaborator in

the process allowed him to share his opinions and court the same risk as the students

in his group. Steven’s perspective on the role of the faculty member for each project 

also contrasts Theatre Design professor Joseph Meritte’s practice of largely 

remaining “hands-off” during his students’ spring 2008 collaborative process. He

rarely attended the group’s meetings. Regardless, Steven’s role had to change during 

the spring 2008 cycle of the course, which will be explained later in this chapter. 

“Everyone Wants to Be Here”: The Collaborative Group

In the final whole class meeting during the second week of the semester, the

faculty members of the course meet and use completed student questionnaires to

jointly place students in their collaborative groups. As a student in the course the
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is the focus of this inquiry is the first group ever in the course to have six (6) 

members, including Lu Bryant. The relatively large group is mostly made up of 

undergraduate students in their early 20s. Lu begins to tell her stories of the four (4) 

undergraduate students, including performance artist Joan Izzard, who enjoys

facilitating and participating in flash mobs as well as other happenings and has an 

interest in collecting stories at bars. Noting the mutual interest with “our 

tattooed/pierced member” in celebrating stories, Lu comments “Amazing. I’d like to 

trade [stories] with her.”

Painter Sam Wang is also a performance artist as well as a musician and is clear 

about his interest in this collaboration. “He wants to do a musical,” which seems

appropriate since the group’s faculty mentor comes from the School of Music. 

Theatre designer Rob Torres is “the quietest of the group,” though Lu senses “a lot 

of talent there,” and micro fiction writer Michael Santos rounds out the

undergraduate students. Lu has a stubbornly memorable encounter with Michael

during their introductory meeting, when he announces that he is “the only writer.” 

Though Lu comes to understand that he meant that he is the only student in the 

group from the Creative Writing program, she is quick to challenge a story of Michael

being the only writer among a group of other artists who also write for artistic 

purposes.

The only graduate student is Blair Collier, a student in her late 20s working
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interdisciplinary arts focus of the Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center and the CatA 

course. In the institution and course, she recognized an image of idealized types of 

collaborations that took place at Black Mountain College as well as the

interdisciplinary collaborations she has already successfully engaged in. One major 

collaboration that she initiated as an undergraduate student included work with

collaborators from her university’s Engineering department. She was enervated by 

the process of working with others who may not identify themselves as artists, yet

would engage collaboratively and creatively in an artistic process. She is very open 

about the fact that she is “interested in the process” of collaboration, especially

working people of other disciplines. At her current university, she has worked with the

cheerleading program as well as the Wellness Center on artistic projects. Blair happily 

learns early in the process that Rob, like her, has no clear idea what he wants the

project to become, but is open to just experiencing a new process of collaboration.

From this, as with her previous collaborators, Blair gets the crucial and comforting

sense that “everyone wants to be here.”
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Collaboration Begins with a Pillow Fight

After students are assigned to their collaborative groups by the faculty

members in the second week of the semester, groups begin meeting separately in 

various locations around campus twice a week during the designated class time. This

is when and where the process of collaboration begins. The next time they meet with

the other collaborative groups will be in a few weeks when they are expected to

propose their collaborations to the other groups to get their feedback.

Lu’s team decides to meet in a rehearsal room in the School of Music, 

academic home of Steven. The first meeting is an opportunity for the six students to

get to know each other and their artistic interests and to share ideas about what the

collaboration could become, and it was at this early stage that the group members

shares the work that they have done individually and collaboratively. For instance,  

Sam shows the group a short work of video art that featured him and a collaborator 

Sally Drumgoole, a fellow undergraduate art major who is currently working in another

collaborative group in the CatA course. Blair also shares her own work in video art, a 

sustained view of her mouth full of braces chewing gum and blowing bubbles edited 

with poolside images. This is a product of her collaboration with the university’s 

Wellness Center. With the majority of the group being experienced performance artists

and performers, it makes sense that they also decide to take part in a planned public 

performance together. Many group members join a large pillow fight outside the city’s 

major art museum, organized by Joan.
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For Lu, she finds the group and the beginning of the process interesting. She 

shares stories about the topics that she finds most interesting such as guns and the

homeless, her personally significant themes such as invisibility, and objects that may

inspire the group such as “a big cone-like sign with the word ‘Jesus’ near the globe” 

that prompted her to wonder “What would Jesus flavored ice cream taste like running

down your face and hands?” Lu reflects on her early group meetings:

So the group liked my Jesus sign – or let’s say they are intrigued. 

The group is young – very young – lots of energy. The tattooed

woman with piercings likes to make fun happenings. I have to admire

it. She was staging a pillow fight in front of the [major museum]. I

went with my camera – not to pillow fight. Done enough of that, just

observe. Funny my theme is invisibility. I moved right into the fight 

and no one hit me – never thought they would, didn’t feel the need

to protect myself. How did I get this way – losing my fear of looking

silly, disruptive? I have begun to enjoy my ability to disappear.

About her group, Lu explains:

Everyone in the group had such enthusiasm. They like to play more

than my generation. We were serious. Interestingly, things were very

much like today, except we had hope, the belief that we could 

change things. That sure got beat out of us.

I don’t want to be young anymore, but I still want to share skills and
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perspectives. I wonder what we will come up with, what in these

next weeks we’ll be able to accomplish? It is such a magical thing to

me that strangers can come together and work towards a common

vision. If we can do it artistically, why not politically and socially?

“Yum Um Scrumptious”: Ideas Enacted

The group members are intrigued by Lu’s Jesus sign, and it is early on that 

the object sparks Blair to become enamored with the phrase “Yum Um Scrumptious!”

The name of the group becomes Yum Um and their mission is to spread aggressively 

positive messages and feelings to groups of people in unexpected ways. In the first half

of the semester, they plan to stage memorable, impromptu events with the goal of 

making people feel good. For instance, the group decides to distribute bottles of Kool-
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Aid to random people on the street of the city’s downtown business district. A few 

weeks into their collaboration, they stage an unannounced birthday party at one of the

meetings with other collaborative groups. The group bursts into the meeting room 

making a lot of noise by shouting out hoots, hollers, and “Happy Birthday”s, while 

violently rattling noise-makers. Though the group’s mission is one of positivity, the 

performance has a menacing tone as they persistently bombard their audience with

loud, aggressive sounds. Though a few members of the other groups may give an ironic 

cheer, the majority sit perplexed or nonplussed throughout the party. Once the

commotion settles, everyone eats their cake and has quiet conversations about what 

just transpired.

Yet their mission is not clear as they also move ahead with creating a

differently-focused public event. The idea of creating large video projections (video

bombs) displayed on the walls of city structures at night also intrigues the group. As

Steven describes their video bomb idea, it is “showing videos at poignant locations 

(based on the content of the video) that create discussions about controversial issues,

etc. A critical aspect of a ‘video bomb’ is that it is unannounced and should         not 

be expected by its viewer.” For their first video bomb, the team works together to 

record video of people walking in the downtown business district. They construct a

portable unit that includes a projector and a power source for the projector to show 

the video anywhere. Yet, the first time the group went out to present their video
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for powering the projector. On their second attempt the following day, their new 

discovery is that the projector is not powerful enough for large-scale projections that 

create the desired effect.

Helices Move to the Background

The first half of the semester in collaboration sees the increased absence of 

some group’s members. Sam has personal commitments in another city that pulls him 

away from some group meetings, while at least one partner believes he becomes less 

interested in the collaboration when his main interests in collaborating – the creation 

of a musical and video bombs – become scrapped ideas.

Lu feels at odds with Michael constantly, probably beginning with his “the only

writer” comment, because she reads in his demeanor a total disinterest in 

acknowledging the connection they have as writers and a philosophical alignment with

Joan and Blair. Lu would regularly question him about his actions during meetings and 

highlights in her reflective notebook how he seems “hidden.” Furthermore, in a group 

exercise facilitated by professional theatre director Kim Weill, Lu does not let slide the

trouble Michael has responding to Weill’s questions. Michael tried to analyze it.

Got angry. If it worked out like he expected it to happen, he would be satisfied. Kim

invited Michael to not be so analytical.

Also, two of the performance artists Blair and Joan attend and contribute

during meetings, but regularly arrive up to an hour late to those meetings. Rob is more
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understands his instinctual “get it done” commitment to artistic collaborations. Yet, 

the general absence of her group and the lack of cohesion in their work and vision

leads Lu to become very frustrated. A pivotal moment in the collaboration takes place 

in February 2008, when Lu sends the entire collaborative group an email message

informing them that “I’m not your mother,” instructing them to grow up and take 

responsibility for their commitments.

“Moving Into the Outside World”: Authority, Autonomy, and Lu as Mother

Lu is a mother, and she understands that she is most present for her family 

and has been working hard for a very long time to keep a family going. This is a

primary role for Lu, as well as a highly collaborative role, and she has moved along

this trajectory in a singular way.

In my youth the actual work of diapers, running on no sleep, giving

birth, doing the laundry, keeping the house clean or reasonably so.

When I moved outside of family into the outside world, I could never

forget that my primary role was mother and wife. I still will say, I’m 

just a housewife who has explored out in the world a bit more than

some.

Just as often as she mentions how young her fellow collaborators are, Lu also

brings up how she feels she is in a mother role within the group. As previously noted, 

she feels that her life as a twenty-something was a very different, more serious
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Her “serious” side has come through in her discussions about the happenings they

plan to stage. Lu says Joan reminds her of “someone from the 60s” that brought an 

anti-authority aspect to their work. Though Lu confesses her “jealousy that [she] 

couldn’t act that way when she was young,” she also feels like she must “rein [Joan] 

in.” When the group starts planning a flash mob at the opening of Kim Weill’s 

production of “The Good Woman of Setzuan” on the university campus, another idea 

that is eventually scrapped, Lu recognizes a problem:

I think our final project will be a projected video at the opening or

the closing weekend of “Good Woman.”

I’m going to be out of town but doesn’t matter at this point, but I

do want to come up with some new video – I am catching on.

One problem – I worry about or constantly caution about legal

ramifications of Joan’s ideas. She was talking about sounds

bombs – making explosive or gunshot sounds. Then when they

talked about how to project, Joan’s like, “I can get on the roof.” I

want to wrap her in danger tape.

Oh – when issue of ethics brought up – in regard to videoing the

homeless guy eating – her response was to not worry about it... I am

too old – constantly come up to the wall of my age – brain not

working as fast as these kids’.
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my contribution might be – wanting to shine and just think of how to

make it happen – video bombs that relate to or confront the

expected.

This is not what I expected. I would like to get together as a group

and just live together for a few days. We would nail it, but not to be.

Everyone too busy

Lu would later liken this collaborative milieu to being in a “foreign

land with a new language.” The performance world of flash mob or video

bombs cherishes the unexpected, the brief, and the seemingly pointless. 

With flash mobs in particular, people are instructed to show up at a certain 

location and follow a give set of instructions to participate in an impromptu

event, like the pillow fight mentioned earlier. Like the peer-to-peer

collaborators that Schneider (2006) writes about in his view on

collaboration, flash mob collaborators could very well be strangers with  

little or no communication before, during, or after the event. The image of a

flash mob as collaboration starkly contrasts the image of theatre as

collaboration, which usually relies on long-term deliberative and labor-

intensive work by a group of artists. For Lu, artistic collaborations have 

primarily been the latter, and far from pointless, as her Edward Albee 

workshop play production demonstrated. Yet, she shows that she has the
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ready to immerse herself in that world, even as she realizes people there

may be less concerned, more anonymous, busier.

Blair’s view about the autonomy of the group being critical prompts her to

propose stonewalling their group’s project proposal to the other collaborative group 

in the first half of the semester. Lu reminds the group of the purpose of the proposal 

presentation (to get feedback from the other artists in an effort improve the project) 

and she does not understand why they would want to avoid it. It is explained that the 

group would be able to maintain a level of mystery regarding the project, and the

unexpected nature of events such as the Birthday Party and their video bombs would 

remain intact. In stonewalling the other groups during the actual presentation, group

presenter Blair becomes as vague as possible in her explanation of the project 

repeating art lexicon like “site-specific” and “gestural” with no project details. Again, 

the result is a perplexed audience. After her curt presentation, one student in the

audience asks Blair, “Your project is site-specific, but you don’t have a specific 

site?” The meeting continues a while longer as the larger group of collaborators

begins to realize that there is no way to dialogue with Lu’s group and they are not

really clear why.

Lu loses purpose and faith in the collaboration and this learning experience.

This collaborative project has been the worst. I’m trying to see how

I can make something good out of it but so far I’m an unhappy

camper...
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This is a project set for failure. No wonder they don’t tell the public 

what happens in these collaborations. A whole semester. We’re

midway kinda and I am just hanging on. Will our group share with the

others? So I’m just going bonkers. Amazing how much energy it

sucks. I wonder if I will learn anything useful.

Though she eventually enjoys the result of the stonewalling presentation, Lu 

does continue to feel frustrated by the role that she has come to play in the group

and confers with Steven about the direction that the group is going in. It is at this 

point that Steven changes his roles from advisor and facilitator to “taking on a more 

traditional role of teacher, giving assignments and deadlines, about 2/3rds of the way

through the course in order to get them working again (the project stalled several 

times).”

Yum Um Blog

Shortly after Lu communicates in her reflective notebooks the despair she is

feeling above, the group decides to begin using an online blog to document their work

in collaboration. They have actually been documenting their work from the start –

video recording their unexpected public events as well as their meetings and personal

reflections after each meeting. Blair likens the reflections to the “confessional-style” 

interview format utilized in most reality television shows.

The blog becomes an energizing force within the group. Initial posts include
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feel like today A LOT was accomplished... Right now I’m really happy with the 

dynamics.” Lu: “However we do this, it seems very exciting at this point. Even in 

points of disagreement, there is a whole lot more good energy. I think we know where 

we’re going.” Blair: “I love the idea of the outdoor space...” Rob: “I loved going 

downtown and filming on Monday. I had a lot of fun with Lu. Can’t wait to figure out 

what we want to record next.”

The blog also serves as a place for individual group members to report to the

entire group. Lu, Rob, and Joan report on their work filming video for the project and 

logistical considerations for completing the task. Lu reports what she discovered as

she scouted locations for the group’s final end-of-semester project presentation.

Blair reports on some budgetary issues. Several members decide to use the blog as a

space for posting their reminders, questions and concerns. Yet as the frustration and 

conflict within the group comes to a fever pitch once again, the blog becomes a space 

where the individual trajectories and stories collide – some are commented on, others

are just left alone. Michael is the only collaborator who does not use the blog to post 

or comment.

Joan reports on the big picture status of the endeavor: “We finally have a 

cohesive theme and shooting schedule. The idea of observing everyday presence and

then redistributing that presence into the same empty space.” She encapsulates her 

thoughts on the theme in a single post titled “Manifesto?!?” In it (see image), she
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consciousness perspective on the theme with strips of thoughts about their 

projections moving horizontally across the page.

A city that spends its days occupied and its nights vacant...

Will anyone even notice the small 3X3 window of the daily grind... 

Will the city ache for a presence... or does it rest and reflect...

The city is left without character when the people leave...

Reflections upon reflections... screens projected onto windows...

projected through windows... onto textures... to be internally 

reflected... who’s tired of the word reflected... forcing the city to

look at itself. Abandoned empty... and unaware.

This reflection on presence is posted on the blog later on the same day that 

Lu posted “my manifesto” (see image). She begins by pointing out how most of the 

group was absent from or late to the meeting that day. After mentioning a couple of 

paths for continuing the collaborative process, Lu puts forth all of her stories of 

collaboration that have developed through her work in this group, including the story

of discipline and authority, where she sets the rules that the group must comply with 

to prevent the work of the group from stalling yet again:

I am drawing a line in the sand. Be in class or posted meetings

where we all agree to a time, ready to engage, participate even if

Steven is not present.
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group cannot seem to become self-sufficient:

I cannot operate anymore feeling like I am the nagging nanny of the 

group. Not the way I run my nurseries. And anyway, you are all 

adults. And I’m not your mother.

The story of the process of collaboration that she includes in her post points

to the significant level of engagement, cost, and risk she sees in their process and to

her desire for others to be committed to learning along with her:

I just wanted to create and see if I could work outside my comfort

zone. And I was willing to pay for the privilege to meet myself once

again. It doesn’t matter what we do, only that we do something

even if it is to come to some understanding and acceptance of one

another with all of our various human qualities, but even that takes

commitment to the process.

Finally, the story of the products of collaboration she activates

challenges her individual collaborators to choose the specific outcomes

that they hope to gain for themselves from this process, and explains that 

the students may choose to value either intrinsic or extrinsic rewards for

their labor:

I ask again, are we a collaboration? Are we just in a class trying to

make it through until we collect a grade? I want an “A” by the way. I
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up the letter grade in order to get what I want out of this experience. 

Self respect. What it is the rest of you want?

Joan does not give a comment to Lu’s post on the blog, but does present her

post “Manifesto?!?” above later the same day. Sam also presents another post titled

“Stuff that’s been done and to consider” that same day – a collection of YouTube 

videos that demonstrate a variety of nighttime artistic projections on city structures. 

Lu does respond to Sam’s post, stating which video speaks to her. Blair is the only 

group member that responds directly to Lu’s manifesto. She agrees that Lu is right 

and that the group indeed needs to accept “rules and goals.”

The final post titled “More on Presence, Lu” is placed on the blog by Lu about

two weeks after the blog is started. On the post, Lu suggests that the group read two

articles that relate to “presence” – one is a blog post inquiring into stage presence,

the other is a review of a published collection of essays on literature and visual arts 

written by the philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy. Referring to the book review in particular, 

Lu writes:

Yum Um might want to read the full article. I ask that we explore

whether we are trapped in a split personality here. I find it

interesting that the group likes the notions of our video capturing

the eternal present. The idea that the projection captures past and

present and future in the eyes of the viewer as well as the projector.
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groups that produce as well as in the viewer.

But at the same time, we seem to have difficulty with completing

anything. Perhaps that is because we are all artists who want to be

special, and some feel that if we complete something it is lost, that 

you no longer own it, if you will. It belongs to the eyes of the

beholder. I’ll use a quote from the article.

“Absence (or ‘absense’) is a key word for Nancy, pointing to a gap,

a lack, never to be overcome by Truth or representation. The

opposite of absence is not presence but completion. Completion for

this philosopher always carries with it the aroma of tyranny, because

something that is complete has cut off possibilities, the exploration of 

which might lead to new ways of being, new forms of pleasure, of

looking, of life. The idea of absence suggests a form of return, at

least in Nancy’s world, a finality that denies change: ‘Absence

condemns the presence that offers itself as the completion of

sense.’”
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Yum Um Corporation: Going out of Business

Steven states that Yum Um begins focusing their work in the last half of the

collaboration, or the second half of the semester. The group embodies and 

incorporates their semester of stalled projects as the aggressively positive Yum Um 

Corporation, with their final presentation developed into a “Going out of Business” 

spectacular. As Steven describes it later, “My group decided to present, in a gallery 

format, a multi-media presentation of the various smaller projects that they worked on

throughout the semester. This seemed the best way to encompass all of the many

different things they did (video, drawings, written passages, sculpture, etc.)... They

wanted to present a ‘history’ of their corporation.” Though I go into Lu’s experience 

in more detail later, I will note that she takes up a new role and becomes a so-called 

“observer” in this collaborative process. This observer role will be discussed later.

Her ultimate view of the installation of artifacts from their collaborative process is

“spectacular,” and she states that when “actually doing art, the group comes 

together and issues go away.”

On the evening of their final presentation in mid-April 2008, Steven’s 

collaborative group displays the artifacts of their collaboration. The event is held at an 

art gallery in the southeastern part of the city, a barrio not far from the ship channel

and the university campus. The presentation sits alongside other presentations by

university arts students in other spaces of the gallery. Also, the artists with studio
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installation visitors.

Upon entering the building, the audience is met by an open space and large

conceptual art pieces. With a quick scan, one can tell where the Yum Um Corporation 

presentation is being held. Beyond the large, white-boxed camping ground, one can 

see a burst of fluorescent colors. There are streamers flooding down from the ceiling 

that the audience must walk through to access the installation.

The corporation has created a number of events, which are represented in this 

space. Below is a list of the events and how they are represented:

One video is a public service message. It features Sam dressed in a business

suit. Though it is not certain whether the video is a public service announcement or

the filming of a public service announcement. It is played on a small monitor in a small 

space carved out of the wall. The gallery used to be an old sewing shop with a store-

front on the ground floor, and the spaces in the walls seem to be display shelves for

the old shop. It is an older, intimate building, which complements the homemade feel of

the Yum Um aesthetic. Near the video in the display space are pamphlets.

On the other side of the streamers is another shelved display space. There are 

goodies in that corner, including cakes with colorful icing. In front of the display is a

keg filled with O’Douls beer. The beer is popular with people who come through; some 

even hover around the keg. A few people pop into the space with their cups to get

more beer and then re-exit once their cups are filled. Lu laughs at one point, seeing
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The walls are completely plastered with several large pieces of white paper. The 

paper comes in different sizes, but their shapes are square or rectangular. They are 

arranged at different angles and are taped to each other and the wall with different

color masking tape. Not only does the tape have vivid colors, but on each piece of

paper, brightly colored markers and paint were used to boldly write sayings such as

“hey hey hey hey hey” and “you’re sooo cool”. Steven talks to Lu about the sense 

of spectacle that is one of their goals achieved in this presentation. Rob states that

the group had been working everyday for the past week in this space creating the

presentation. He said they had to reapply the walls each day because of the humidity.

The tape would not stick after some time, so they had to re-apply at least one wall

each day. The effect was that some papers are slanted or curved along the wall.

The curvy walls of paper were highlighted by the curving line of the photos

that are displayed. One line of photos spreads across all of the walls of their gallery 

space. The photos are documentation of the Yum Um Corporation-sponsored events 

they facilitated over the course of the semester, including the birthday party, a hoola 

hoop competition, sucker and drink promotions, tire-fixing and paper football events.

There are also displays that represent each Yum Um event. On the first short

podium is the head of the piñata from the birthday party and hoola hoops. The short 

podium behind that has artifacts from the tire-fixing and paper football events. The
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bubbles, small boxes, and other brightly colored items. Further back in the 

presentation space, there is an old-fashioned slide projector that runs through slides

of the corporation at different events. To the right, on a tall thin podium is a DVD 

player that plays a family-friendly version of the film “Pulp Fiction.” When an 

audience member presses “Play” on the DVD player, she discovers the film has been 

edited down to its closing credits.

Lu’s Experience in Collaboration

Though the Yum Um Corporation’s “Going out of Business” event was a

presentation of the outcomes of the group’s work in collaboration during the spring 

2008 semester, Lu came to understand and represent her experience in the

collaboration in singular ways. These singular ways of experiencing collaboration may

stem from her frustration and marginalization within her group; the roles she has been
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called to play out during their work together; the network of friends, artists, and 

inspirational figures in her life; reverberations of her past artistic collaborations; the

various milieus in which she works outside of the group, and more. The result of this 

singular trajectory through her coursework is a collection of stories that lend insight

into her experience as she creates her own process and products of artistic 

collaboration and extends the learning that emerges in her experience in the CatA 

course to others in other educational contexts that she is a part of.

One of the products of the collaboration not mentioned earlier, yet with major 

impact on Lu’s experience of collaboration, is a set of press releases that she writes 

and presents to her group just a couple weeks before their final presentation –

products that come out of her singular experience and that would further or add a

political component to the Yum Um Corporation project. As she describes the writing

of these press releases, the positive gestures of takeover of institutions the group is 

critical of:

I woke up certain I would not give an ounce of thought to the

yumums and the group project. But then I watched the news and

there was a lot of hype about the opening of the new Cathedral

downtown. Amy Goodman had a piece on the testimony of an

executive with Exxon to Congress. So I wrote the following press

releases.
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PRESS RELEASE

April 2, 2008 from the YUM UM Corporation for immediate release

The Yum Um Corporation, a start up group of diverse entrepreneurs 

has agreed as their next project to begin appropriating the corporate 

headquarters and properties of all churches. Yum Um has decided 

that God is their property and therefore they own all rights to his/her

name...

PRESS RELEASE

April 3, 2008 from the YUM UM Corporation for immediate release

In response to the recent Congressional appearance of executives 

for the leading oil companies, the Yum Um Corporation has begun

appropriating all property of Shell, Exxon, and Chevron. Our 

representatives will be staging photo ops at the corporate 

headquarters located in Houston on April 4th beginning at 10am in 

the morning...

I received encouragement from one member of the group, Blair.

I decided to hit while the iron was hot. So around 1:30 I drove
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10am. But it was still in full swing evidently so I parked under the 

[highway] and walked through the barricades toward the cathedral.

When I got there I realized that I had forgotten our yumum stickers,

so I went back to the car and put some in my pocket. There was a

man parked across the row from me sitting in his car. I realized was

probably security for the piece or he was a TSA agent. When the

Yumums made their first trip to town to give away free Kool-Aid, we

encountered an agent. I stuck three stickers, thumb-print sized: One

on the stairs to the old co-cathedral and another to the stone wall to 

the left side of the new cathedral and another on the right side... I

took some photos and left.

Then I went back to my car and drove to eat lunch and get ready

for the class I teach at 5:30. I needed gas and left a sticker on the 

gasoline pump, and documented it. I was having fun. But I also

realized I was too hyper and out of balance. So at lunch I quietly

reviewed what I had done, and then paranoia hit like a rock to the 

head and the gut. I realized they had the power to have me arrested

for my little quietly staged protest, because of course that is what it

was, a protest against the aggrandizement of thinking that [the city]
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was a huge event in [the city] that the church belonged to all of the

people of [the city]. Wasn’t that like appropriating the one true GOD

for all? Does saying it make it true? And I mocked them, vandalized

their party. So then I get really crazy, and realize I have to destroy

the evidence of the yum um stickers. So I drove to another

restaurant parking lot and clean out my purse and car and pockets 

of all the leftover stickers. I realize even as I’m doing this that I’m

playing a game, a waking dream. Then I have to find a trash

can to deposit the goods in. Dirty tissues, pieces of receipts and the

incriminating red yum um stickers. And I’m having fun and at the

same time I’m terrified because I know I am dealing with some really

bad dudes who have lawyers and money. In some way, I have finally

faced down the big boys. Of course I realize the way the church 

handles these protests is to ignore them. I realize that they

wouldn’t even know, unless they have cameras of course, spying on 

all of the streets around their new prize. I drove by the Cathedral,

forcing myself not to stop to look at the stickers, to check, were they

still there.

From her euphoric experience endeavoring to embody and enact a politically-

charged mission of her group’s fake corporation, Lu gets the group’s response in her
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and the gas station, Lu is hurt when no one acknowledges her emailed releases. “They

are not interested.” Then Lu hears “someone [say] that they are going to call me

Mama Bear, and it hits me that I am feeling like a bear and a very angry woman, not a

mother, not now.” Lu objects to the name, then chides group members who are

talking under their breath, and ultimately loses her temper shouting, “Shut the f----

up. Your cross talk is distracting.” As Steven described Lu’s situation within her

group, “[though she] brought a large number of ideas for discussion and attempted to

be very involved in leadership/organizational issues at first, [she] often was ignored

regarding both ideas and organization, and therefore eventually took on a significant 

supportive role by realizing the ideas of others according to their organizational plan... 

[Lu] was very discouraged in not having a significant voice in decisions.” The 

marginalization of Lu may well represent being deported from the foreign land in  which

she was residing for a semester. In a reflection on her experience in collaboration

written the following day, Lu divulges that she has debated leaving the group and

wonders what the value of her work in the course is. She shares that she likes and

cares for her group members, but believes she has begun to lose herself  and has to

stop thinking and just be. “And perhaps that’s what I am doing, using the group to 

explore the negative side of being a rapidly growing older generation... Is this going to 

be useful for me in some way or is it just what it is, another experience to fill my bag 

of experiences, visiting strange lands and learning new vocabularies.”
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friends outside her Yum Um collaborative group – friends who serve as her 

“knowledge community” (Craig, 1995). Though Craig was writing of professional

teachers when coining this term, it is appropriate to see Lu’s network as the “the 

people with whom [one] constructed and reconstructed meaning for [one’s]... 

experiences” (p. 151). One person from her knowledge community advised Lu:

Let go of these kids. You do not have to live through them. Use the

raw material of what you know of what is going on in the culture to

write a novel or place that explores all this. Deal with it that way. 

Don’t objectify it in your life by being one of the kids. Be the 

observer.

Even if you finish this piece with the kids, pull away some and detach, 

be the observer – I would seriously consider pulling out all together

though, and doing the work with what I suggested – a creation piece –

you have to be the judge on that yourself.

What Lu has come to recognize is that her “need for collaboration and

experience has made [her] both observer and participator,” and she is clear that her

role of observer does not prevent her from being “very present” in the collaboration.

She is not invisible. Not simply willing to release the group or its impact on her, Lu 

explains that Blair also plays a large part in changing her outlook and helps her shake

off her “follow the rules” perspective. Looking back on her experience in collaboration,
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of her collaborators. Though she seriously considered fleeing from the collaboration,

she states that she had the commitment not to walk away from the course – “to 

complete the course and get a grade.”

Lu also saw her experience in collaboration reflected in her teaching practice

for the Storytelling course that she just took up at a local university. In reflecting on

her practice, Lu explains how it becomes a practice of collaboration.

I need to know that I’m teaching everyone what they need to learn. 

So I took Kim [Weill, who led Lu’s group in a collaborative exercise]

and everyone like her that has taught me and brought them into my 

class with me. I wrote quotes about stories and audiences and

authentic people advice on the board. [I] had the class write them

down – they’ll be looking up the authors.

She began to allow the individual perspectives of each student to come 

forward, as the room of storytellers would also be each other’s audience:

I called roll and had them answer some questions Kim [Weill] had

asked so that we could all get to know each other. They would be

telling their first personal narrative in a couple of weeks and I

wanted them to know their audience. It would make it less scary.

Later I asked who was really scared to get up and speak in front of 

people. It was the most intelligent young women in the class, also



somebody in theatre went to visit undiscovered tribes and take
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“beautiful.” None of the guys admitted to fear of public speaking.

Then Lu went on to demonstrate “silence,” like Lu’s cherished theme of

“invisibility” not only because it represented an absence of some sort but also 

because it could activate power.

I showed [my class] an exercise in centering. I stood silent, breathed,

and began looking at each of them in silence. That scared all of them.

Oh, the power of silence. I felt like I was really beginning to teach.

Lu Bryant and Inquiry

Lu was an active participant in an inquiry into her practical experience as a

student in an artistic collaboration facilitated by a university course in collaborative 

arts. She pulled forth stories throughout her collaboration to help illustrate points to

her collaborators in their discussions during meetings; and while some partners

enjoyed the stories, others found the time spent on telling and listening to stories 

distracting or inefficient. One partner articulated his feeling that the stories get the 

group off-task when he commented, “She has all these stories.”

Lu’s entire collaborative group was audience to her stories, and this is 

important to note considering her view on audiences:

What I’m aware of is the strong need in all of us for an audience,

and wanting to elicit a response from that audience. Schechner or
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pictures or document their ancient rituals, but they quickly changed

in response to the audience’s interest.

Kind of like writing down stuff so it is more accessible to Trinidad.

Lu suggests that how she went about documenting and reflecting upon her

experience in artistic collaboration was influenced by my interest in learning about her

experience. I divulged from the start my interactions with Lu – the purpose of my

inquiry and the method of inquiry that I would engage in. Also important to note is

how the inquiry process we engaged in, where I was audience to her performance of 

collaboration, affected the performance itself. Lu recently informed me that my

dissertation is why she stayed with the process. About the reflective notebook that

she maintained throughout her process of collaboration, Lu explains it was “very 

important that someone was purposefully looking at [the notebook]... I felt like I was

being useful and contributing.”
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unstructured collaborations?

Stage Four Collection

Stage Four: Collection is that part of collaboration where people join to take

stock of the products that await them at the end of the roller-coaster ride of their 

work together. From the technical-rational perspective of “Revving up Your High-

Performance Project Team,” it is the end-goal of these products that should always

be in view throughout a process of collaboration. From this perspective, it may feel in 

many instances that a “get it done” attitude tramples anyone involved in the process

who prevents the final products from being created. In the online course, the image of 

collaboration is that it is inherently bumpy. This is where I agree. Yet, the process of 

collaboration is also a space for many other significant actions beside production of 

final products, such as learning, aesthetic development, personal and interpersonal

growth, and more. Therefore, both the process of collaboration and the products of 

collaboration must be given the time and attention to unfold in due course. It is here

that I hope to collect some insight into collaboration, particularly in relation to the

following research questions.

How can teachers and students manage the paradox of collaboration as both

a focus on the individual and a focus on the group in an authentic, aesthetic 

experience?

How do teachers and students working in an artistic mode manage the

diversity and the challenge of chaos in the processes of these particular
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Can and should collaboration be taught? If so, how?

Living Form

By choosing to analyze the use of artistic collaboration in education through the

participatory work of the Yum Um Corporation as well as my own collaborative group’s 

participatory activities with elementary students, it becomes vital that I point out

the elephant in the room. The practice of creating participatory art and valuing, 

documenting, and presenting a process of artistic work shown in both collaborations in 

this dissertation are part of an important shift in the practice of art today. In what

Bishop (2006) calls the “social turn,” we see the latest move towards art practices that

work to blur the lines between art and other practices or between art and everyday life.

In these practices, it may be difficult to distinguish artists from teachers, activists,

gardeners – any persons who take socially-centered actions outside of art contexts.

Bishop (2011) points out that the most recent labels for this artistic   practice (e.g., 

“social practice”) have even gone as far as to remove the term “art” from the

equation. For these artists of social practice whose mantra is “I don’t make things, I

make things happen,” the purpose of this work typically falls into two categories: (1) 

providing a platform for personal change and discovery of the audience through a

personal experience or embodiment and (2) facilitating social or political awareness that

promotes real change in the larger world. Though participatory art has come and gone

in art history, re-surfacing in history especially during times of
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message, design – that exists in the social turn we are currently in as representative

of “social relations under capitalism.”

Though it may seem like a stark contrast to a technical rational perspective, 

curator Thompson (2011) is quick to point out how this dramatic shift to participation 

in a process – which he calls “living form” - is not free of outside forces, including 

processes of commodification and instrumentalization by capitalist or authoritarian 

forces. Yet this living form continues to work at blurring the lines between art and life 

by adding social ideals and purposes to its artistic tools. For instance, artists may

utilize: (1) anti-representation, where any object or action itself is art; (2) audience

participation, which provides agency for everyone to make change on a micro or macro

level; (3) situating art in the real world, promoting egalitarianism in the distribution of

art; (4) producing political change, where art is a process of affecting policies. One

example of social practice - “‘doing’ as showing resistance” - that Thompson (2011)

as well as Bishop (2011) use to illustrate this work is Project Row Houses in Houston,

Texas, which acquires and renovates row houses in the city’s poor, historically 

African-American 3rd ward for the purpose of developing creative spaces for projects 

that consciously add to and reflect the existing communities. This practice is in

opposition to gentrification, which is happening in most of these run- down urban

areas near downtown Houston.

Yet, in a rather nihilistic move, Thompson pushes us to consider that today
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lives. He provocatively declares that “everyone is an artist” as the lines between art 

and life continue to get blurred in artist movements that pay more and more attention

to social events that have traditionally been placed outside of art contexts, such as

an Obama election celebration in Harlem or political uprisings in Cairo’s Tahrir Square.

The spectacle or performance of Zapatistas, reality television, food movements, social

networking may be considered as artful practices. For Thompson (2011), spectacle

becomes a commodity, “social being is now up for commodity,” and public moments

seem initiated “to build an art career.” Reflecting on all this, he does see hope in the

strategic turn of social practice and the purpose of this work to effect real, positive

change: (1) a focus on the local circumstances and need, (2) structural developments

to provide stability in communities, (3) collectives that battle commodification through

shared authorship, and (4) targeted work in changing specific governmental policies.

Thompson (2011) makes us aware of the lens through which we must now see 

living forms. Because the lines are blurred and this practice is currently somewhere 

between an art event and a non-art social event, Bishop (2011) believes that neither 

social discourses nor artistic discourses can clearly relate to a phenomena like social 

practice and other participatory art – unified under the moniker “living form.” 

Thompson (2011) poses questions about social practice such as “Is this good art?” 

and “How do we know that pedagogy happened?” and is upfront about the fact that 

“WE DON’T KNOW!” This is the dilemma that may be reflected or performed in the
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places a burden on artists because they are not responding to a specific party politics 

like the other forms of participatory art historically have, forcing them to take

responsibility for creating whole political movements. One way artists may resolve this 

is by being the line between existing political movements and the artful means of 

affecting change – that is collaboration. And in her view, we can better realize

ourselves anew or respond to power in the circumstances of our current political and 

social milieus through objects, such as stories, that “allows this experience to have 

purchase on the public imaginary.”

The influences of critical studies and performance studies prompt the

perspectives of Thompson and Bishop to resonate with me, to a large extent. And

from my close look at artistic collaboration in education, I recognize the dilemma of 

collaborative arts today, and the complex problem emerges throughout this paper with

an absence of one smooth story or set of stories. The way these stories are framed 

may have the reader desiring more structure to make more complete sense of this 

dilemma or what is presented about it, but some would say that this is a characteristic

of art. Is this dissertation good? Is it good art? In fact, these questions and

the research questions I pose do not have clear answers. Therefore, I feel my task in

Stage Four: Collection is to respond to my research questions utilizing the tools of

narrative inquiry to provide insight that may help educational practice. Finally,         I

would like to make clear that they are my responses; and though they are not the
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by my relationships with these research participants over time and across place. 

Embodied Knowledge

As discussed in previous chapters, Schneider (2006, 2007) is most interested 

in the ungenerous mode of artistic collaboration, where virtual strangers can come 

together to collaborate artistically. The current shift to social practice provides many 

examples like the pillow fight that the Yum Um collaborators participate in, strangers 

can come together with the help of social networks like Facebook and Twitter to

become part of an event that someone they may not know organizes. People can 

organize unexpected events, like the Yum Um birthday party, to disorient spectators

by placing them in an event, where the experience is heightened by its 

unexpectedness – in the real world, outside of familiar frames of art presentation and 

distribution. What these living forms of social practice do in part is highlight the

importance of embodied knowledge – personal knowledge gained from the human 

body’s interaction with the environment.

By bringing practice to the center of the coursework in CatA, the course

administrators and faculty affirm their belief that there is something to learn by

“doing” collaboration. And though students are able to develop collaborations that are

purely theoretical, none ever do. At times, you may find products of collaboration as

something closer to traditional museum exhibitions, but most times they ask audiences 

to physically engage with their work - taking living form. Besides the
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themed speak-easy and a rock group that uses the game Rock Band to play music 

and as a means of incorporating the public into their band performances.

Johnson (1989) explains how this embodied knowledge relates to the

knowledge of teachers and students. “All of [the] life-sustaining activity that 

constitutes our experience of our world depends upon certain recurring structures of 

our bodily interactions” (p. 366). Embodiment – including the body’s limitations -

helps shape our understanding what is happening around us – including the images of 

others and self that guide us and the routines and cyclic patterns that we participate 

in. Embodied knowledge is a part of personal practical knowledge, which is illustrated

in Lu’s participation in the Liz Lerman project and the awareness of movement’s 

relation to the practice of storytelling that Lu developed in the process.

Teachers play a part in the knowledge acquired by students based on how

they embody a model of collaborator. For instance, their physical presence and 

demeanor in the process of collaboration not only make up part of the physical

environment that informs students’ understanding of the process, but is also key in 

helping students understand how a collaborator may physically engage with others. Lu 

understood the impact of embodied experience as she performed the centering 

activity for her students, which allowed them to physically confront and analyze 

silence and understand that silence does not necessarily mean invisibility. It has a

presence. Also, you find it in her choice to take up the role of observer. She declares
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the arts. If there is no audience present, the art changes or may not even be art.

For the faculty members of CatA, they may or may not see their embodiment

of teacher and teaching as critical for their students’ learning in artistic collaboration 

in education. In spring 2007, Tim was a full collaborator: he was present at every group

meeting and attempted to set aside the dilemma of the power of his role as teacher

and grade-determiner to contribute as a peer. His position was horizontal,           which

was not easy for Jeri Wallace to accept. This setting-aside was the best way for Tim

to present his embodiment of a collaborator, as a model of one can do to work through 

the complexities of collaboration. The shifting position of Tim as teacher, as well as 

Jeri’s own physical movement within new educational spaces, forced new knowledge 

about art and education to be formed. In spring 2008, one faculty member had a largely 

hands-off relationship with his collaborative group of students. For this teacher, his

absence provided the space for them to engage in a collaboration and collaborative

relation to him that was positive. Group members told me stories of their satisfaction

with their process of collaboration. Though I was able to inquire into this collaborative

group’s experience the least of all four collaborative groups, the fact that the group

had a very experienced collaborative artist may account for the success story

articulated to me.

But for the Yum Um Corporation, the story played out differently. Steven 

believed his role was more advisory. His model of collaboration was of a person who
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teacher in guiding and monitoring student collaborations. Steven chose to do this

through asking his collaborating students questions that allowed them to focus on the

process and products of collaboration and moving forward. He also advised them on

moves in their collaboration based on his experience in artistic collaboration. Students

understood the value of this contribution, and one student felt that Steven did 

contribute his opinions – an idea to which Steven was decidedly opposed. I imagine the

subjectivities from which his advice was emerged may account for these opinions.

Considering the course’s primary focus on student learning about collaboration

through collaborative practice, as Center board member Hanson stated, the figure of a

teacher as full collaborator may provide the best model for developing the awareness 

of the embodied knowledge that develops in this particular educational experience.

Through witnessing a good model of a collaborator in the teacher, a student may be

able to simultaneously engage with their own embodiment of collaboration as well as

with the embodiment of a successful model of collaboration, the teacher. Of course,

this is assuming that the teacher is a successful model of collaboration, and the 

Center believes that all of their selected faculty members are good models of

collaboration. One critique to this form of engaging students in collaboration is that

the time and energy spent by the teacher collaborating would displace student 

opportunities and agency in the process of collaboration. Though I cannot say that this

is completely invalid, what I do see as valid is that an increased
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promotes an increased level of engagement among students. 

Narrative Authority

One development in the story of his collaborative group was that Steven had 

to shift his role in the middle of the semester. He found that the role of advisor-

facilitator was not sufficient for the messy process of his students’ collaboration, so

he decided to shift to a “traditional role of teacher, giving assignments and 

deadlines.” Seeing that the students could not self-sufficiently manage the 

complexities of an unstructured collaboration, he decided to activate a structure that 

all of his students were familiar with. Indeed, expectations for completing tasks and 

respecting deadlines did not come out of left field. Hanson highlighted “respecting

deadlines” as one of his pillars of successful collaboration, but more significantly the

expectation is a central part of the power structure put in place by technical rational 

perspectives that permeate culture, including schools and universities.

The group challenged - and were challenged by - issues of authority

throughout their collaboration. With the high percentage of performance artists

influenced by social practice and the histories of participatory art that responds to

specific bodies of authority, there was a strong impulse to harness their own power to

make a statement through their work, and not invite other perspectives that may have 

power over their actions and decisions. This is demonstrated in the group’s 

stonewalling of the other collaborative groups, which were invited by the course
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the group, there were limits to whom and how others choose to engage with their 

social practice, which may be seen as the inquirers’ “intelligent rebellion or self-

education” against their “training” (Schwab, 1971, cited in Craig, in press) – if these

students see the other groups as representatives of a “training” that flies against the

movement that they are making in their complex collaboration. In narrative terms, 

members of the Yum Um Corporation may be activating Olson’s (1995) idea of 

“narrative authority,” which refers to the ways that people choose to write their own 

narratives of self.

Inquiry must manage issues of authority, including my inquiry into artistic 

collaboration in education. Narrative inquiry, which is built on practice, makes the

effort to bring the practitioners’ stories to the forefront because it understands that 

knowledge is constructed narratively by the knower from the knower’s experience.

There are many ways to manage the related issues of authority, such as counter-

stories which I will discuss later. Like any inquiry or collaboration, the relation is never 

completely equal only because these processes and relations are too complex. And like 

Jeri demonstrates, the sacred stories of traditional roles of authority can come from

any direction – down a hierarchy from teachers and administrators or up from the 

students. Therefore, all collaborators and inquirers need to work together to support 

an individual’s narrative authority. Lu’s drawing of her “line in the sand” and 

Steven’s “traditional role of teacher” are performances within the context of the
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not teach something valuable for collaborations that we aspire to engage in. 

Interdisciplinarity

Authority and issues of power are just one aspect of the challenge of the 

unstructured artistic collaborations of the CatA course. Another major complex issue 

is the multitude of subjectivities and influences that converge in collaboration, as

represented by the collection of lines on the cylinder of collaboration. In fact, the

higher the diversity of skills and perspectives of the members of collaboration, the

more likely the collaboration will be fruitful. In this study, we find how teachers and 

students utilize various roles in collaboration to structure their tasks and 

understanding of their work and to find their identities. They are also constantly 

confronted by the challenge of the multiple perspectives and meanings in 

collaboration, which requires time and energy to fully consider and work through in

non-hierarchical models. For facing these challenges, Hanson advises students to

“take risks,” one of his pillars of successful collaboration.

Lu and Jeri are not new to risk-taking, as they can both easily pinpoint the

bold moves they have taken in their lives in the quest to engage with artistic and 

academic communities. Both took flights from the lives that they knew to take on the

challenging role of so-called non-traditional middle-aged students – not to mention 

their long-time roles as mothers who manage continuous and challenging coordinated 

collaboration. What can push up against risk though are long-held beliefs, or sacred
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point that she could not see herself as a collaborator in new contexts of 

interdisciplinary art-making. Even though other writers in her collaborative group felt 

more at ease with their fluid roles within the frame of interdisciplinary artistic 

collaboration, Jeri dealt with the challenges of this work and its plethora of influences 

by holding tight the sense she found in the image of the writer as lone artistic 

originator/creator.

The openness to learn about oneself through transformative education

experiences can be demonstrated by Lu’s works in collaboration. As uncovered in her

personal history of collaboration, she connected to the embodied knowledge generated 

from her collaborative work on the Hallelujah project, as mentioned earlier;        

despite the fact that she said she is “not a mover.” Lu also changed through her

participation in a writing workshop focused on sexuality, when she was placed in a

productive context for creativity where she felt comfortable taking risks.

Unstructured interdisciplinary artistic collaboration has the potential to be that type of

space for risk-taking because it is set up as being the least determined space. Yet,

there needs to be an access point to engagement, and it needs to come from the

other collaborators. There are several factors that determine whether a person will 

remain in collaboration, which were discussed in Stage One: Chaos, and the openness

of this course provides the space for creating a big enough play space for all 

participants.
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openness. People could not only bring in sacred stories about their own roles to the

work, but could also limit the possibilities in others’ work. One example is the impact

of Michael’s statement: “I’m the only writer.” As people create the lines separating 

each other on disciplinary lines, people feel alienated or marginalized, which affects

their agency. This is when it is easy to give one’s identity over to “I’m not a good 

collaboration” or “I’m not a mover.” Yet, because Lu was able to move in the Liz 

Lerman project, while not being a self-described mover; we see that there is the

possibility of holding onto sacred stories while playing out – here through

embodiment – other counter-stories, which further demonstrate the layer of meaning

in collaboration that Schneider (2006) refers.

It is risky to engage with other people and other situations that challenge us, 

and it is this risk that social practitioners – in their various forms throughout history -

want to get people accustomed to. The most productive thing that we can do is to

hold on to our tradition, yet be willing to grow, but as Jeri, Sarah, Lu, and in many

ways their collaborators have all discovered through their practice, this is not easy.

To be successful, we must manage the possible roles – like the roles “mother” and 

“kids” dispensed in the Yum Um Corporation - we might at times have to rebel 

against our training and authority; we must expend a lot of time and energy, we may

be called upon to accept that the knowledge we acquire is not intellectual, but rather

embodied.
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One of Lu’s challenges was that she was forced – whether externally, 

internally, or both - to embody a very familiar role of mother when dealing with the

issues that arose in her collaboration. Within the context of this artistic collaboration,

she did not want to take up that role, maybe because she was more interested in 

having peers to share skills and perspectives with. The authority of a gendered mother

role would not allow that. The dilemma for Lu was that she could not find any other 

way to move the collaboration forward – her main goal - in any other role. This was 

the way she felt she could not only “carry her weight” in the group – the final pillar of

successful collaboration from Hanson – but also the weight of her collaborative

partners. For Jeri, this conflict between opposing perspectives brought out a violent

gesture – “the slap” – which she would activate when she felt she was not moving in

line with her collaborators. Of course, whether embodied or metaphorical, “the slap”

may not be the best response to managing one’s own subjectivities within the

context of artistic collaboration in education.

A dilemma in this collaboration is that it may be fuelled by self-interest, where

what is of primary concern is the impact on the individual, and yet simultaneously 

remains connected to and references other collaborators’ work and interest. We may

be able to see this principle hold true, even against the image of contemporary

socially-conscious art practice, as we see collaborators moving away from the

collaboration and becoming absent when it does not fit their interests or goals. Of
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a stake in it. Lu says she remained with her collaboration because she was engaged in 

an inquiry process with me. She found purpose in that work tied to her Yum Um 

collaboration, and she knew that she could only contribute to our inquiry if she 

continued with the collaboration. Though she was also concerned about her grade,  she 

was more concerned about her self-respect, and she challenged others to decide if

their roles and identities as professional artists are going to choose to be extrinsically

(through grades) or intrinsically (through self-determination) rewarded for their work.

Of course, this is Lu’s story of the other students’ experience. We do not

discuss here the circumstances of the choices that they made through their work in

collaboration, and we don’t know why they moved away from the collaboration in 

different ways and at various stages. This movement is what we anticipate in the helix 

metaphor of artistic collaboration in education. And because we anticipate that things

come and go in collaboration, it may be best to find that which rings true for us in 

collaboration. The self-interest that we find at the center of challenges in collaboration

may be more productively understood as the call of collaborators’

“best-loved selves” (Schwab 1954/1978, cited in Craig, in press) – which in the realm 

of social practice, Doug Ashford refers to it as “embodying aspiration” (Thompson,

2012). What Schwab and Ashford are holding up is a sustainable image of the self that 

is as stake in our work and its contexts. For Schwab, individuals are driven by Eros in
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whatever that may mean, individuals can be guided by that image of self that does not

become the collaboration she is working on. Ashford states that social practitioners – I

will include artists, teachers, and students here - embody and perform aspiration - the 

best-loved self, I would propose – even as they face nihilistic views that story their

work as pointless. The same holds true for people who are driven by the stories of

their best-loved selves in the vehicle of collaboration. If a network is in place to 

sustain stories that drive individuals in collaboration to their best-loved selves, then

we may be able to let learning evolve without or despite any “I’m not a...” barriers 

that may exist.

Counter-stories

One strategy that inquirers can activate in their work in managing the chaos

and conflict of collaboration and the narrative damage that it inflicts is the use of 

“counter-stories.” Lindemann Nelson (2001) writes about the damaged identities that

can develop in oppressive environments. In the context of collaborations studied here, 

some examples of oppressive environments could be Jeri’s sacred stories not being 

affirmed, Sarah’s inability to connect with students and faculty in a way that suits her

personality, and Lu’s denigrated identifications as mother/mama bear and nanny. As

discussed earlier, these environments cut off Jeri and Sarah from their potential 

identities and practices, respectively, as “good collaborators”. The narrative of the

“good collaborator” was not even a question for Lu though, and it is my view that it
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outside of her CatA collaboration that allowed her to created counter-stories and 

manage her sense of self through the stalled collaboration.

Counter-stories refer to the social reconstruction of identity through the use

of counter-narratives. In Lu’s case, when she presented her personal dilemma to her 

network of artist friends, she received the feedback that she should create a new 

story of herself as a spectator – not mother – of the group. Getting social uptake

from her network, this counter-narrative provides a new lens through which to 

consider her group’s work. In recent discussions, years after her collaboration, Lu re-

stories her mother role. Rather than an identity imposed on her by the group, Lu’s 

new sense of the role was its value as a skill-building enterprise in collaboration that

she was successful at, and that she embraces as her primary identity and not

something to be ashamed of or to repress in artistic collaborations. Furthermore, 

through the reflections that she created for our inquiry together, she was able to

communicate stories of the agency that she had during that challenging period by

writing about how she transferred her learning from her CatA course to her students 

through her teaching practice in her evening Storytelling classes.

Of course, one could argue that counter-stories also have the potential to do 

harm, or create a false sense of the environment or situation. The type of counter-

stories that I am interested in are those narratives that can be guided by partners in 

a collaborator’s milieu. A very natural member of the CatA collaborative milieu for
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position in that their roles are not highly determined. They have the means of 

providing a network of support to aid in narrative repair by, for instance, promoting 

the use of individual projects and reflections as spaces for counter-stories. Though 

she did not have a network to support her development of cover stories, we see how 

Jeri utilized the vehicle of her own writing as a means of creating counter-narratives 

for her collaborative work and her identity.

Artistic Collaboration in Education

The Lauren Barth Woolbridge Arts Center is a collaborative arts institute that 

is as much an experiment as the projects that it creates and supports. The purpose

of its course “Collaboration among the Arts” is to build interdisciplinary

connections – between its university’s arts students and arts faculty, between artists

and academia, between audiences and the arts, between training and practice. Just like

the social turn in art-making, the center reflects arts practice that reflects community 

as well as the place of art in the world today. The critical points that Thompson and

Bishop hurl in their close analysis of living form send warning signals to those who

endeavor to engage in work outside of traditional frames of art. Yet, as a curator and a

scholar of social practice, respectively, they both see value in sustaining this risky type

of participatory art. The sticking point is that there is still not a language for

adequately examining this form of socially-engaged practice.

The same sticking point also remains for those in education contexts who are
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between art and life, the power of art as a discipline may diminish. But this loss of 

power does not mean the end of art, as art has become a part of everything that we 

see, do, and feel in our highly mediated social worlds. Whether it’s a Zapatista 

demonstration, a tweet, cooking, or a video bomb, everything is a performance or

design with the potential for commodification or instrumentalization. The dilemma for

teaching and learning is that it must figure out how to respond to this new landscape 

in ways that allows the arts to become relevant once again to the lives of people in 

the world today. In the Yum Um Corporation, the young students were significantly 

disengaged, and it was only the young theatre design collaborator who was familiar 

with the means and the ends to successful collaboration from his experiences in the

intensive work of theatre that was consistently engaged in the process.

What artistic collaboration in education needs is what Hanson called “serious

collaboration.” Serious collaboration does not mean the joyless assigned tasks, 

routines, and deadlines that weigh down the agility of the artists in collaboration.

Serious collaboration is more like aesthetic experience, the highly relevant and joyful 

experience of learning, which narratively and bodily resonates in the lives of its 

participants. Because unstructured interdisciplinary artistic collaboration, like social 

practice, is open to possibility, educators have the space for creating and helping 

students create these kinds of experiences. Some ways educators can create these

experiences in the process and products of artistic collaboration in education by:
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collaborative art practice, whether through experience or through 

coursework;

2. Demonstrating a model of collaboration in their own teaching practice

by engaging with students as collaborators;

3. Anticipate rebellion of individuals in the process of artistic

collaboration, whether it’s rebellion from the group or from their

“training,” and provide the means and the space for exploring it –

successfully discovering, holding and presenting issues in tension for

an audience is what makes social practice projects aspire to;

4. Helping students manage their sense of self and purpose through the

products of collaboration by promoting their creation of products

that represent their own individual trajectories in artistic

collaboration (e.g., Lu’s performance of Yum Um press release and 

sticker rebellion surrounding the downtown Cathedral, and Jeri’s 

story I Whould Give Nothing for Passion);

5. Helping students manage their sense of self and purpose through the

process of collaboration by providing or helping students maintain

their own knowledge communities with their collaborative group, 

teacher, and/or outside networks and/or through reflective practices

Reflection



unstructured interdisciplinary artistic collaboration discussed in this research project.

200

collaboration be taught?” my answer is a resounding “Yes.” Of course, the second

part of the question “How?” has many answers. In the view of myself as a collaborator 

in the field of education today, at the end of writing this particular research text, I find

that I am open more open to the chaos and conflict that arises in working with others

as a student, teacher, and professor. I understand that I am meant to be affected by

my work with others and in that work there is so much possibility for growth. I am and

will always be a student, and as a student, I will take the experience of inquiring into

interdisciplinary artistic collaboration in education into all other inquiries. And like 

social practice demonstrates, any given inquiry I take up

may not be “art,” but has the potential to be done in an artistic mode. For this reason,

I will pull from all of the lines of influences that I wrap around the cylinder of 

collaboration and treat them as collaborators. As such, I will be upfront about those

with whom I endeavor to learn with and from.

I’ve already seen this line of inquiry’s effects on my teaching practice. As an 

early teacher, I held close my own sacred stories of myself as a teacher, which was

that each class was a self-contained community that I led with little input from others. 

I associate it partly with the lone originator/creator image of the artist, though I think it

was also mixed with a certain degree of self-consciousness about my teaching practice.

In my current role as teacher, I work daily with a Taiwanese co-teacher in a public

school in Taipei, and I have treated our regular collaboration as the type of
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The practice is unstructured in that the institution has not provided input in how they

expect us to work as co-teachers, and have provided little input about what they

expect our roles to be. This is compounded by the fact that the other pair of co-

teachers has a vastly different view of co-teaching than my view – which is on-going

collaboration and experimentation with the short roster of lessons that we teach to

different groups of elementary students throughout a semester. Through this process, 

my co-teacher and I throw out ideas, test them out, celebrate the successes, hash

out the problems, and though the process is time consuming and not smooth, we gain 

so much personal practical knowledge. I now see the change in my co-teacher, as I 

now observe her encourage other teachers to experiment with their lesson. And for

students I teach, I encourage them to see collaboration as inquiry. Furthermore, I 

would incorporate collaboration in the educational process whenever possible. And 

through that process, I would bring particular attention to chaos and conflict as well as 

the artistic aspects and help students see or construct the counter-stories that may

help them manage any narrative damage done in the process, whether it is through 

written reflection or discussion or through the use of other artistic methods.

Finally, as a professor, I plan to continue this line in inquiry into artistic 

collaboration in education. The purpose would be to help develop new vocabulary that

be utilized to story “collaboration” in general from more artistic perspectives and 

practices. For instance, in writing about the case of “foreign and local teacher
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interdisciplinarity may be represented in our differences in culture and teaching

experiences, where unstructured is represented by our undefined roles and unimposed

expectations regarding our teaching practices, and where artistic is the fluidity of our

work together – this new vocabulary may be valuable. I will undoubtedly find that this 

story line of collaboration as a collection of helices – the lines on planes wrapped 

around cylinders – will re-emerge through my work and will hopefully inform others’ 

work. And as a narrative inquirer, I will also keep honoring the diversity and chaos of 

my work with others – students, colleagues, administrators – to help us all move 

toward our best-loved selves in our singular ways.
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