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ABSTRACT 
 
The purpose of this dissertation was to examine how I can facilitate experiences 

with art that promote “productive ambiguity,” or the ability to transform tensions that 

disrupt our current understandings into opportunities for personal growth. Ambiguity 

becomes productive when our encounters with difference stimulate curiosity, 

imagination, and consideration of new possibilities and perspectives. While employing a 

multi-methods practitioner inquiry that combined elements of action research, 

autoethnography and arts based research, I addressed the following questions with a 

voluntary group of fifth grade research participants: How can I facilitate experiences with 

art that promote productive ambiguity? How do my students interact with the various 

visual content and instructional strategies that I develop and implement? How might 

these interactions inform my future teaching practice, and how does my own reflective 

visual journaling process inform my research? In addition to employing reflective 

sketching to document and analyze data, I also presented research findings in the form of 

a visual research narrative.  

 My analysis of research findings produced the following teaching strategies for 

facilitating meaningful experiences with art that promote productive ambiguity: (a) Use 

an inquiry approach to instruction as much as possible in order to position students to 

actively navigate the space between the known and unknown while seeking fresh 

understandings rather than passively accepting new information.   (b) Explore how new 

concepts or themes relate to students’ lives in order to situate unknowns in relation to 

their present knowns. (c) Aim to balance structure, flexibility and accountability while 
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developing and implementing curricula. This promotes productive ambiguity as both 

teachers and students negotiate their pre-conceived ideas or plans and push themselves to 

respond to challenges encountered within their immediate environment. (d) In order to 

avoid unnecessary confusion, explicitly state that students should takes risks while 

generating new ideas rather than identifying a pre-existing solution. (e) Finally, ask 

students to identify why skills and knowledge generated during these activities are 

valuable in order to promote meta-cognition of how this ambiguous space can become 

more productive.  

In addition to these practical findings, research participants agreed that sharing 

their interpretations of visual phenomena with one another enabled them to understand 

each other better. I also discovered the ways in which productive ambiguity emerged in 

the spaces in between my teacher/researcher/artist roles when I perceived challenges as 

prospects for personal transformation. As a whole, this dissertation exhibited how 

relational aesthetics and arts based research theories translated into my elementary art 

classroom practice while simultaneously integrating these concepts into the research 

study design and presentation.  
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EPISODE ONE: SETTING THE STAGE 

Welcome and thank you for joining me as we explore an unconventional approach 

to conducting, representing, and interacting with research. As you will see, I begin by 

presenting my original, hand drawn visual research narrative that initially appeared at 

http://productiveambiguity.blogspot.com/. I published this online blog with the hopes of 

stimulating a public dialogue surrounding the ideas presented in my study. Each page of 

this illustrated narrative represents a visual depiction of how I’ve organized the content of 

my dissertation. This visual piece not only provides an audience-friendly overview of my 

study, but it also enables viewers to construct personal understandings as they interpret 

meanings generated from both pictures and words.  

Please note that the physical structure of this dissertation incorporates the 

following unconventional characteristics. First, I will present literature that supports the 

relevance and need for my study in Chapter One, but I will continue to elaborate and 

expand upon this contextual review throughout the following chapters as well. Each 

chapter contributes to the study as a whole, but also functions independently as I include 

relevant literature to support specific research content and analyze research data along the 

way. Second, the format of my dissertation also reflects what Rolling (2013a) calls an 

“Improvisational Research Practice” quality. For example in addition to traditional 

headings, I will incorporate boxed text and original illustrations taken directly from my 

visual research narrative to serve as another voice in the discussion. This intentionally 

juxtaposes perspectives that may complement or contradict one another. Sometimes the 
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boxed text previews ideas that have not been presented yet, and other times the boxed 

text provides a summary or review. This mimics the nonlinear way our minds work while 

interacting with new ideas. I purposefully position these visual components to remind the 

researcher and reader of the constantly shifting, ephemeral quality of our self-constructed 

ways of knowing. These interruptions to the textual flow are not intended to create 

unnecessary confusion, but rather to employ the disruptive quality of productive 

ambiguity. 

Rest assured that I will further explain how and why I’ve employed these 

nontraditional research practices throughout the study. I will also continually ask you to 

pause and reflect on your personal interpretation of the content I present. Ultimately, you 

will determine this study’s validity based on whether you can relate to my experiences 

and whether you can empathize with the way I analyzed the social phenomena under 

investigation. With this said, let us begin! 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

As I will occasionally expound upon throughout this study, the validity of my 

research depends on establishing a personal connection with you, the audience. In an 

effort to accomplish this goal, I am employing a form of narrative research that 

exemplifies not only my subjective interpretation of research findings but also highlights 

how my reflexive identity interacts with the contextual circumstances relevant to my 

study. In order to understand how my fluid researcher identity impacts the work I put 

forward, I would like to share important aspects of my background that have influenced 

why I’ve chosen this topic, my approach to conducting research, and the meaning that 

I’ve made from these experiences.  
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As a seasoned elementary art teacher, I wanted to know how I could facilitate 

experiences with art that promoted productive ambiguity. Although this research took 

place in an experimental, after-school setting with a small group of fifth grade volunteers, 

I planned to adapt and apply these research findings to my larger classroom practice. This 

might appear to be a personal quest that is not pertinent to others; however, in my study I 

addressed several critical issues that hold high relevance to art education practitioners and 

researchers. First, my multi-methods practitioner inquiry revealed the potential usefulness 

of arts based research while demonstrating how embracing the innate tensions created by 

my teacher/researcher/artist identities enabled me to experience productive ambiguity. 

Art education scholars are particularly inspired by the connections between these roles, 

and encourage others to explore the possibilities they open up to the field (Barone & 

Eisner, 2012; Buffington & McKay, 2013; Hafeli, 2013; Irwin, Beer, Springgay, Grauer, 

Xiong, & Bickel, 2006; Irwin, 2013; Rolling, 2013a; Springgay, 2004; Springgay, Irwin, 

& Kind, 2008; Weber, 2008). I agree that art educators should explore ways of 

empowering K-12 learners to use arts based research in their own academic and personal 

pursuits (Marshall, 2014; McClure, 2010; Rolling, 2013a, 2013b). I hope that other art 

education practitioners and researchers can employ and build upon my research findings 

to reach this goal. Through this study, I proposed practical ways of translating 

intellectually abstract art and visual culture theories into an upper elementary setting. 

Although pre-service teachers are trained to do this during their university experiences, 

scholars recognize that more research should report on how this looks in a K-12 

classroom (Burton, 2012; Macintyre Latta, 2013). In addition to these significant 



 28 

contributions, I demonstrate how arts based research can take the form of a visual 

research narrative. This is another concept that I believe has great potential to both youth 

and adults as creators and viewers.  

In this study, I focused primarily on how research participants interacted with the 

instructional strategies and visual content I incorporated into an emergent curriculum. 

Emergent, in this sense, refers to the way I generated activities that responded to 

participants’ expressed interests and the contextual circumstances of our research 

environment, rather than adhering to a teacher/researcher or content-centered approach to 

developing and implementing curriculum. These experiences with art aimed to bring 

awareness to the positive tension generated when we encounter difference. This concept, 

which I termed “productive ambiguity,” refers to the active space between the known and 

the unknown where we consider alternative perspectives, imagine new possibilities, and 

become more self-reflexive and complex individuals as a result (Barone & Eisner, 2012; 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Dewey, 1934; Macintyre Latta, 2013).  

In this study, I focus primarily on how tensions created during “visual events” 

(Illeris, 2010; Illeris & Arvedsen, 2011) compromised our present understanding of the 

world. Illeris (2010) describes visual events as the complex interactions that take place 

between the viewer and “visual phenomena.” Illeris and Arvedsen (2011) define visual 

phenomena as everything we consciously choose to relate to through vision (e.g., images, 

objects, landscapes, public, and private spaces). In addition to examining visual events, 

Art Lab participants and I investigated how reflecting upon and discussing challenges 

encountered during our art-making process also involved productive ambiguity. In 
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addition to goals related to teaching and learning, I also explored how reflective visual 

journaling functioned as a research tool. Based on my previous experience using this 

technique during a pilot study, I believe that reflective sketching is a valuable way to 

generate and analyze research data. By conducting this multi-methods practitioner 

inquiry, I discovered how art-making experiences and engaging in visual events created a 

space for productive ambiguity to emerge.  

Background and Research Overview 

I first encountered the term “productive ambiguity” in Barone and Eisner’s (2012) 

description of arts based research (ABR). They explain how ABR intentionally presents 

social phenomena in a way that exemplifies the subjective nature of reality. For example, 

the authors claim that individual research participants will perceive the same phenomena 

differently (e.g., one person identifies a piece of raw fish as sushi, another views it as cat 

food, yet another sees it as garbage). They also point out how differing ideological 

frameworks can reveal convincing yet conflicting explanations for observed social 

phenomena. For instance, ABR often exemplifies rather than clarifies differences, while 

simultaneously allowing a new type of understanding to form when these contrasting 

perspectives are recognized. Throughout this study, I will refer to this tension—or 

encounters with difference—as “ambiguity.” For Barone and Eisner, ambiguity becomes 

productive when addressing uncertainty stimulates reflection and dialogue. 

Throughout my academic and professional career, I’ve been intrigued by the ways 

in which experiences with art promote productive ambiguity. We experience productive 

ambiguity when visual events disrupt or challenge our current understandings. For 
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example, art and visual culture education scholars describe how technological 

advancements bombard audiences with visual stimulation that often compromise their 

pre-existing worldviews or perspectives of reality. Furthermore, contemporary visual 

artists often intentionally create provocative imagery that aims to disrupt the audience’s 

immediate state of being by stimulating new thought. In addition, savvy marketing 

designers manipulate images in order to persuade unassuming viewers. Technology 

enables such imagery to be accessible to a rapidly growing global audience who view, 

process, and often contribute to this cycle (Duncum, 2001; Friedman, 2007; Sturken & 

Cartwright, 2001). Initially, I aimed to explore how interacting with such imagery creates 

productive ambiguity. This investigation involved reviewing art and visual culture 

literature that addressed topics such as critical viewing strategies, encountering 

difference, aesthetic experiences, and relational aesthetics. I also discovered that arts 

based research literature often incorporated these concepts into the theoretical and 

practical application of conducting and viewing research. As I continually made 

connections between these ideas, I recognized how productive ambiguity related 

significantly to each concept. This made me wonder if becoming more aware of 

productive ambiguity’s presence might help us to proactively use this concept to our 

advantage. As a practicing art teacher, I wanted to know how I might create experiences 

with art that would promote productive ambiguity and empower students to benefit from 

this awareness. I initially focused on how productive ambiguity appears while engaging 

in visual events; however, identifying productive ambiguity’s presence in other areas of 
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my teacher/researcher/artist life helped me to understand its relevance to the larger field 

of art education.  

 

In this multi-methods practitioner inquiry I investigated how I might facilitate 

experiences with art that promote productive ambiguity among my fifth grade students. 

The study took place within an after-school, voluntary club environment over the course 

of fourteen weeks, for an hour and half each week. These experiences consisted of 

viewing, discussing, and reflecting upon visual phenomena. Visual phenomena consisted 

of artwork that I provided as well as student-generated artwork. Art Lab participants also 

engaged in art-making activities and reflected on how these experiences generated 

productive ambiguity.  

Based on my previous experience using visual journaling as a way to reflect upon 

and generate new meaning of my teaching practice, I intended to use this technique to 

document and analyze my research data. I also incorporated reflective sketching into our 

Art Lab activities as a way for students to generate and share ideas with one another. In 

addition to reflective visual journaling, I collected and analyzed data using the following 

techniques: (a) I reviewed and reflected upon video recordings of each Art Lab; (b) I 

collected and analyzed students’ visual and textual responses to Art Lab activities; and 
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(c) I collected and analyzed students’ responses to mid-point and final questionnaires. I 

used a data matrix to organize and analyze research data on a regular basis, as well as 

mid-way through and at the end of my study. Research findings resulted from a 

systematic sorting of reoccurring themes that emerged while analyzing data. My 

approach to conducting research resembled the emergent approach I used to generate and 

implement the Art Lab curriculum. Nevertheless, I relied on my pre-determined research 

questions for structure and guidance.   

 

Relevance and Need 

Scholars suggest ways that art educators might translate contemporary theory into 

their practice, but studies typically do not report on how teachers are doing so or the 

resulting student outcomes. For example, research conducted within university courses 

reveal that professors incorporate concepts such as critical viewing strategies, aesthetic 

experiences, and relational aesthetics into their university classrooms, but little follow up 

research is available to show whether teachers actually include these concepts 

successfully into their own teaching practice (Amburgy, 2011; Armstrong Gradle, 2011; 
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Pauly, 2003). Cochran-Smith & Lytle (2009) also point out that university professors 

often encourage their students to push boundaries and question societal norms, yet unlike 

practicing teachers, they never have to deal directly with the consequences of challenging 

these norms. Applying unconventional theory in contemporary public education 

classrooms often requires expert instincts and abilities that inexperienced teachers may 

not have developed yet. After teaching art for nearly eight years, I recognize the value of 

experience and can relate to the challenges novice teachers face while exploring their 

new teaching roles in the classroom. Given this personal understanding, I am compelled 

to improve this situation through my own teaching and research pursuits.  

Art education researchers acknowledge a disconnect between the theoretical 

preparation art educators receive and the way it has been applied in their classroom. For 

example, Pariser (2014) points out that seasoned teachers often attribute their success to 

the sensitivities and sound judgment they’ve developed through years of experience more 

than the literature-based preparation they gained while completing university coursework. 

Nevertheless, these veteran teachers might not be currently aware that the teaching and 

learning theories reflected in their practice actually do closely align with published 

education discourse. As Macintyre Latta (2013) points out, following a scripted 

curriculum without considering how it applies a specific theory deprives practicing 

teachers from making these connections on their own.  

Exploring how a chosen theory functions in one’s personal practice and 

possessing the time and resources to successfully carry it out would be a luxury for most 

teachers working in the public schools. However, art educators typically enjoy more 
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flexibility and autonomy than other content area teachers, and are likely to develop and 

implement their personally generated, theory-based curricula. Given this, art educators 

are positioned to translate theory into practice more often than other content area 

teachers, but they may not be fully cognizant of the ways in which they are doing it. My 

literature review indicated that more studies should focus on how experienced and novice 

art educators translate theory into practice. More specifically, I wanted to know how 

teachers apply theories related to critical viewing strategies, aesthetic experiences, and 

relational aesthetics; and learn how they examine and evaluate student outcomes.  

In my dissertation research I aimed to address this need by conducting a multi-

methods practitioner inquiry study. I believe that teaching is a personal affair between 

authentic groups of learners and educators. What works for one teacher in a particular 

context cannot always be generalized to another teacher in a similar or different context. 

Nevertheless, teachers can and should learn from one another. I incorporated 

autoethnographic research techniques because my practice is a result of my personality, 

personal background experiences, education, and the unique teacher that I have become 

and am becoming in an ever-ongoing process. I also believe, based on my contact with 

other practicing art teachers in my district and across the state, that we share similar 

experiences and challenges. I intended to provide honest accounts of social phenomena 

from my subjective point of view. The research outcomes should not be generalized in a 

literal sense, but rather provoke individuals to construct new, personal understandings of 

the social phenomena presented.  
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I decided to implement a practitioner research study because I believe that living 

experience generates a particularly profound form of knowledge. I also argue that 

practicing teachers are poised to generate valuable insight that cannot be gained by 

outside researchers looking in, although both types of research are valuable. The 

challenge that I chose to focus on relates to implementing constructivist teaching and 

learning theories into the current public school environment. I addressed this 

epistemological issue in order to improve my current practice, as well as to contribute 

needed research to the art education field at large. Throughout my graduate studies I have 

read about why moving away from a positivist conception of art education — such as 

Discipline Based Art Education — is important, but actually implementing more 

constructivist approaches involves significant challenges that have not been thoroughly 

examined. Based on my experience teaching, I suspect this is due to factors such as time 

and resource constraints, maintaining a learning environment that is defined outside of 

the classroom, and working within the structure of a public institution. Rather than 

dismissing the idea that art educators can incorporate constructivist pedagogical theories 

in a positivist public school environment, I would rather work toward mediating the 

tensions that surround these opposing perspectives. As a teacher/researcher/artist, I dwell 

in the overlapping space between academia and the K-12 public education system and 

intend to make the most of this position.  
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Foundations of the Study 

Ideological Base 

As I reflected upon and defined reoccurring themes within my elementary art 

teaching practice, paradoxical terms such as intentional spontaneity, organized chaos, and 

productive ambiguity continually came to mind. Through my dissertation research, I 

hoped to gain a better understanding of how to translate these oxymora into more 

practical, concrete insights. As this literature review will reveal, my ideological base 

reflects an intermediate position on the realist/idealist continuum. For example, in 

building the theoretical grounding for this study I acknowledge the educational relevance 

of positivism, yet align more closely with constructivism. I believe that knowledge is 

ultimately self-constructed, but it is highly influenced by our environment as well.  For 

instance, I accept the cultural-analytical concept of knowledge in recognizing how 

cultures create inter-subjectively shared schemes of interpretation (Ziehe, 2008). While 

realizing that each person is coming to know the world in their own way (constructivist), 

we also rely on shared understandings (positivist) in order to communicate, develop 

relationships, and grow intellectually. I believe that teachers and education researchers 

should acknowledge the value of both positivist and constructivist conceptions of 

knowledge and apply this understanding appropriately in order to further their work of 

nurturing capable, critical, creative, and compassionate minds.  

I have been influenced by education theorists such as Dewey and Vygostsky who 

question the banking approach to teaching and learning. Rather than simply adding 

information to an existing bank of information, social constructivist learning theorists 



 37 

perceive learners actively converting their present schemas in order to integrate new 

information. Therefore, constructivist learning situations require participants to be active 

and aware of their learning, and the conclusions they reach are “not validated by whether 

or not they conform to some external standard of truth, but whether they ‘make sense’ 

within the constructed reality of the learner” (Hein, 1998, p. 34). 

I believe that our current educational paradigm overlooks the value of experiential 

learning; however, I also appreciate Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) gentle reminder that  “ a 

mind with some stable content to it is much richer than one without. It is a mistake to 

assume that creativity and rote learning are incompatible” (p. 123). As this relates to how 

I define productive ambiguity, I will frequently reference Csikszentmihaly’s argument for 

balancing objective and subjective ways of knowing. I suspect that individual learners 

can effectively hone skills in a variety of ways and adapt to different learning 

environments. Nevertheless, I believe that positioning students to question rather than 

always expecting them to passively receive outside knowledge will lead to more 

meaningful opportunities to generate and retain new understandings in the classroom. 

Given this broad, personal perspective on teaching and learning, I wanted to learn how to 

facilitate experiences with art that cultivated active, self-constructed ways of knowing.  

Defining Productive Ambiguity 

My conception of  “ambiguity” resembles the tension created when we encounter 

difference. In their critical overview of curriculum theory since 1950, Tanner et al (2008) 

defined “difference” as existing outside of one’s experienced context, or taken-for-

granted state of consciousness. People encounter difference when something disrupts 
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their perception, causing them to be more aware of their own consciousness. Roberts 

(1997) claimed that encountering difference is an essential component of constructivist 

education. She explained: 

Education, however, is about more than the making of meaning. If it were 

not, we could stop right here and simply accept that there are multiple 

versions of the world and that each version, under its own terms, is as 

plausible as the next. In the real, lived world, however, different versions 

conflict and give rise to the sanction or the suppression of the norms, laws 

and behaviors according to which we are obliged to abide as members of a 

social community. Multiple worlds may work epistemologically; 

empirically, they create enormous tension, as people struggle to live and to 

think as they will. It is out of that tension that the task of education arises. 

It is there that the task of constructing meaning—through observing, 

comparing, and evaluating possible versions of the world—really begins.  

(p. 133)  

The philosopher Nelson Goodman, Roberts continued, described how the construction of 

world versions is always a re-construction of prior versions, and results when experience 

conflicts with expectation. To Goodman, this moment of conflict causes us to consider 

the validity of other worldviews and the subjectivity of our own. The positive activity 

resulting from this conflict represents what I perceive as productive ambiguity.  

 Ambiguity becomes productive when it opens our eyes to other ways of seeing 

the world, and with that realization comes motivation for action. As this study will 
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continually demonstrate, my conception of productive ambiguity includes the combined 

characteristics of several other similar theories. For example, productive ambiguity 

resembles Deleuze and Guatarri’s (1987) notion of the rupture that stimulates a 

becoming. Given a degree of desire, intention, and ability, this rupture leads to becoming 

a more complex being. To Csikszentmihalyi (1990), a person becomes more complex 

after a flow experience involving differentiation and integration.  He explains, 

“Differentiation implies a movement toward uniqueness, toward separating oneself from 

others. Integration refers to its opposite; a union with other people, with ideas and entities 

beyond the self. A complex self is one that succeeds in combining these opposite 

tendencies” (p. 41). Csikszentmihalyi’s differentiation resembles the ambiguity or tension 

felt when we encounter difference. Similarly, integration resembles the ideal outcome of 

productive ambiguity, when these tensions are mediated, acted upon, and more complex 

selves are formed. While describing the qualities of an aesthetic experience, Dewey 

(1934) also claims that challenge and temporary unbalance are necessary for growth to 

occur. He explains, “life grows when a temporary falling out is a transition to a more 

extensive balance of the energies of the organism with those of the conditions under 

which it lives” (p. 14). He later reiterates, “that which distinguishes an experience as 

aesthetic is conversion of resistance and tensions, of excitations that in themselves are 

temptations to diversion, into a movement toward an inclusive and fulfilling close” (p. 

56).  In this sense, the temporary falling out which results in a more extensive balance is 

when ambiguity becomes productive. 
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Theoretical Connections Between Art and Productive Ambiguity 

As previously stated, I define ambiguity as the tension created when we encounter 

difference or recognize something that conflicts with our existing understanding. 

Ambiguity can also be perceived as the space between the known and the unknown. 

Ambiguity becomes productive if we refrain from immediately accepting or rejecting this 

difference and rather consider new possibilities and perspectives. Productive ambiguity 

occurs when our curiosity and imagination override the impulse to cast judgment based 

upon preconceived notions. Ideally, productive ambiguity allows us to recognize our own 

consciousness and consider the subjectivity of our thoughts.  

Productive ambiguity applies to every aspect of life, but this particular study is 

focused on how it relates to experiences with art. I find many parallels between 

productive ambiguity and Dewey’s (1934) way of describing aesthetic experiences. 

Similar to productive ambiguity, Dewey’s aesthetic experiences involve tensions that 

convert and move toward a fulfilling close. During productive ambiguity and aesthetic 

experiences, a conflict or tension must first be felt in order for this activity to occur. The 

following section presents additional ways that theorists relate productive ambiguity to 

experiences with art.   

 Theorists commonly acknowledge how visual art can stimulate new perspectives. 

For example, Deleuze & Guatarri (1987) applauded artists for their ability and intention 

to inspire “lines of flight,” or ruptures that oppose existing states of being or systems and 

stimulate a new becoming. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) described how viewing artwork 

might reveal a “great sense of a scheme, not necessarily rational, but that things come 
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together… the ability to suddenly let go of ourselves and understand our connection to 

the world” (p. 107). When relating this to productive ambiguity, this experience occurs 

when a piece of artwork initially provokes uncertainty or ambiguity, but the interaction 

between viewer and image ultimately results in a new, more complex perspective.  

Csikszentmihalyi and Hermanson (1999) later explain how intrinsically motivated 

leaning in a museum setting also involves productive ambiguity. They argue that 

intrinsically motivated learning involves uncertainty and the desire to discover new 

possibilities. Rather than expecting learners to passively accept fixed knowledge, 

museums would facilitate more meaningful, self-driven learning by incorporating 

opportunities for personal inquiry. As this relates to productive ambiguity, uncertainty 

results from encountering an unknown that disrupts the learners’ equilibrium. This 

ambiguity becomes productive when it generates curiosity and the desire to establish a 

new, more complex state of equilibrium. Maxine Greene (2001) described how aesthetic 

experiences involve allowing our imagination to make new and unexpected connections 

between a piece of art and our own reflected-upon experiences, resulting in a new 

vantage point on the world. Greene described how aesthetic experiences with art create 

an awareness, or wide-awakeness, that frees the imagination to conceive of new realities. 

This resembles the moment when ambiguity becomes productive. 

Aesthetic Experiences, Relational Aesthetics, and Valuing Conflict 

 My conception of productive ambiguity resembles current theoretical 

interpretations of aesthetic experiences and relational aesthetics (Barrett, 2010; 

Costantino, 2010; Illeris, 2010; Illeris & Averdsen, 2011; Macintyre-Latta & Baer, 2010; 
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Macintyre Latta, 2013). In addition, art education research that highlights the value of 

conflict also relates directly to productive ambiguity (Klein, 2013; Marshall, 2014; 

Rolling, 2008; Walker, 2001). My understanding of productive ambiguity represents a 

common element shared among the following examples.  

Costantino (2010) described how aesthetic experiences involve a feeling of 

wonder, a sense of awe or reverence for the unknown, which nurtures empathy and 

imagining the world in a new way. Similarly, Illeris (2010) suggested that contemporary 

art that introduces a positive element of “otherness” might inspire what Ziehe called a 

“productive state of emergency” (p. 213). To Illeris, ambiguity becomes productive when 

this visual event among artwork and viewers produces “less personalized and more 

socially oriented forms of communication” (p. 213). She related this type of educational 

experience to Bourriaud’s notion of relational aesthetics, and she developed a framework 

for understanding the conditions necessary for such experiences to occur. While citing 

philosophers holding expressionist and cognitivist theories of art, Terry Barrett (2010) 

claimed that through aesthetic experiences, artworks stimulate cognitive activity that 

provides fresh understandings of ourselves and the world around us. He explained that 

through carefully facilitated conversations about art, diverse participants form 

communities of understanding as they speak openly and respectfully about their similar 

and differing worldviews. Macintyre Latta (2013) theorized how aesthetic experiences 

with art allow participants to “interrogate the play or encounter between self and other” 

(p. 63) while revealing that one’s response to an artwork is just one of many possible 

responses. While citing Davey (2006) she explained how art “works the (in-between) 
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space” between self and other in a way that provokes tension and dialogue (p. 63).  As 

these examples demonstrate, my conception of productive ambiguity borrows specific 

ideas from other theorists’ interpretations of relational aesthetics and aesthetic 

experiences. 

Relational aesthetics and aesthetic experiences both occur as a result of 

encountering otherness. This initial conflict transforms into productive activity as 

individuals play in the space between self and other. The following researchers may not 

use the terms relational aesthetics or aesthetic experiences, but their theories relate to 

productive ambiguity in a way that resembles the examples described above. These 

scholars explain how conflict plays an important role in art education theory and practice 

(Klein, 2013; Marshall, 2014; Rolling, 2008; Walker, 2001). For instance, Rolling (2008) 

explains that contention and contradiction can be used as a pedagogical strategy to 

generate curiosity, motivation to explore new possibilities, and willingness to see new 

perspectives. He describes how applying critical viewing strategies can enable students to 

recognize and deconstruct conflicting messages in their visual environment. This 

empowers students to proactively engage with a symbol’s implied message in a way that 

supports a healthy personal identity. Marshall (2014) also highlights how embracing 

conflict allows us to refine our personal stance after considering the validity of an 

opposing position. She suggests that intentionally confronting and challenging our 

existing understandings promotes self-awareness and personal growth. She further 

explains that experiences with art can potentially “rewire the brain to move from 

difference as danger to difference as richness” (p. 43). Klein (2013) presents how artists’ 
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use of irony and satire often conflicts with conventional thought while requiring the 

viewer to reimagine alternative or unexpected points of view. She elaborates on how 

artists’ use of humor can serve as a form of disruptive pedagogy that asks viewers to 

question their existing understandings. In addition to these examples that involve viewing 

and discussing works of art, Walker (2001) encourages art educators to facilitate art-

making problems that contain contradictory or diverse elements. She claims that 

resistance and divergence together nurture innovative thinking. As I will elaborate later, 

researchers often recognize that creative problem solving results from encountering a 

conflict.  

The scholars presented above highlight how conflict exposes us to difference and 

challenges us to imagine new possibilities. This exemplifies the way productive 

ambiguity applies to viewing and dialoguing about visual art as well as making works of 

art. Although I have chosen to focus my dissertation research primarily on the former, I 

also examine how productive ambiguity relates to art-making throughout my study.  

Structured Approaches to Critical Viewing: Schools and Museums 

The next section of reviewed literature presents how art and visual culture 

scholars (Amburgy, 2011; Armstrong Gradle, 2011; Barrett, 2008; Desai & Chalmers, 

2007; Gude, 2007; Hubard, 2010; Pauly, 2003; Siegesmund, 2005; Sturken & Cartwright, 

2001) offer guidance for facilitating interactions with art that promote productive 

ambiguity. These experiences are both formal and informal, and aim to strengthen 

qualitative thinking skills and empathy for others. The following studies illustrate how 

viewers formally construct meaning from visual culture in museum and classroom 
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settings; and informally construct meaning from visual culture throughout their daily life 

routines. Ideally, these art education scholars hope that teachers working in formal 

education environments can help prepare their students to thoughtfully interact with 

visual culture inside and outside the classroom. Both of these settings offer opportunities 

for productive ambiguity to emerge. Art education scholars suggests strategies that 

promote awareness of how unique meaning is individually constructed from the visual 

environment. The following authors describe how both subjectivity and objectivity are 

employed when constructing and articulating meaning from visual culture.  

Validating interpretations with qualitative reasoning. Productive ambiguity 

can occur when viewers share both subjective and objective interpretations of art with 

others. When participants are exposed to differing points of view during viewing events, 

they are more likely to respect a different perspective if it’s grounded in reasonable 

evidence. Desai and Chalmers (2007) claimed that creating visual art offers different 

ways of imagining and representing our lived situations, and allows diverse viewers to 

interpret and generate dialogue about the cultural similarities and differences reflected in 

these works. To Gude (2007), the goal of a good multicultural art curriculum should be to 

“effectively encounter other points of view in order to question the centrality or 

normativeness of one’s own (also culturally specific) point of view” (p.10). She 

highlighted how balancing subjectivity and objectivity is important when interpreting art 

with a group of young people. Gude suggested that students should focus on making 

thoughtful, evidence-based meanings of the images they view, and warned that if teachers 
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demonstrate that meaning making is merely arbitrary, students will not invest their time 

and energy in trying to make meaningful art or meaningful interpretations.  

Siegesmund (2005) also described how interpreting art reveals multiple 

perspectives while nurturing the following qualitative reasoning skills: a) the capacity to 

actively explore perceptual detail; b) the ability to attend to emotional reactions from 

sensory input; and c) the capacity to interpret these qualities of experience in ways that 

create meaning. This type of critical interpretation of artworks provides evidence for the 

viewer’s claims and helps to validate their perspectives to others.  

Barrett (2008) presented several ways that art museum visitors shared their 

individual understandings of artworks with their touring group. He explained how a 

group of twenty adults were asked to select a painting that caught their attention and 

assume the stance of something or someone in the painting. From this perspective, 

participants informed the group about the painting by writing about it from the imaginary 

point of view they chose. Another strategy involved participants taking turns articulating 

simple descriptions of what they saw in a piece of artwork, and then writing a short 

paragraph of what the painting meant to them. After sharing their passages, participants 

said that it made them feel closer to each other. This helped to build a caring community 

of learners while coming to appreciate multiple perspectives.  

Finally, Hubard (2010) explained that art interpretation dialogues can be 

predetermined, theme-based interpretation, or open interpretation. A predetermined 

dialogue, unlike a purely interpretive dialogue, helps students arrive at concrete 

understandings that have been identified by the teacher in advance. Using this approach, 
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a facilitator might ask, “What is going on in this artwork?....How would you describe the 

space?....How are the figures and objects organized, and what do you notice about the 

lines, shapes, and colors?” (p.41). During a thematic interpretive dialogue, the teacher 

determines limits for investigation by selecting one aspect of an artwork for students to 

explore. The pre-determined approach relies on objective knowledge, while the 

interpretive approaches employ personal, subjective perspectives.  

All of these guiding strategies suggest specific ways that engaging with art and 

others can reveal multiple perspectives. As shown in these examples, productive 

ambiguity can emerge when individuals generate and share their personal, evidence-

based interpretations of visual art. These examples also demonstrate how facilitation 

strategies should incorporate both objective and subjective ways of knowing when 

sharing these interpretations with others.  

Deconstructing meaning in everyday visual culture. In addition to formal art 

interpretations, people constantly generate meaning from the images they encounter in 

their everyday visual environment. Sturken and Cartwright (2001) explained that media 

producers intend to communicate specific messages to their audience through the creation 

and distribution of still and moving images. Nevertheless, despite the producers’ 

intensions, the viewers ultimately create their own unique meaning through a complex 

social relationship involving (1) how viewers interpret or experience the image and (2) 

the context in which an image is seen. The authors explained, “People often see an image 

differently from how it is intended to be seen, either because they bring experiences and 

associations to a particular image that were not anticipated by its producer, or because the 
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meanings they derive are informed by the context (or setting) in which an image is seen” 

(p. 46). In this sense, making and sharing meaning generated from visual culture will 

always involve encountering different perspectives. Personal interpretations will vary and 

the context in which images are viewed will also vary. Consequently, when viewers share 

their individual interpretations with others, opportunities for productive ambiguity will 

emerge. 

Structured Approaches to Critical Viewing: University Based Case Studies 

The following studies involving university students demonstrate how experiences 

with art provide opportunities for productive ambiguity to emerge. The first study 

illustrates how pre-service teachers are trained to look more critically at visual culture for 

examples of difference and conflict. Pauly (2003), a professor and researcher, claimed 

that viewers assume that the image-narratives they consume every day represent 

normality unless they critically analyze how power and meaning are connected to those 

images. In other words, she intended to promote more opportunities for viewers to create 

productive ambiguity by developing critical viewing sensitivities. Through participation 

in this course, research participants learned to critically analyze images by investigating 

how historical contexts, personal, and social constructs all contribute to the meaning 

images carry.  

Amburgy (2011) prepared pre-service educators to become more critical viewers 

during a university course titled “Diversity, pedagogy, and visual culture.” Course goals 

included, “maximizing opportunities for pre-service art teachers and other students to 

explore diversity-related issues that are important to them, and to think critically about 
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the forms of visual culture that surround them” (p. 6). She structured the curriculum 

around the following three ideas:  

1. Visual representations characterize categories of people in ways that either protect 

or challenge privileged social positions of class, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 

identity, age, and other aspects of identity. For example, a facilitator might ask, 

“What sort of story is conveyed about the people who are represented in the 

work? Is it a dominant story that perpetuates cultural stereotypes that protect 

privileged social positions of class, race, etc. or a disruptive idea?” (p.8)   

2. Visual representations offer positions from which to look at them, and these 

looking positions may be gendered, raced, classed, or constructed. In this case, 

guiding questions might include, “How does the subject position offered to 

viewers help to reinforce or challenge existing social relationships? How is the 

looking relationship a relationship of social power?” (p. 9).  

3. Viewers make meaning of visual culture in multiple ways. Amburgy asked her 

students to interview three people about the meaning they make about selected 

works of visual culture, and then analyze their interpretations as “dominant,” 

“negotiated,” or “oppositional.”  Amburgy concluded that her students gained 

awareness of how interpreting visual culture in this way reveals the viewers’ 

ideological positions. 

These three approaches can nurture critical viewing skills and promote active meaning-

making rather than passive receiving of visual culture. Amburgy argued that in order for 
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pre-service art teachers to be able to pass along these viewing strategies to their future 

students, they need plenty of practice doing it themselves.  

Armstrong Gradle (2011) addressed similar issues within a university course titled 

“Art and World-making.” Guiding questions for the course included the following:  

What happens when students are exposed to art that they might not ordinarily seek to 

understand – works that they might bypass if left on their own? What happens as 

students try to bridge the distance between their own values and art that portrays a 

world-view or differing spiritual orientation? Can discomfiture be reconciled, and if 

so, how do students approach it when they apply mindfulness practices to viewing? 

(p.138) 

Armstrong Gradle’s course participants employed mindful viewing practices while the 

professor/researcher determined and documented findings based on the participants’ 

conversations, writings, and relationships revealed during class. Based on the work of 

Daniel Goleman (2006), Amburgy defined mindful viewing practices as staying in the 

moment, remaining reflexive and connecting with one’s intuition, thus allowing this 

increased emotional intelligence to accept new perspectives and generate empathy for the 

other. Armstrong Gradle claimed that mindful viewing exercises allowed students to 

empathize with the artist, discover similar qualities between self and others, and gain a 

better understanding of other cultures.  She concluded that by replacing an approach to 

viewing artwork based on its historical context or formal qualities, students developed an 

appreciation for art and artists by using their intuitive perceptions through mindful 

viewing.  
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Discussion 

In this literature review of theoretical foundations of the study, I presented how 

art and visual culture scholars related productive ambiguity to aesthetic experiences and 

relational aesthetics (Barrett, 2010; Costantino, 2010; Illeris, 2010; Macintyre Latta & 

Baer, 2010; Macintyre Latta, 2013) and acknowledged the educational value of 

experiencing conflict and encountering difference while interacting with art (Klein, 2013; 

Marshall, 2014; Rolling, 2008; Walker, 2001). While suggesting how these concepts 

might translate into a museum or classroom context, Desai & Chalmers (2007) and Gude 

(2007) suggested sensitive approaches to viewing art from other cultures. Barrett (2008), 

Hubard (2010), and Siegesmund (2005) offered detailed examples of how to facilitate 

formal art interpretation dialogues. Amburgy (2011), Armstrong Gradle (2011), and 

Pauly (2003) provided examples of how art education professors/researchers are 

exploring this topic with their university students. The authors’ contributions provide 

useful models for art educators to adapt for their own practice, but little is known about 

how K-12 students respond to these strategies. We do know that simply exposing pre-

service teachers to innovative concepts does not mean that these teachers are applying 

them in a school setting. If and when they do, the field would benefit from taking a closer 

look at how these concepts translate in practice. Recognizing this need motivated me to 

investigate further. As a practicing art educator, I aimed to see how I could adapt these 

theoretical frameworks and practical strategies with my own students. This inspired me to 

explore various research methodologies that would allow me to examine my own 

practice. 
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Methodology 

The following section describes the multi-methods research approach I will 

employ while investigating the following questions: “How can I facilitate experiences 

with visual phenomena that promote productive ambiguity? How do my students interact 

with various visual content and instructional strategies that I develop and implement? 

How might these interactions inform my future practice? How does my own visual 

journal reflection process inform my research?”  I will begin by describing the 

characteristics of practitioner inquiry, autoethnography, and arts based research; followed 

by a rationale for why I am combining particular elements of each into a hybrid research 

methodology that suits my study. Next, I will describe the primary theoretical models that 

guided my research process. Finally, I will describe study logistics, limitations, and 

anticipated outcomes.  

Multi-Methods Research 

 This multi-methods study employed elements of practitioner inquiry, auto-

ethnography, and arts based research. In this section, I will briefly describe the 

characteristics from each research methodology that I incorporated into my research. 

While describing the tenets of practitioner inquiry, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) 

offered the following defining traits that apply to my study: 
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• Teachers generate research questions based on the problems that arise in the 

professional context of their daily lives. These questions are often reflexive, relate 

to immediate situations, and reveal how they theorize and interpret the 

educational phenomena reflected in their practice. 

• In addition to using traditional modes of data collection, practitioner inquirers 

recognize and employ their own interpretive frameworks, personal perspectives, 

and changes of view over time. 

Autoethnography, defined as a critical self-study, identifies the researcher’s 

subjective experience as an essential component of the study (Anderson, 2006; Hughs, 

Pennington, & Makris, 2012). According to Noblit (2004), the shift from ethnography to 

autoethnography resulted from a crisis of representation. Ethnographers realized that their 

interpretations of research participants were self-constructed rather than objective truths. 

Autoethnographers agree that validity depends largely on whether the reader trusts and 

can relate to the researcher’s expressed perspective (Anderson, 2006; Hughs, Pennington, 

& Makris, 2012; Nobit, 2004; Preissle & Grant, 2004). My study aimed to make a 

personal connection with the reader by sharing aspects of my identity, background, and 

contextually-influenced frame of mind that might impact how I interpret the phenomena 

under investigation. I intended to highlight the reflexive nature of my work by 

incorporating a dialogue between my shifting researcher voices (as shown in the text 

appearing inside and outside of the boxes), while continually asking the reader to reflect 

on their own perspective. My informal narrative approach calls the audience to engage 

with me in these matters, rather than to listen to me. 
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Arts based research (ABR) has been heavily theorized, but methodological 

characteristics are interpreted differently across the field. Rolling (2013a) explained that 

ABR’s ambiguous nature aligns with a research paradigm that promotes constructivism 

and multiple perspectives over positivist ways of knowing. Overall, my working 

interpretation of arts based research includes the following themes:  

• ABR does not intend to replace or negate other forms of research, but rather add 

another way of understanding phenomena.  

• Creating art can function as a research data collecting technique; it is a way of 

generating and documenting knowledge. 

• Creating art functions as a way of representing or communicating research 

findings. 

• One significant reason for using ABR is to reach a larger audience by using 

different channels of communication. 

• It is understood that research percipients will generate unique understandings of 

represented findings.  

• In order for ABR to be successful, the mode of representation must resonate with 

the audience (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Cahnmann-Taylor, 2008; Cole & Knowles, 

2008; Finley, 2008; Jongeward, 1997; May, 1991; Milne, 2000; Quinn & Calkin, 

2008; Richardson,1992;  Rolling, 2013a; Springgay, 2004; Weber, 2008).  

My study reflects consideration for all of the methodology characteristics described 

above. More specifically, I incorporated the following two research methods commonly 
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associated with arts based research: reflective sketching as a tool for data documentation 

and analysis as well as presenting research as a work of art. 

Theoretical Model 

Scholars who theorize and conduct arts based research often prioritize different 

defining qualities of this varied methodology.  As Rolling (2013a) pointed out, ABR’s 

tenuous nature reflects a paradigm that values multiple perspectives rather than aiming to 

pin down one, commonly shared truth. As I’ve previously mentioned and will continue to 

elaborate upon throughout this study, theories that surround arts based research have 

significantly influenced several critical components of this inquiry. In addition to 

employing ABR methods such as reflective visual journaling as a way to generate and 

analyze data, and creating a visual representation of my findings, ABR’s theoretical 

premise also relates closely to my conception of productive ambiguity. For example, I 

remained open to emerging themes that arise from systematically collecting and 

reviewing data. While using my research questions as a guide, I approached this study 

with intentional spontaneity. This exemplifies how productive ambiguity functioned in 

my research methodology. Instead of seeking answers to pre-determined questions alone, 

I allowed myself to consider new questions that resulted from discovering unexpected 

connections throughout the process.  

This openness to new possibilities and connections was evident in my approach to 

reviewing literature, curriculum development, data collection and analysis, as well as the 

final synthesis and conclusions of the study. I had an idea of what I hoped to accomplish 

throughout this process, but allowed myself to remain flexible and respond to contextual 
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circumstances along the way. As I will describe more thoroughly in Chapters Three and 

Eleven, employing this emergent approach to research and teaching brought both 

freedom and anxiety. My daily routines, as they relate to my professional and academic 

pursuits, typically involve devising and following strategic plans that leave little room for 

diversions. Taking on a research approach grounded on remaining open to unplanned 

possibilities compromised my innate concern for time efficiency and accomplishing 

predetermined goals.  

As I continually positioned my multi-methods practitioner inquiry in relation to 

other scholars’ work, I discovered that it resembles Rolling’s (2013a) description of arts 

based research as Improvisatory Research Practice. This particular form of ABR 

highlights the researcher’s reflexive identity and the “active negotiation of one’s multiple 

biases and perspectives in meaning making endeavors” (p. 133). He further explained that 

ABR as Improvisatory Research Practice values and employs instinctual, intuitive, and 

fully cognitive modalities. In my study I aimed to empower both the researcher and the 

audience to employ these modalities to generate new understandings from the visual and 

textual information presented.  

The physical structure of my dissertation also reflects an Improvisational 

Research Practice quality. In addition to traditional headings, I employed the boxed text 

taken directly from my visual research narrative to serve as another voice in the 

discussion. This intentionally juxtaposes perspectives that may complement or contradict 

one another. Sometimes the boxed text previews ideas that have not been presented, and 

other times the boxed text provides a summary or review. This mimics the nonlinear way 
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our minds work while interacting with new ideas. I purposefully position these visual 

components to remind the researcher and reader of the constantly shifting, ephemeral 

quality of our self-constructed ways of knowing. These interruptions to the textual flow 

are not intended to create unnecessary confusion, but rather to employ the disruptive 

quality of productive ambiguity.  

Study Logistics 

 My study took place during the 2014 spring semester at a public elementary 

school. The district’s student population is primarily Hispanic (81%) and three quarters 

receive free or reduced lunch. At the time I began recruiting participants, I had been 

teaching K-5 art at the school for six and a half years. The recruitment process involved 

acquiring necessary human subjects approval to conduct research with children. I invited 

any interested fifth grader to participate in my weekly, after-school “Art Lab.” (See 

Appendix A: Art Lab Recruitment Material.) Based on my previous experience hosting 

after-school art clubs, I decided to accept the first twenty interested participants and 

expected to receive at least that many completed permission forms. However, due to a 

variety of possible circumstances including conflicting schedules with after-school 

academic tutoring, only six fifth graders submitted permission forms. Two of these 

participants only attended the first three meetings, and one participant did not begin 

attending until the final three meetings. In effect, the Art Lab consisted of three fifth 

graders who maintained regular attendance over the course of fourteen weeks. One 

participant attended every Art Lab, and the other two participants missed no more than 

three.  
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 In preparation for Art Lab research, I developed several tools to help guide and 

structure my multi-methods practitioner inquiry. First, I generated a data matrix designed 

to ensure that I remained focused on addressing my pre-determined research questions. 

As I mentioned earlier, discovering what an emergent approach to research meant for my 

particular study generated productive ambiguity as I continually encountered and 

negotiated challenges. These challenges involved determining when too much planning 

counteracted the emergent approach that I intended to employ. I knew that I would have 

to determine this on my own, as I was not following a strict set of research methodology 

standards. I immediately appreciated how this matrix guided my observation 

documentation and the way in which I interpreted these observations. It provided the 

structure I needed to feel comfortable exploring various ways of making meaning from a 

wide range of data collection techniques. (See Appendix B: Data Collection Matrix and 

Sample Data.)  

The matrix prompted me to document data in the following way. One column 

listed my primary research questions and sub-questions, as well as several related 

prompts. These questions included:  “How do participants interact with various content 

and instructional strategies that I develop and implement? How am I responding during 

these interactions? What could I adapt to better suit the Art Lab context? How can this 

influence my future classroom practice?” I addressed these questions as they related to 

the visual content I provided and student-generated content. In regards to visual content, I 

wanted to know which examples the participants found the most and least engaging, what 

characterized this content, what indicated students engagement, and how I interpreted 
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these responses? Finally, the last question in this column asked, “How do we 

(teacher/researcher and participants) come to understand the notion of ‘productive 

ambiguity?’ In what ways does this notion change over time? How do our perceptions 

differ, and how are they revealed and interpreted?” I used the following forms of data to 

examine these questions: (a) written documentation taken during or immediately after Art 

Lab activity, (b) visual journaling recorded during or immediately after the activity, (c) 

students’ visual/written journal entries, (d) video recording, and (e) participant 

questionnaire responses.  

 In addition to this tool, I also generated a tentative curriculum map that 

highlighted areas that I intended to cover and identified an appropriate sequence to 

approaching these concepts. (See Appendix C: Emergent Curriculum Map.) For example, 

in an effort to explore how productive ambiguity creates opportunities to develop self-

reflexivity, I recognized that Art Lab participants should initially engage in self-reflection 

exercises. These naturally complemented the concept of creating an identity collage that I 

hoped would stimulate a visual dialogue between Art Lab participants and our partnering 

contacts in Ghana and Morocco established through the Peace Corps World Wise Schools 

program. Participating in the Global Art Project for Peace also influenced my projected 

curriculum map. I knew that this pre-arranged art exchange with students living in India 

would complement my research goals, and hoped to be able to incorporate students’ 

responses to this activity into my study.  

As highlighted in my visual research narrative, these two previously established 

connections influenced the scope and sequence of the resulting emergent curriculum. I 
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began to recognize that facilitating this connection with students living in other countries 

required a significant amount of attention. Consequently, most of our Art Lab activities 

related to these projects in some way. As I will elaborate on later in the study, this 

demonstrated how two over-arching themes, self-reflection and conflict transformation, 

emerged from these two previously established commitments. The way in which students 

interacted with visual content and instructional strategies also significantly influenced the 

emergent character of my curriculum map.   

Together, the data matrix and tentative curriculum map informed one another as I 

continually documented, reflected, and analyzed data using the data matrix, and then used 

these insights to inform the activities I planned for the following week. In addition to this 

ongoing data analysis, I also conducted a more thorough data analysis halfway through 

our study and used these findings to generate a mid-point participant questionnaire. 

Analyzing participants’ responses helped me to generate the second half of my 

curriculum map. In addition, I conducted more individualized participant questionnaires 

at the conclusion of my study.  

The matrix provided a systematic way to collect and analyze data. My mid-point 

analysis and my final analysis both involved repeatedly reviewing this data matrix to 

uncover reoccurring concepts or themes. Overall, I collected and analyzed data in the 

following way: (1) I created a structure that incorporated my research questions (data 

matrix); (2) I allowed myself to play with multiple perspectives and ways of generating 

data that responded to this guiding structure; and (3) I repeatedly reviewed and pulled 

themes from data as they appeared to emerge naturally. These four major themes, (1) 
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Self-Reflection and Conflict Transformation, (2) Instructional Strategies and Visual 

Content, (3) Didactic vs. Student Centered Instruction and Imagination vs. Efficiency, 

and (4) Applying Art Lab Activities to my Future Classroom Practice, eventually 

comprised the four different ways my visual research narrative addressed my research 

questions. It is important to note that the specific text included on each page of my visual 

narrative reflects consideration for how the text relates to the visual narrative as a whole 

piece of artwork. Determining which summarized ideas to include and how to arrange 

these ideas on each page combined spatial and conceptual ways of knowing. Throughout 

this process, I considered how the relationship between illustrations and text impacted the 

overall message presented on each page. This represents how both visual and textual 

forms of communication impacted my research presentation.  Not only did these themes 

become the titles of four pages of my visual research narrative, but they eventually 

became the titles of Chapters Five through Eight of this written dissertation.  

The way that the following chapters are structured also reflects my emergent 

approach to research and curriculum development. Rather than following the 

conventional research paper approach of separating the literature review from the data 

collection, data analysis, discussion and conclusion, I decided to treat Chapters Five 

through Eight as independent interpretations of research findings. Each chapter includes a 

literature review that supports the perspectives presented in that particular chapter. In 

addition, in Chapters Five through Eight I present and analyze data in a way that supports 

the theme of each chapter.  
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Study Limitations and Anticipated Outcomes 

Given the nature of my multi-methods practitioner inquiry, research validity will 

depend on whether the audience can relate to my story, or if they can understand my 

perspective based on what they know about me. Ideally, I hope that art educators will be 

able to relate my experiences to their own teaching. This could be perceived as a 

limitation as I cannot control how the audience interprets my research findings. 

Nevertheless, I will present information in a way that aims to build personal connections. 

As previously described, I nurtured this connection through the visual, narrative qualities 

of my research presentation.  

Although the scope of my research is small, the findings are not intended to be 

generalizable outside of the context of this particular study. Nevertheless, these findings 

informed how I have adapted my future, personal practice. Ultimately, I hope this study 

will provide useful insight to others who will adapt the knowledge they constructed from 

my narrative and apply it to their own personal narratives.  
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CHAPTER TWO: DEFINING PRODUCTIVE AMBIGUITY 

 

Theoretical Overview 

In Chapter Two, I will highlight the theories that have influenced my conception 

of the term “productive ambiguity.”  While constantly situating graduate and doctoral 

study insights into the context of my elementary art teaching practice, I began to notice 

how paradoxical terms such as intentional spontaneity and organized chaos appeared 

repeatedly in my reflective notes. Initially, these terms represented oppositional forces 

within my practice that I felt needed to be addressed and resolved. Perceiving these as 

dichotomies or conflicts sustained my interest, which demonstrates the positive quality of 

productive ambiguity. My conception of productive ambiguity relies on the value of 

conflict. As the following theorists would agree, tension or conflict provokes activity, and 
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activity is needed in order for an individual to become more complex. Csikszentmihaly’s 

theory of “flow” Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of “becoming”, and Dewey’s (1934) 

“aesthetic experience” have significantly influenced my conception of productive 

ambiguity. Elements of these scholarly concepts suggest that exposure to difference 

stimulates thought. Interaction with difference challenges us to rethink our current way of 

knowing and develop new understandings. However, in order to conceive of difference, a 

sense of sameness must also exist (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Deleuze & Guattari, 1987; 

Dewey, 1934). In this sense, sameness represents present knowledge and difference 

represents information that conflicts with this knowledge. This conflicting information 

might be accepted or rejected immediately, or pondered periodically. The tension created 

by this encounter with difference is considered ambiguity. In this sense, ambiguity is 

always productive when it catches our attention. Some encounters with difference can be 

perceived as more productive than others. This is the continuum of productivity.  

Whether it is consciously or unconsciously, immediately or later, everything we 

experience impacts us to some degree. We likely do not notice phenomena that coincide 

with our expectations; therefore, predictable phenomena would not rank highly on the 

productive ambiguity scale. On the other hand, too much ambiguity cannot be considered 

productive if it creates complete hopelessness or nihilism.  (I am distinguishing between 

temporary feelings of hopelessness and complete nihilism.) With this in mind, ambiguity 

is the most productive when it creates a back and forth “play” (Macintyre Latta, 2013) 

which may or may not lead to a literal resolution. In other words, I am not promoting the 

idea that complete reconciliation is always necessary or even desired. Rather than aiming 
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for a concrete, permanent resolution, productive ambiguity resembles the process of 

“becoming” more complex (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) by establishing a new sense of 

“order” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).   

Ambiguity should not be perceived as being caught up in a space of knowing and 

not knowing. To me, being caught up refers to feeling stifled and unproductive. In 

contrast, my definition of productive ambiguity relegates this space between knowing and 

not knowing as potential for growth or becoming more complex. Phrases and terms such 

as “space in between,” “play,” (Macintyre Latta, 2013; Springgay, 2004) and “becoming” 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) refer to specific theories which have influenced my 

understanding of productive ambiguity. In the following section, I will describe how 

interpreting more specific theoretical notions has contributed to my understanding of 

productive ambiguity.  

Playing in the Spaces in Between 

                                 

As this relates to productive ambiguity, encountering difference and playing 

within this transitional space give us the potential to become more complex. In order to 
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become more complex, Csikszentmihayli (1990) argued that a person must encounter a 

challenge and reach a renewed sense of stability while knowing that they exercised 

existing and new capabilities. I will further describe the theories surrounding becoming 

“complex” repeatedly throughout this chapter.  

A back and forth “play” occurs in the space between the known and the unknown. 

Macintyre Latta’s (2013) description of play is particularly relevant to the value of 

productive ambiguity as it relates to experiences with art. Play can take the form of 

internal thought or dialogue, dialogue with others, or other forms of expression. While 

citing Dewey, Macintyre Latta (2013) described how productive play relates to the 

“work” of art. She explained, “Play offers freedom from preconceived results, enabling 

the workings to be located, explored, and fittingly ordered into meaningful forms” 

(Macintyre Latta, 2013, p. 105). 

A/r/tography discourse also highlights the “spaces in between” as locations for 

productive potential (Irwin et al., 2006; Springgay, 2004; Springgay, Irwin, & Kind, 

2008). To Springgay (2004), the dynamic relationships among people and ideas in the 

“borderlands” should not be seen as a metaphorical weaving that joins together different 

pieces of thread, “ but as a condition that celebrates the gaps and spaces between threads 

as part of the whole” (p. 67).  The activity that takes place within these gaps or spaces in 

between resembles productive ambiguity. To me, productive ambiguity flourishes in the 

negotiated area where two bodies meet, or the permeable periphery of a structure that 

intermingles with other structures. This is the space in between where imagination thrives 

because certain limits are sensed yet questioned, or the permeability of borders allow for 
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play between two structures. Yet, in order for this sense of freedom and productivity to 

occur, limiting structures must be sensed. The gaps and spaces that create uncertainty and 

ambiguity can only be celebrated if some type of structure is present. In his description of 

aesthetic experiences, Dewey highlights how imagination flourishes when we recognize 

how possibilities conflict with actual conditions (as cited in Buffington & McKay, 2013, 

p. 6). Similar to Dewey’s perspective on imagination, I see productive ambiguity thriving 

when freedom exists within a sense of structure. Whether it’s between or within 

perceived limits, ambiguity (the unknown) only exists if something else is known. I am 

hypothesizing that the space between the known and the unknown inspires imagination.  

Becoming Complex 

 

Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) notion of “becoming” has also influenced my 

understanding of productive ambiguity. To me, becoming represents the continual act of 
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being in the process of creating a more complex, uniquely individual self. Deleuze and 

Guattari explained that becoming should not be thought of resemblances, descents, 

filiations, imitations, regressions or progressions; but rather the thresholds which are 

passed throughout the transformative journey” (p. 238). To me, these “thresholds which 

are passed through” resemble the spaces in between knowing and not knowing. Deleuze 

and Guattari pointed out the lack of hierarchy between states of being. We are not 

becoming better or worse, rather becoming more complex.  

Similar to Deleuze and Guattari’s “becoming,” Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) 

conceptualization of “flow” offers specific points that relate closely to productive 

ambiguity. Csikszentmihalyi describes flow as “the process of total involvement with 

life” (p. xi) and an “optimal state of inner experience…in which there is order in 

consciousness” (p. 6).  Experiencing flow involves encountering and overcoming 

challenges that leave an individual feeling more capable and complex. In the context of 

this theory, “complex” does not carry a negative connotation. Csikszentmihalyi describes 

complex as the integration of autonomous parts that work together with intention and 

harmony. He explained that a person becomes more complex after a flow experience due 

to two psychological processes, differentiation and integration. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) 

explained: 

Differentiation implies a movement toward uniqueness, toward separating 

oneself from others. Integration refers to its opposite; a union with other 

people, with ideas and entities beyond the self. A complex self is one that 

succeeds in combining these opposite tendencies. (p. 41)  
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This continual process of experiencing differentiation and integration is how I perceive 

productive ambiguity operating in our lives. In this sense, integration refers to engaging 

with this perceived difference or ambiguity, and differentiation involves becoming more 

complex as a result. This symbiotic relationship between differentiation and integration 

thrives on the reciprocity between disequilibrium and equilibrium. However, rather than 

describing this as a constant back and forth between dichotomies such as Self and Other, 

stability and instability, certainty and uncertainty, known and unknown; the focus is on 

the play in between these spaces. This is the space where art and visual culture scholars 

claim to see potential for growth, meaning making, and transformation through 

experiences with art (Irwin et al., 2006; Macintyre Latta, 2013; Springgay, 2004; 

Springgay, Irwin, & Kind, 2008). While describing the location of creativity, Rolling 

(2013c) also references the positive energy generated when external stimulation and 

internal understandings meet. He claims, “creativity is not locked within; we first 

encounter creativity in enticing patterns of behavior that exist outside of ourselves and to 

which we are compelled to grasp” (p. 10). Both Csikszentmihalyi and Rolling reiterate 

how negotiating between knowns and unknowns, external stimulants and internal 

understandings, or differentiation and integration can excite growth and generate new 

understandings.   
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Withholding Judgment 

 

Ideally, productive ambiguity would involve encountering difference in a 

nonjudgmental way. We are not translating a better or more advanced idea into our 

practice, or compromising a superior state of being in order to suit another context. 

Productive ambiguity involves creating a new meaning, understanding, or state of being 

as a result of openly engaging with difference. Dewey (1934) perceives having an 

aesthetic experience in a similar way. He explains that an esthetic experience involves 

withholding immediate judgments or premature “recognition.” Recognition is 

“perception arrested before it has had a chance to develop freely” (as cited in Buffington 

& McKay, 2013).  Also influenced by Dewey, Buffington and McKay’s conception of an 

embodied perception highlights the value of encountering difference. They stress the 

importance of engaging with information that conflicts with current understandings. 

Buffington and McKay (2013) argue: 
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If we live in a state of easy recognition, we no longer experience a fully 

embodied life. In short, we are anaesthetized. However, embodied 

perception uses conflicts between old and new information to create 

resistance making us fully aware of our lived experiences. (p. 6) 

As I will revisit in a later chapter, education scholars (Beghetto & Kaufman, 

2013; Hetland et al., 2007; Starko, Alane, & Jordan, 1995) point out how evaluation and 

judgment can potentially hinder imagination. Starko, Alane, and Jordan (1995) explain 

that external rather than internal evaluation prohibits risk-taking and deters students from 

considering what isn’t already known. To me, our internal evaluation must be temporarily 

suspended in order for ambiguity to become productive. In this sense, productivity occurs 

before a judgment is made or “recognition” occurs. Rather than immediately perceiving 

unknowns in terms of existing ways of knowing, becoming more complex involves 

developing a new understanding by negotiating the two.  

Please Pause and Critique 
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My conception of productive ambiguity continually presents the notion of 

withholding judgment as a positive activity. In one sense, withholding judgment 

promotes Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) notion of “becoming” because it opposes finality 

while accepting every aspect of life as fluidly influencing other areas of life. To me, 

“becoming” rejects the fatalistic perspective that something is destined to be a certain 

way.  

A problem arises when the lack of judgment results in lack of activity. This 

activity does not lead  to a better or worse condition, but rather refers to transforming into 

something different. In order for this activity to occur, should judgments be withheld 

altogether or should they be made temporarily? Rather than seeking truths, should we 

make judgments based on immediate contextual circumstances and move on? 

Feeding on Objective Fuel 
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As described thus far, Dewey’s theoretical work has greatly influenced my 

conception of productive ambiguity. Dewey explained that an aesthetic experience 

involves encountering, processing, and coming to terms with outside stimulation. He 

argued that challenge and temporary unbalance are necessary for growth to occur. To 

Dewey (1934), “life grows when a temporary falling out is a transition to a more 

extensive balance of the energies of the organism with those of the conditions under 

which it lives” (p. 14). He later reiterated, “that which distinguishes an experience as 

esthetic is conversion of resistance and tensions, of excitations that in themselves are 

temptations to diversion, into a movement toward an inclusive and fulfilling close” 

(Dewey, 1934, p. 56).  Dewey (1934) described how a creative expression occurs when 

elements that issue from prior experience are stirred into action in fresh 

desires, impulsions and images… They do not seem to come from the self, 

because they issue from a self not consciously known… The inspiration, 

however, is initial. In itself, at the outset, it is still inchoate. Inflamed inner 

material must find objective fuel upon which to feed. (pp. 65-66)  
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To me, this initial inspiration or inflamed inner material is productive ambiguity. 

This occurs when something stimulates our attention, whether it is a thought entering our 

consciousness, or something we hear, see, or touch that disrupts our state of equilibrium. 

If this stimulant is quickly recognized and dismissed, the degree of productive ambiguity 

is weak. If the stimulant generates curiosity or wonder, and inspires us to want to know 

more, the degree of productive ambiguity would be stronger. The “objective fuel upon 

which to feed” relates to encountering difference and the resulting meaning making 

process that follows. To me, objective fuel is everything we think we know. If productive 

ambiguity is strong, this encounter with difference activates our minds to a heightened 

state of awareness where thoughts are generated quickly. We are accessing and 

comparing all of our objective fuel to this new unknown in order to make sense of it. 

Similar to the distinction between an aesthetic verses an anesthetic experience, productive 

ambiguity involves feeling more alive.    
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Imagination and Self-Awareness 

                                   

Maxine Greene (2001) described how aesthetic experiences involve allowing our 

imagination to make new and unexpected connections between a piece of art and our own 

reflected-upon experiences, resulting in a new vantage point on the world. When 

engaging with art initially provokes uncertainty or ambiguity, the interaction between 

viewer and image can ultimately result in a new, more complex perspective.  Greene 

described how aesthetic experiences with art create an awareness, or wide-awakeness, 

that frees the imagination to conceive of new realities. To me, this resembles the moment 

when ambiguity becomes productive. 



 77 

 

I believe that playing in this space can potentially generate self-awareness in 

addition to empathy for others. Art and visual culture education scholars explain how 

experiences with art exemplify these ideas through their interpretations of aesthetic 

experiences and relational aesthetics (Barrett, 2010; Costantino, 2010; Illeris, 2010; 

Illeris & Averdsen, 2011; Macintyre-Latta & Baer, 2010; Macintyre-Latta, 2012). For 

example, Costantino (2010) described how aesthetic experiences involve a feeling of 

wonder; a sense of awe or reverence for the unknown, which nurtures empathy and 

imagining the world in a new way. Similarly, Illeris (2010) suggested that contemporary 

art that introduces a positive element of “otherness” might inspire what Ziehe called a 

“productive state of emergency” (p. 213). To Illeris, ambiguity becomes productive when 

this visual event among artwork and viewers produces “less personalized and more 

socially oriented forms of communication” (p. 213). Illeris related this type of 

educational experience to Bourriaud’s notion of relational aesthetics, and she developed a 

framework for understanding the conditions necessary for such experiences to occur. 

While citing philosophers holding expressionist and cognitivist theories of art, Barrett 
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(2010) claimed that through aesthetic experiences, artworks stimulate cognitive activity 

that provides fresh understandings of ourselves and the world around us. He explained 

that through carefully facilitated conversations about art, diverse participants form 

communities of understanding as they speak openly and respectfully about their similar 

and differing worldviews. Macintyre Latta (2013) theorized how aesthetic experiences 

with art allow participants to “interrogate the play or encounter between self and other” 

(p. 63) while revealing that one’s response to an artwork is just one of many possible 

responses. While citing Davey (2006) she explained how art “works the (in-between) 

space” between self and other in a way that provokes tension and dialogue (p. 63).  These 

current theoretical perspectives highlight how ambiguity becomes productive during 

aesthetic experiences with visual art.  

Nevertheless, we cannot assume that responding to art always provokes self-

reflection or the ability to empathize with others. For example, Parsons’ (1995) 

interpretation of how three twelve to fourteen year old students responded to visual art 

suggested that they were not aware of their subjectivity. He explained, “They have no 

reflective sense of their own values and of how those values reflect their socialization” 

(p.41). Later in this study, I will address how my fifth grade participants’ responses to Art 

Lab activities reveal a similar type of unawareness. My interpretation of their responses 

resembles Parsons’ experience.  
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Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I expanded on specific concepts that have influenced my 

understanding of productive ambiguity. I frequently incorporated characteristics of 

Dewey’s aesthetic experience as well as more recent scholars’ interpretations of his work.  

I described how the space between the known and the unknown creates a back and forth 

“play” (Macintyre Latta, 2013) which can stimulate imagination (Dewey, 1934; Greene, 

2001) and create “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), while “becoming” more complex 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). I also highlighted how art education scholars (Barrett, 2010; 

Costantino, 2010; Illeris, 2010; Illeris & Averdsen, 2011; Macintyre-Latta & Baer, 2010; 

Macintyre Latta, 2013) relate to these concepts through their descriptions of aesthetic 

experience and relational aesthetics. In addition to presenting this theoretical background, 

my illustrated text asked you (the audience) to critically reflect on whether you agree 

with these theories and to consider conflicting perspectives. This is depicted on the mirror 

illustration presented throughout the study. Literally positioning opposing arguments in 

the body of my work supports the purpose of productive ambiguity. I suspect that 

exposing tensions and encouraging reflection and inquiry will create a more stimulating 

and memorable experience for the audience. In other words, I am intentionally employing 

the usefulness of productive ambiguity. Let’s see how it works! 

 In the following section, I will discuss the three methodologies used in my 

research. Defined as a multi-methods practitioner inquiry, this study combines elements 

of autoethnography and arts based research while addressing research questions inspired 

by my personal teaching practice. As you will see, productive ambiguity continually 
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reappears throughout this section as it relates to the methodology’s theoretical base in 

addition to data gathering, analyzing, and research presentation. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGIES 

 

Introduction to Multi-Methods Practitioner Inquiry 

In this chapter, we will examine how and why I chose to implement a multi-

methods practitioner inquiry. According to this epistemological perspective, knowledge 

is created in a variety of ways and therefore studies can employ various research 

approaches in order to gain a more complete understanding of the phenomena under 

examination. We will explore how practitioner inquiry, autoethnography, and arts based 

research are defined and used in the field of education and art education research. I will 

then describe which elements of each methodology are incorporated into my study, and 

highlight how education discourse both distinguishes and obscures the boundaries 

between these methodologies. As this chapter will illustrate, I believe the following 

methodological intersections and divisions create opportunities for researchers to 

interpret and adapt methods in a way that illuminates multiple perspectives and promotes 

the notion of productive ambiguity.  
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Part I: Practitioner Inquiry 

 

Practitioner Inquiry Defined 

My study fits within a category of qualitative research known as practitioner inquiry. 

Education researchers Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) defined practitioner inquiry in the 

following ways: 

• As an agent for educational social change, teacher/researchers identify questions 

for systematic inquiry and co-construct curricula with their students. 

• The professional context is the site and central focus of inquiry.   

• The resulting knowledge intends to primarily inform the local context in which it 

was generated, while simultaneously offering useful insight for public 

interpretation. 
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The authors explained that research questions often emerge from day-to-day practice, 

address discrepancies between the intended and enacted curriculum, and focus on 

immediate situations with particular students. In addition, practitioners’ inquires also 

result from how they theorize their own work. To Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009), “the 

unique feature of the questions that prompt practitioners’ inquiry is that they emanate 

from neither theory nor practice alone but from critical reflection on the intersections of 

the two” (p. 42). To art education scholars Buffington and McKay (2013), theory and 

practice are “interrelated concepts that mutually constitute each other,” and 

acknowledging how theory and practice inform one another promotes critical action 

within and outside the classroom (p. 69). They claim that looking critically at one’s own 

practice involves developing an acute self-awareness of one’s own biases and habits and 

a deliberate openness to possibilities (2013, p. 6). Cochran-Smith and Lytle explained 

that action research, teacher research, self-study, scholarship of teaching and learning, 

and the use of teaching as a context for research all qualify as practitioner inquiry. In 

reference to these five distinct genres within practitioner inquiry, my study most closely 

resembles self-study and action research. The following section will examine how both 

education and art education scholars have interpreted and applied these two research 

genres in their work. 

Practitioner Inquiry: Use in General Education and Art Education Research 

Self-studies. A self-study, according to Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009), usually 

involves teacher education researchers who employ biographical, autobiographical, and 

narrative forms of data collection and analysis. Similar to the concept of 
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autoethnography, self-studies operate under the post-modern premise that practitioner 

inquirers cannot divorce the “self” from the research process or educational practice 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009, p. 40-41). Weber and Mitchell (2004) described how 

education researchers and teachers employed visual and artistic modes of representation 

in their self-study research. Rather than defining these studies as arts based research, the 

authors described how artistic representations and interpretations enhanced their self-

study research. To Weber and Mitchell, artistic inquiries complement self-studies because 

of their reflexive nature, their ability to provoke critical consideration of both social and 

cultural aspects of personal experience, and their ability to enhance meaning and pleasure 

for both researcher and audience. In addition, they explained how artistic inquiries 

capture the ineffable, communicate holistically, enable the reader to see through the 

researcher’s eyes, and allow both researcher and reader’s inward gaze to produce a 

deeper understanding of the human condition. The authors explained that incorporating 

the visual or artistic into a self-study design does not require full application of artistic 

modes during data interpretation, representation and reporting. Instead, researchers may 

apply artistic modes when and where they deem appropriate.  

To Weber and Mitchell (2004), traditional and arts based research methods can 

complement one another in a self-study. When evaluating the effective use of artistic 

modes in self-studies, the authors suggested considering whether (a) it engages a wide 

audience in meaningful discussion; (b) it increases the researcher’s or reader’s 

understanding of their own learning or teaching experience; (c) it evokes imaginative 

possibilities for future action or ways of being; and (d) it facilitates new connections 
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among people, knowledge, and communities. Although these outcomes are often not 

immediately evident, viewers’ responses should be pursued in order to promote 

transparency, critical reflection and community dialogue (Weber and Mitchell, 2004). 

Action research. Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) placed action research within the 

broader category of practitioner inquiry; however, Dana and Yendol-Hoppey (2009) 

pointed out that researchers often use these terms interchangeably. Dana and Yendol-

Hoppey claim that despite subtle variations in interpretation, action research always aims 

to bring about change of some kind. In contrast, other types of practitioner inquiry, such 

as teacher research, might focus on examining a teacher’s classroom practice to better 

understand how it works without incorporating immediate action (Dana and Yendol-

Hoppey, 2009, p. 4). The following examples highlight how individual scholars interpret, 

apply and critique action research and its use in art education. 

Wanda May (1993) defined action research as the study and enhancement of one’s 

own practice by engaging in the process of planning, acting, fact-finding, and analysis in 

a cyclical manner. According to May (1993), proponents of action research believe that 

(a) teachers develop personal theories-in-practice that are rooted in their histories and 

biographies; (b) action research is not always aimed at solving a specific problem but 

rather employed to better understand personally identified aspects of their practice; (c) 

action research can be conducted by any practitioner, not just teachers; (d) the methods 

are usually qualitative or interpretive rather than quantitative or positivistic; (e) action 

research can be collaborative as teacher/researchers seek out, share, and incorporate 

perspectives from knowledgeable others; and (f) changes toward social equity are 
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possible and desirable. While examining specific action research studies conducted 

within art education in particular, May highlighted the following three major concerns: 

(a) the “do-as-I-say, not-as-I-do” principle which is commonly practiced in university 

education programs; (b) university educators’, researchers’, or public school 

coordinators’ questionable ability to process novice or experienced teachers’ experiential 

learning; and (c) a narrow conception of action research that imposes inappropriate 

structures, standards, and methods on teachers’ thinking, projects, and practice (May, 

1993, p. 122-123). 

Over a decade later, Rachel Mason’s (2004) examination of how art educators use 

action research revealed a different set of qualities and concerns. Unlike May’s 

description of the art teacher/researcher, Mason pointed out how recent studies 

emphasized the “artist” role in the researcher’s identity. She described how scholars such 

as Räsänen encouraged art teacher/researchers to improve their teaching practice by 

conducting artistic action research that resembles the spiral structure of planning, 

experimenting, reflecting and acting again. This involves acknowledging how art-making 

influences one’s teaching, and teaching informs art production as well (as cited in Mason, 

2004, p. 565).  In her critical analysis of action research, Mason focused on three 

university students who were teacher educators with specialist degrees in art. These three 

researchers intended to incorporate practitioners’ knowledge as they conducted action 

research with classroom art teachers. Nevertheless, Mason concluded that the practicing 

art teachers’ knowledge was not fully integrated into the research question development, 

design, or implementation. Overall, Mason argued that action research is difficult for art 



 87 

educators because:  

• practitioners receive inadequate training in reflective thinking and documentation;  

• the appropriate amount of time and space required to conduct action research is 

rarely available outside of the university; and 

• evidence proving that interventions impact the immediate contexts or lasting 

changes in practitioners’ attitudes and practices is difficult to find.  

In contrast to Weber and Mitchell’s optimistic belief that artistic modes of 

representation can enhance self-studies, Mason suspected that artistic action research 

combined two paradigms that are likely incompatible. Mason (2004) explained:  

From my perspective, artists and educational researchers work with 

different kinds of hypotheses. Consequently, they may look for and find 

evidence of very different sorts in the same materials. I find “artistic 

action researches” presented at educational conferences unpalatable 

because researchers seem to be manipulating artistic symbols, media and 

techniques, and lack the necessary skills to craft aesthetic-qualitative 

products. (p. 577) 

These examples highlight how practitioner inquiry encompasses a range of research 

genres, and individual scholars interpret each genre in nuanced ways. In order to examine 

practitioner inquiry further, the following section will explore how education and art 

education researchers define its strengths and limitations.  
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Practitioner Inquiry: Strengths and Limitations 

Mason’s (2004) specific concerns for action research resemble critiques of 

practitioner inquiry in general. Such limitations are based on doubts that positivist and 

constructivist forms of knowledge are equal and compatible within the field of research. 

As a result of these ideological limitations, practitioner inquiry is not an effective way to 

reach every audience. For example, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) admitted that results 

produced by practitioner inquiry are difficult to generalize and the degree of rigor 

employed can be questionable. The authors acknowledged, but do not support, claims 

such as “practitioners’ knowledge is low-status knowledge—bounded by the everyday, 

local, and particular (perhaps excessively so) – and possibly trivial” (Cochran-Smith & 

Lytle, 2009, p. 130).  Skeptics often assert that a teacher’s knowledge is considered 

valuable only if it is transformed into professional knowledge through scientific methods 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). Furthermore, Zeichner pointed out, “While self-study 

can be a transformative experience for educators, it does not often impact policy – and 

without a clear line of inquiry within and the continual building from other self-studies, it 

will continue to fail to do so (Zeichner, as cited in Grant & Gibson, 2011, p. 22). Grant 

and Gibson (2011) explained that self-studies and program descriptions are valuable – but 

these studies alone do not constitute an empirical base. Instead, an abundance of self-

studies becomes repetitive and fails to offer new findings (Grant & Gibson, 2011, p. 23). 

Given these limitations, practitioner inquiry does offer unique benefits to 

education practice and discourse. Practitioner inquiry allows teacher/researchers to 

problematize their own practice as well as question knowledge generated by others. 
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Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) explained that practitioner inquirers:  “stand in a 

different relationship to knowledge than do those whose intention is to produce 

knowledge that is generalizable across all contexts” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009, p. 

131). They contend that the teacher’s insider status is regarded as an asset given her/his 

unique insight and longitudinal perspective on the topic. They identify “inquiry as 

stance” as a democratic form of knowledge that places equal value on both academic and 

practical ways of knowing. Similarly, Hollins (2011) explained that the knowledge 

generated when practitioners and researchers interact with one another and value the 

other’s contribution leads to “knowledge in practice” (p. 125-126). Hollins argued that 

this collective knowledge creation is ultimately more useful than attempting to translate 

one form of knowledge into a different context (Hollins, 2011).  

While considering these strengths and limitations, practitioner inquirers must also 

negotiate the inherent responsibilities of both teacher and researcher as these differing 

roles often involve conflicting expectations. While positioned in this critical space, they 

must take responsibility for their students’ learning while often challenging the systems 

that measure that learning. This added layer of complexity exemplifies the equivocal 

nature of education research while highlighting the relevance of practitioners’ knowledge 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009).   

Applying Practitioner Inquiry to my Research 

Several aspects of Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (2009) book Inquiry as Stance have 

resonated strongly with me over the past few years and continue to guide my research 

goals both within and beyond this study. The authors made convincing claims for 
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supporting and valuing teachers’ unique perspectives on critical matters in education. For 

example, they point out that teacher/researchers are positioned and driven to understand 

how research and policy serve the best interests of their students. I think many teachers 

find this point to be particularly true as they continually translate administrators’ 

interpretations of policy into their classrooms. In addition to this challenge, 

teacher/researchers also interpret and apply academic literature that is far removed from 

the present conditions of their working environment. Adding this theoretical lens forces 

teacher/researchers to critically analyze their existing assumptions regarding curricular 

content and instructional strategies, while simultaneously considering how altering their 

perception of best practice would impact their students. 

When presented with educational policy, research, or theories that compromise 

my existing practitioner knowledge, my initial skepticism creates curiosity and 

contemplation rather than immediate acceptance. In other words, I experience productive 

ambiguity as I encounter and engage with ideas that conflict with my current 

understandings. This results from continually witnessing and interacting with outside 

powers that claim to offer expert advice that will benefit my practice. From the teacher’s 

perspective, the time and energy required to consider, process, and implement these new 

approaches often diverts our attention from the present, relevant needs of our students. 

Meanwhile, as soon as one approach is honed another one comes along to take its place.  

 My initial skepticism does not disqualify the validity of these initiatives or 

research findings, but rather questions whether they are appropriate for the specific 

context of my personal practice. The practitioner assumes the important role of judging 
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how to incorporate outsiders’ knowledge. This is an important activity that stimulates 

valuable insight that might resonate with other practitioners as well. To me, here lies the 

value of practitioner inquiry. I believe that teaching is a personal act and so is translating 

research into practical terms. However, these personal interpretations can certainly be 

useful to other teachers, particularly if it’s presented in an engaging way. If practitioners 

share the knowledge they create while implementing new instructional strategies or 

curricular content, they are contributing to what Hollins (2011) called knowledge in 

practice. This concept equalizes both practitioner and university-based forms of 

knowledge and values the insightful understandings generated when they interact with 

one another (Hollins, 2011).  

 My study incorporated the following characteristics of practitioner inquiry: I 

generated reflexive questions that theorize and interpret the educational phenomena 

reflected in my immediate practice; and I employed my own interpretive frameworks, 

personal perspectives, and changes of view over time in addition to traditional modes of 

data collection (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). For example, I collected and inputted a 

wide variety of research data including video recordings, research participants’ artwork, 

student questionnaire responses, and my own visual journal entries, into a matrix that 

allowed me to recognize how data informed my specific research questions. By 

continually reviewing previous data entries, I uncovered reoccurring themes that I 

eventually used to organize my research findings. I also recognized how my perspective 

on specific data changed after revisiting it on a later occasion. This exemplifies how 

practitioner inquirers highlight their personal perspectives and changes of view over time. 
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As I elaborate upon later in this chapter, these are also characteristics of narrative 

research, autoethnography, and arts based research.  

Dana and Yendol-Hoppey (2009) described traditional data collection techniques 

that are useful for reflective teacher researchers such as taking field notes, collecting 

student work, conducting student interviews, and recording video. They explained that 

viewing videos of research in action provides opportunities to observe attitudes, skill and 

knowledge levels, nature of interactions, nonverbal behavior, instructional clarity, and the 

influence of physical surroundings. They suggested analyzing data through the use of 

coding, describing, sense making, and drawing implications (Dana &Yendol-Hoppey, 

2009).  

  As explained above, I employed traditional data collection methods such as video 

recording and developing and administering participant questionnaires, as well as less 

conventional techniques that aimed to reveal participants’ personal subjectivities as well 

as my own. More specifically, I systematically observed and documented my 

interpretations of social phenomena, regularly reviewed participants’ journal entries, and 

continually reflected upon this data in order to track emerging insights regarding 

productive ambiguity. After each Art Lab (after school, voluntary art club/research site), I 

analyzed data using the previously described data matrix. This matrix included prompts 

such as: How are students responding to instructional strategies and content?  How I am 

responding during these interactions? What could I adapt to better suit the Art Lab 

context? How might these insights translate to my classroom practice? Considering the 

distinctions between contexts, such as time, motivation, materials, etc.; what could be 
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adapted to my classroom environment? (See Appendix B: Data Collection Matrix and 

Sample Data.) 

In addition to my ongoing reflection and analyses of research data, including my 

own and participants’ visual journal entries and video recordings of Art Lab activities, I 

evaluated collected data halfway through the study. At that point, I identified emerging 

themes and generated hypotheses in relation to these themes. I collected students’ visual 

journal entries and generated participant questionnaires that allowed them to further 

investigate and articulate personal responses to concepts we addressed during previous 

Art Labs. Insights gained from evaluated data and student questionnaires informed the 

curricular content and facilitation techniques I used in proceeding Art Labs. While 

modeling action research techniques such as repeatedly planning, experimenting, 

reflecting and acting again, I applied necessary changes and evaluated the students’ 

responses during the second half of the semester. A second formal evaluation of collected 

data occurred two weeks prior to the final Art Lab meeting. I then developed 

personalized participant questionnaires that addressed their individual responses to Art 

Lab activities. Their responses to these final questionnaires revealed insightful, seemingly 

honest feedback that reflected their unique experiences participating in Art Lab.   

In an effort to triangulate data, these questionnaires allowed all of us to share and 

clarify our personal interpretations of specific data while intentionally refraining from 

settling on concrete answers. In other words, the participant questionnaires and researcher 

responses intended to revisit ideas with new eyes while remaining open to emerging 

questions and understandings. I also originally planned to seek feedback from at least one 
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other art educator regarding my data interpretation, adaptations, and reflections during 

the action research cycle. This concept, however, transformed from a single educator 

perspective into a larger online dialogue among practitioners and researchers within and 

outside of the art education field, as well as friends, relatives, and colleagues.   

 As shown in its entirety at the beginning of this book as well as interspersed 

throughout each chapter, my arts based research presentation took the form of a visual 

research narrative. As I will elaborate upon in a later chapter, generating this piece of art 

influenced how I analyzed and synthesized research data. Creating a visual representation 

that intended to engage a wide audience forced me to extract and carefully articulate the 

most important information clearly and concisely. The imagery that I chose to 

incorporate also influenced how I presented the text. I aimed to create a visual narrative 

that resembled a graphic novel, and hoped that the visual elements would allow audience 

members to build more personal connections with the content presented.  

I posted each page at http://productiveambiguity.blogspot.com/ and invited 

individuals to review and comment on the topics presented. This began a dialogue that 

has informed my continually shifting perspective on research findings. I hope that this 

dialogue will continue as I present my visual research narrative in a variety of venues and 

formats.  I anticipate public feedback will be particularly useful as I adapt and apply 

study findings to my larger classroom practice. In addition, I hope that my research will 

create productive ambiguity among an audience composed of public education 

stakeholders including participants, teachers, researchers and their respective 

communities.  
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Given my earlier claim that practitioner inquiries naturally generate productive 

ambiguity, does the following graphic ring true to you?  

 

Part II: Autoethnography 

In addition to the research methods previously described, I incorporated 

characteristics of autoethnography into my study as well. Autoethnography, defined as a 

critical self-study, identifies the researcher’s subjective experience as an essential 

component of the study (Anderson, 2006; Hughes, Pennington, & Makris, 2012; Noblit, 

2004; Preissle & Grant, 2004).  According to Noblit (2004), the shift from ethnography to 

autoethnography resulted from a crisis of representation. He explained that ethnographers 

realized that their interpretations of research participants were self-constructed rather than 

representative of a reality shared with the participants. Autoethnographers agree that 

validity depends largely on whether the reader trusts and can relate to the researcher’s 

expressed perspective (Anderson, 2006; Hughes, Pennington, & Makris, 2012; Noblit, 
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2004; Preissle & Grant, 2004). As a critical self-study, Hughes et al. (2012) explained 

that autoethnography uses the self as a central focus for inquiry in order to clarify the 

study’s purpose, question, or issue being addressed. It contributes to existing or new 

knowledge by exemplifying her/his individual understanding of and relationship with 

existing structures or scholarship. Autoethnographers explicitly describe their unique 

role(s) and their relationship with participants, and acknowledge how this relationship 

influences data collection and interpretation. While critically analyzing data, 

autoethnographers acknowledge how their own privilege and penalty impacts the way 

they identify themes or classification schemes. According to Hughes et al. (2012), 

autoethnography should be  “a rigorous endeavor into naming one’s subjectivity and 

being explicit about one’s research design, data, and intentions” (p. 214).   

Anderson (2006) distinguished between evocative and analytic autoethnography. 

He explained that evocative autoethnography does not rely on presenting objective, 

accurate representations of social phenomena for research validity, but rather allows 

readers to feel the feelings of another by infusing emotional qualities into the research. 

To Anderson (2006), the evocative form is exemplified by the prolific work of Ellis and 

Bochner. They claim that autoethnography incorporates multiple layers of consciousness 

that connect the personal to the cultural. Anderson (2006) explained that unlike evocative 

autoethnography, which bases research validity on the amount of empathy it evokes in 

the reader, analytic autoethnography’s validity relates to the following qualities: (a) the 

researcher possesses “complete member researcher status”; (b) the presence of analytic 

reflexivity, or an awareness of reciprocity between researchers and their settings and 
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informants; (c) the researcher’s self-awareness and dialogue with informants beyond the 

self; and (d) a commitment to theoretical analysis (Anderson, 2006, p. 378).  

Like most qualitative studies, an autoethnography’s validity depends on 

transferability rather than generalizability. To Patton, transferability refers to the way in  

which findings generated in one specific context relate to other similar settings or 

circumstances (as cited in Buffington and McKay, 2013, p. 53). Buffington and McKay 

explain that the audience, rather than the researcher, ultimately decides the degree to 

which findings can be transferred to other settings.  Similar to autoethnographies, Kalin 

(2013) describes how autobiographical studies also rely on the audience’s ability to 

identify with the author’s story and recognize how “narrative threads may comingle 

between reader and author as one gets the sense that our lives are embedded in the lives 

of others” (p. 235).  
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Autoethnography: Use in Education and Art Education Research 

Autoethnographic studies began appearing frequently in mainstream education 

research journals nearly two decades ago. According to Hughes et al. (2006), the research 

teams of Ellis and Bocher and of Denzin and Lincoln receive primary credit for 

introducing autoethnography to conventional education research audiences. 

Autoethnography allows education researchers to explore how their experiences of race, 

gender, sexuality, ability, class, education, and/or religion impact their approach to 

developing and implementing curriculum, instructional strategies, and other pedagogical 

issues. Art education researchers, who characteristically recognize the relevance of 

authorship, voice, and interpretation, have embraced and pushed the boundaries of 

autoethnographic research (Alexenberg, 2008; Hickman, 2010; Rolling, 2004). Art 

education researchers often incorporate an artistic element into their autoethnographic 

work, and consequently classify their study as arts based research rather than 

autoethnography. It is also common for autoethnographic researchers to use arts based 

methods to examine social phenomena unrelated to art education. For these reasons, 

locating art education studies defined as “autoethnographies” in particular becomes 

problematic as the distinctions between arts based research and artistic autoethnography 

are blurred. Nevertheless, the following studies highlight art education researchers who 

employed what they called “autoethnographic” narratives to investigate the complex 

relationship between their personal and educator identities. For example, Rolling (2004) 

examined how modernist, postmodernist, and poststructuralist theories and 

methodologies impact identity construction in general. He applied an autoethnographic 
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framework to examine his own identity crisis, and discussed how this impacts his role as 

an art educator. Hickman’s (2010) autoethnographic “self-portrait” highlighted life events 

that influenced his social, artist, and educator identities. While some analysis existed, 

Hickman hoped primarily that his engaging narrative would resonate with readers and 

inspire them to reflect on their own backgrounds while creating personal meanings from 

the text.  With the intensions of capturing the reader’s attention by cultivating a personal 

connection with the text, Alexenberg (2008) shared a sensitive account illustrating his 

childhood appreciation of the natural world. Alexenberg’s initial, personal narrative 

provided a memorable entry point to reference while learning about his various 

pedagogical pursuits involving science, technology, and art. These examples reveal how 

vivid, narrative accounts successfully engage readers’ attention through the personal 

connection they make with the researcher. Ideally, the reader’s personal connection opens 

up more possibilities to make authentic meaning with the content under examination.   

Autoethnography: Strengths and Limitations 

Just like any research methodology, autoethnographic research possesses 

distinctive strengths and limitations. Autoethnographies respond to the crisis of 

representation by exemplifying the subjectivity of one’s personal interpretation of 

observed phenomena. According to Noblit (2004), this counteracts the notion that 

researchers function as ventriloquists who only report interview data that support their 

claims. Rather than perceiving research data as objective records of truth, 

autoethnographic researchers strive for transparency while revealing their personal 

biases.  Research validity relies on the connections readers make between the 
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autoethnographic text and their own experience. Aiming to make a personal connection 

with the audience also strengthens the study’s overall impact and memorability. In 

addition, Anderson (2006) pointed out that autoethnographies grant access to the 

researcher’s “insider” meanings. Nevertheless, he suggests that studies can be 

strengthened by including other insiders’ interpretations as well.  

Autoethnographic research also has limitations. Given that autoethnographies rely 

on making personal connections with the audience, validity is completely lost if the 

audience cannot relate to the researcher. To Anderson (2006), another concern is that the 

researcher will become self-absorbed which leads to an “author-saturated text” (p. 385). 

He explained that while autoethnographic research can be time efficient due to the 

researcher’s proximity to her/his study, this closeness might also lead to conflicting 

interests that could compromise her/his research.  

Applying Autoethnography to my Research 

My study aims to make a personal connection with the audience, but not solely 

through emotional stimulation. This distinguishes my research from what Anderson 

(2006) considers evocative autoethnography. Part of establishing this personal connection 

involves disclosing aspects of my personality and background that help the audience to 

understand my relationship with the social phenomena under examination. As you will 

find in later chapters, I analyzed and described my role as teacher/researcher and 

explored how these roles impact my relationship with participants, data collection, 

interpretation and analysis. Similar to Anderson’s notion of reflexivity as being visible 

and active in the text, revealing my own feelings and experiences are “vital data for 
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understanding the social world being observed” (p. 384). This invites the audience to 

engage more fully because you are not passively receiving my research findings, but 

rather co-creating new understandings. My informal, narrative approach calls the 

audience to engage with me in these matters, rather than to listen to me.  Whether or not 

you agree with my interpretation of social phenomena is not as important as whether you 

can understand where I’m coming from based on what you know about me.  

Preissle and Grant (2004) explained that an autoethnography incorporates 

alternative interpretations into the account and allows the audience to analyze primary 

data. In my study, alternative interpretations consisted of participants’ questionnaire and 

journal responses, Art Lab discussions, and insight generated through the online dialogue 

stimulated by my visual research narrative. I will highlight conflicting interpretations, 

offer an explanation for these differences, and encourage you to draw your own 

conclusions. Anderson (2006) explained how this interrelationship between researcher 

and others aims to inform and change social knowledge. He explained, “Unlike evocative 

autoethnography, which seeks narrative fidelity only to the researcher’s subjective 

experience, analytic autoethnography is grounded in self-experience but reaches beyond 

as well” (p. 386). These are the specific ways I incorporated autoethnographic methods 

into my study in order to enhance the audience’s personal connection to the text while 

also promoting productive ambiguity.  

Intersections and Distinctions Between Applied Research Genres 

Through practitioner inquiry, I intended to examine my art teaching practice as it 

functions in two different yet related contexts. My classroom practice has and will 
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continue to serve as a significant point of reference, while the Art Lab served as the 

primary research site.  Over the past four years, I have successfully (and sometimes 

unsuccessfully) applied university-based knowledge into my classroom practice.  

Throughout this process, I’ve informally generated authentic “knowledge in practice” 

(Hollins, 2011) as I’ve exchanged insights with other art educators and university peers. 

In this study, my primary research goal involved furthering this knowledge by developing 

and implementing new instructional strategies and content within an experimental 

environment (Art Lab), while simultaneously analyzing data as it relates to the 

experimental context as well as my classroom practice. The cyclical analysis, action, and 

reflection process was based primarily on what occurred within the experimental 

environment. However, my simultaneous classroom practice offered informal yet 

immediate opportunities for reflection and application. The use of action research and 

self-study methods, in addition to the driving motivation behind my research, aligned my 

study most closely with practitioner inquiry. Nevertheless, my interest in exploring how a 

reflexive researcher identity might enhance credibility influenced the addition of 

autoethnography. As well, I am intrigued by the way reflective sketching impacts 

meaning making, and how visual narratives function as research representation. 

Consequently, I also incorporated these two arts based research methods into my study.  

Education and art education research discourse reflects blurred boundaries 

between practitioner inquiry, autoethnography, and arts based research, although 

methodological distinctions certainly exist. For example, the following two 

characteristics shared between autoethnography and arts based research can also apply to 
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certain forms of practitioner inquiry: (a) the researcher’s subjective, insider perspective is 

acknowledged and valued; and (b) the researcher’s validity is enhanced through personal 

connection with the audience. While examples of practitioner inquiry often aim to share 

ownership with the research participants, this methodology doesn’t emphasize the 

researcher’s subjectivity like autoethnography and arts based research commonly do. I 

appreciate how autoethnographic studies purposefully reveal characteristics of the 

researcher’s identity with the hopes of exposing their potential biases. I like this honest 

methodological approach because it exposes the vulnerabilities of both researchers and 

participants. I also think that a narrative can be a powerful way to communicate a 

message or report phenomena while simultaneously allowing the reader to interpret the 

information as they wish. The action research element of my practitioner inquiry required 

making concrete judgments during the cyclical process of analyzing data, adapting, 

implementing, reflecting and analyzing again. However, the subjective, contextually 

situated nature of these judgments were highlighted throughout the research process and 

presentation.   

Conclusion to Parts I and II: Returning to Fundamental Ideologies 

My multi-methods practitioner inquiry intentionally combines both positivist and 

constructivist ways of knowing in order to exemplify the relativity between them. To me, 

these terms describe two opposing ends on a continuum and both ends are useful. I 

believe that acknowledging and employing the value of positivist and constructivist 

forms of knowledge will strengthen my overall research. I agree with Sullivan’s (2006) 
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position regarding the complementary roles that various research methodologies can 

contribute to a study. Sullivan explained:  

Oftentimes what is known can limit the possibility of what is not and this 

requires a creative act to see things from a new view. An inquiry process 

involving interpretive and critical acts is then possible as new insights 

confirm, challenge or change our understanding. If an agreed goal of 

research is the creation of new knowledge, then it should be agreed that 

this can be achieved by following different, yet complementary pathways. 

(p. 20)  

To me, employing various research approaches provides a more rich understanding of the 

phenomena under examination. In order to better understand these multiple research 

methodologies, I’ve highlighted how education discourse both distinguishes and obscures 

the boundaries between practitioner inquiry, autoethnography, and arts based research 

[ABR]. Due to ABR’s dynamic and intriguing character, the next section provides a more 

in-depth examination of arts based research in particular. As a major proponent of arts 

based research, Sullivan (2014) articulates ABR’s unique potential to promote change.  

As echoed among his contemporaries (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Cahnmann-Taylor, 2008; 

Knowles &Cole, 2008; Leavy, 2009; Rolling, 2013a), Sullivan explained that artistic 

representations of research findings can potentially reach a wider audience than more 

traditional forms of research presentation. However, the way in which arts based research 

provokes new questions in the audience’s mind while opening up personal connections 

with the phenomena under investigation is an important part of this process. As a 
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distinctive form of qualitative research, Barone and Eisner (2012) also argue that arts 

based research can generate particular ways of knowing that measurement cannot. 

The following section will demonstrate several ways in which ABR has 

influenced my study, ranging from the conceptual grounding to arts based data gathering 

techniques. I will also describe how elements of arts based research theory and 

methodological practices inspired my curricular design approach and the development of 

specific Art Lab activities. And, I will continue to point out in the following chapters how 

ABR encompasses qualities of both practitioner inquiry and autoethnography. Through 

my study, I intend to interpret, adapt, and employ elements of each of these 

methodologies in a way that illuminates multiple perspectives and promotes the notion of 

productive ambiguity.  

Part III: Arts Based Research 

 

My on-going exploration of arts based research (ABR) continues to reveal new 

ways of engaging teachers, researchers, artists, research participants, and students in 

productive ambiguity. I previously highlighted how Barone and Eisner (2012) used the 
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term “productive ambiguity” in reference to arts based research. They explained how 

ABR intentionally presents social phenomena in a way that exemplifies the subjective 

nature of reality and the self-constructed character of knowledge. To Barone and Eisner, 

ABR often exemplifies rather than clarifies differences, while simultaneously allowing a 

new type of understanding to form when these contrasting perspectives are recognized. 

They explain that interacting with difference challenges us to rethink our current ways of 

knowing. As I’ve illustrated thus far, I believe that encountering difference stimulates 

ambiguity, and actively engaging with this difference creates productive ambiguity.  

Sullivan (2014) also highlights that ABR aims to situate data in a way that reveals a 

different yet equally plausible point of view. Again, exposure to multiple interpretations 

of the same phenomenon increases our awareness of difference and helps us to 

understand the contextual nature of truth. Acknowledging opposing perspectives and 

internally negotiating our own position helps us to be more adaptable and capable of 

transforming conflicts into productivity.   

 

Arts based research aims to connect both the researcher and the audience with 

social phenomena in an unexpected and personally significant way. To Eisner (1995), 

successful arts based researchers “transform their understanding into forms that help us to 
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notice what we have learned not to see” (p.3). Inspired by Dewey’s (1934) notion of 

“making the familiar strange,” scholars (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Bresler, 2013; Eisner, 

1995; Sullivan, 2006) describe how ABR heightens our perceptions and opens the 

imagination to create new understandings rather than confirming pre-existing knowledge. 

Sullivan (2006) claimed that ABR disrupts traditional notions of research because 

“instead of framing issues and questions according to what might be probable or 

plausible, the quest is to ponder the possible (p. 28). Eisner (1997) explained that ABR 

provides alternative forms of data representation that “can provide what might be called 

‘productive ambiguity.’ It is more evocative than denotative, and in its evocation, it 

generates insight and invites attention to complexity” (p. 8). Through my continual 

investigation of arts based research studies, I’ve discovered how various artistic modes 

promote productive ambiguity in unique ways.  

 

Part III is divided into two sections. The first section will examine four types of 

arts based research. We will begin by exploring lyric inquiry, music, and visual art 

genres. Next, we will focus on a/r/tography and examine how its ideological and 

methodological characteristics push the boundaries of arts based research. As these 

examples will illustrate, arts based research can be used to address numerous types of 
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social phenomena. However, its unique characteristics make ABR particularly relevant to 

pedagogical research. For example, Eisner presented several reasons why arts based 

research is especially useful to education related inquires. He explained that ABR’s 

particular attention to what is unique reminds the audience of students’ individuality, and 

its concern for empathy allows the audience to remember their own schooling experience. 

Furthermore, Eisner (1995) explained: 

By its concern for coherence it can offer us a narrative that helps us to 

make sense of what would otherwise be incoherent complexity. By being 

responsive to the subtle and significant, it reminds us that not everything 

can take the impress of the literal and measurable. (p. 5) 

The examples in section one will illuminate ABR’s pedagogical significance and 

its applicability to other social phenomena as well.   

In Section Two, I will describe how ABR has influenced the theoretical 

grounding, methodological practices, and curricular approach employed in my study. In 

addition, I will identify how specific elements taken from each of the following four 

forms of ABR were incorporated into Art Lab activities. I will then provide a detailed 

description of how each concept creates new opportunities for participants to experience 

productive ambiguity. These adaptations include: altering the classroom power dynamic 

by sharing the artist/researcher/teacher role among teacher and students, facilitating 

collaborative art-making that requires spontaneity and improvisation, analyzing how 

personal interpretations are made through pictures and words, and exploring the 

usefulness of role playing to inspire imagination. Each of these adaptations presented 
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concrete strategies for applying arts based research methods to classroom activities. 

These examples also support the idea of positioning students as arts based researchers 

themselves through curricular design and implementation. Sullivan (2014) explains, “art 

practice as research might be described as a creative and critical process whereby 

imaginative leaps are made into what we do not know—as this can lead to crucial 

insights that may change what we do know” (p. 278). Throughout the Art Lab study, I 

aimed to facilitate situations where participants might come to understand and embrace 

their roles as arts based researchers as they explore the space between the known and the 

unknown. 

Section One: Investigating Various Forms of Arts Based Research 

Lyric inquiry. Section One will examine four distinct genres of arts based 

research: lyric inquiry, music, visual arts, and a/r/tography. First, ABR can take the form 

of poetry, also known as lyric inquiry. This genre rests on the conviction that generating 

and consuming expressive language provokes an emotional and personally meaningful 

response to the phenomena under investigation. To Neilsen (2008), lyric inquiry creates 

the “possibility of a resonant, ethical, and engaged relationship between the knower and 

the known” (p. 94). Similar to other forms of arts based research, she notes that lyric 

inquiry strengthens the author’s and reader’s ability to relate to others without 

appropriation or ownership, but rather with a heightened awareness of her/his own 

subjective way of understanding another’s personal experience. Lyric inquiry employs 

simple, thoughtful prose to provide a space for the reader to think deeply about how 

she/he personally relates to the text. In this sense, lyric inquiry exemplifies the idea that 
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less text can carry more meaning. Acknowledging that poems are not intended to be 

taken literally grants permission to read between the lines and construct personally 

meaningful ways of understanding phenomena, concludes Neilsen.  

Compared to other forms of ABR, lyric inquiry’s unique qualities include its 

distinctive methodological and representational forms. While collecting data, poets must 

be fully present and pay close attention to subtle details in order to capture the essence of 

the phenomena under study (Leavy, 2009; Leggo, 2008; Neilsen, 2008; Sullivan, 2000). 

Lyric inquirers document their observations through concrete and abstract forms of 

written language, and employ poetic expression to analyze and present their personal 

interpretations. Richardson (as cited in Leavy, 2009) distinguished between narrative 

poetry and lyric poetry. Narrative poetry involves transforming interview data into a 

poem that reflects a creative interpretation of the respondent’s personal tale. Rather than 

telling a story, lyric poetry focuses on capturing the “rhythm, tonality, and patterns that 

comprise speech, in addition to the participants’ words themselves” (Leavy, 2009, p. 66).  

In regards to methodology, Leavy (2009) described how researchers use “poetic 

transcription" to collect and analyze interview data. For example, Leavy employed poetic 

transcription while conducting a study about the relationship between sexual identity and 

body image. After transcribing interview dialogues with 18 participants, she coded data 

according to emerging themes such as attractiveness, body image, family, and dating. 

After using these traditional procedures for gathering and analyzing qualitative interview 

data, she used a poetic form of analysis to highlight words that captured the essence of 

what the respondents were saying.  Leavy retained interpretive control by arranging these 
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specific words into poetic prose. The resulting poem reflected a more personal and 

emotional account of interview data through the researcher’s artistic interpretation. This 

example of poetic transcription demonstrated how the respondents’ exact language 

combined with the narrator’s speech patterns created a “third voice” (Glesne, as cited in 

Leavy, 2009, p. 75). To Leavy, poetic transcription offers a way for researchers to handle 

the tensions related to participant voice, authorship and authority. Leavy explained that 

poetic research can be judged on its ability to “evoke emotion, produce social 

connections, create a scene that feels truthful, and inspire political or socially conscious 

action” (p. 82). 

Lyric inquiry can exemplify the value of positivist and constructivist ways of 

knowing while acknowledging that both are needed and useful to pedagogical research. 

For example, Neilsen (2008) explained that exploring how rationalist and embodied 

forms of knowledge intersect and overlap with one another promotes a well-rounded 

intellect and imagination. She defined rationalist as “objective, linear, foundational, 

hypostatic, analytical” and embodied as “relational, fluid, sensory, experiential, located, 

personal” (p. 100). Neilsen recognized these distinctions in order to emphasize how they 

overlap and complement one another, rather than to reinforce two essentialist categories.  

Adapting lyric inquiry to visual art. The following section describes how a 

particular characteristic of lyric inquiry, aesthetic vision, can be applied to visual forms 

of arts based research. Researchers emphasized how engaging with poetry addresses the 

nature of attention (Leavy, 2009; Leggo, 2008; Neilson, 2008; Sullivan, 2000). This 
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heightened attention occurs when gathering and analyzing data, representing research 

findings, as well as engaging with these findings. Leggo explained: 

Where prose often seems transparent and is taken for granted, poetry 

invites the writer and the reader to pay attention to the semiotics of 

figurative language, sound effects, texture, voice, rhythm, shape on the 

page, line breaks, and stanzic structure. In a poem, everything signifies. (p. 

169)  

Anne Sullivan (2000) referred to this heightened attention as aesthetic vision, or a “high 

level of consciousness of what one sees” (p. 37). Aesthetic vision is a sensitivity to 

suggestion, pattern, detail, form, relationships, nuances, and the perception of change. 

While acknowledging one’s personal, situational point of view, aesthetic vision involves 

seizing the moment while acknowledging the ephemeral quality of the phenomena being 

observed. Sullivan acknowledged how cultivating aesthetic vision is relevant to education 

practice and research. She asked, “What are the implications of this for education in a 

society that demands artificial attention and immediate results? What are the implications 

for researchers who are trying to make visible the invisible processes of cognition?” (p. 

222). Based on Sullivan’s argument, engaging with poetry allows students, teachers, and 

researchers to strengthen their attention to particular concrete observations and abstract 

understandings of phenomena. Sustained, rather than fleeting, attention allows 

individuals to make more meaningful connections between phenomena and their existing 

knowledge. Furthermore, documenting these in-depth observations reinforces the 

subjectivity of personal interpretations. Overall, lyric inquiry’s ability to heighten one’s 
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attention to detail also allows the author and reader to make more meaningful, personal 

connections to the phenomena under examination. 

In terms of adapting the poet’s lens to visual arts, Anne Sullivan’s work inspired 

me to use aesthetic vision while sketching my students’ portraits in a previous arts based 

research study. Rather than representing my heightened sense of empathy through poetic 

prose, I attempted to portray my personal interpretation of each student through 

characterized sketches. These caricature-like images reflected both intentional and 

unintentional exaggerations of students’ facial features in order to communicate how I 

perceived their personalities in the context of my classroom. The resulting portraits 

represented my personal interpretation as shown through artistic expression in a specific 

moment in time. Similar to reading poetry, viewing these drawings might allow the 

audience to generate unique understandings of my teaching practice and my relationship 

with my students. Ideally, I hoped that making this personal connection with my work 

would allow the audience to better understand how it relates to their own lives. As I have 

and will continue to illustrate in the following chapters, I apply the same concept to the 

present study. 

Music. Next, I will explore how researchers incorporate music into ABR studies. 

Bresler (2008) explained how viewing a classroom structure (introduction to the lesson, 

its development and closure) through a musical lens (teacher as conductor interacting 

with dynamics, texture, and rhythm) allowed her to create a personal sense of coherence 

out of the chaos she observed in the classroom. Leavy (2009) later described how 

Bresler’s conception of form, dynamics, timbre, polyphony, and melody related to 



 114 

qualitative research methodologies. She explained how musical terms metaphorically 

relate to the listening techniques used during data collection, organizing and coding field 

notes, and representing research findings. These examples demonstrate how individuals 

construct ways of knowing through personal and metaphorical points of reference. 

Proponents of arts based research have described how the visual artist, musician, poet, 

engineer, and doctor are likely to see the world through distinctive lenses that reflect 

heightened sensitivities to their point of reference (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Eisner, 2002; 

Leavy, 2012). Granting permission to researchers and their audiences to employ these 

unique ways of knowing creates a more well-rounded, personally meaningful 

understanding of phenomena. As I will elaborate upon later, this concept not only applies 

to pedagogical research but might enhance meaning making in the classroom as well.  

Scholars have illustrated how collaboration among researchers and participants 

can also be metaphorically viewed through a musical lens (Bresler, 2008; Leavy, 2009; 

Rolling, 2010). This is shown through the connection between musical improvisation and 

the social interactions involved in research. For example, an improvisational jazz 

ensemble must negotiate the artistic strengths and desires of each individual musician in 

order to maintain an aesthetic flow. They play off each other’s personal contributions 

while adding their own “voice.”  Similarly, research also involves attentive listening to 

observed phenomena, negotiating tensions among conflicting interpretations, and 

remaining responsive to emerging insights while working toward a research goal. 

Allowing research to embrace both spontaneity and control supports Bresler’s (2008) 

notion of systematic improvisation. She explained, “Improvisation in research involves 
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the cyclical processes of identifying emergent issues in response to fieldwork, generating 

a corresponding design to explore them, and embarking on additional data collection” (p. 

229). These examples illustrate how perceiving research through a musical lens opens 

passages for researchers and their audiences to access and generate new metaphorical 

understandings of phenomena (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Bresler, 2008; Eisner, 2002; 

Leavy, 2009; Rolling, 2010).  

In addition to viewing research through a musical lens, Leavy (2009) highlighted 

how music can be recognized and valued as an object of inquiry. Researchers can glean 

unique insight about cultures from their music. For example, the African-American 

experience can be examined through musical genres and lyrics in order to understand 

phenomena that have not been documented in any other format. Issues related political 

resistance, coping with racism, and entertainment have historically been addressed 

through music in African-American culture. For example, Carter (as cited in Leavy, 

2012) investigated the presence of music in black studies programs in order to understand 

how it reflects insight on the African-American experience. Carter explained that 

utilizing music, including both sounds and words, as a cultural text provides engaging 

opportunities for students to connect with social phenomena. Carter also pointed out how 

musical presentations of research can reach and inspire a broader audience (Leavy, 2012).  

These examples illustrate how arts based research relates to music in three 

specific ways. Perceiving music as a cultural text, relating systematic improvisation to 

research, and applying musical terms to qualitative methods allows both researcher and 

her/his audience to make personally meaningful and often metaphorical connections with 
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the phenomena under examination. All of these concepts can be applied to other forms of 

art as well, including the visual arts. 

Visual arts: Photography and collage. Arts based research enables the power of 

imagery to flourish as it enhances meaning making among researchers and their 

audiences. In order to better understand the variety of approaches researchers employ, 

Leavy (2009) identified the following visual arts based methods:  

using art that exists independent of the research in order to study 

something that it articulates or questions it poses about social life; having 

research participants create art in order to express or get at some aspect of 

their lives that would otherwise remain untapped; creating visual models 

in order to assist data analysis and interpretation; and creating art as a part 

of the representation of data. (p. 218)   

While exemplifying the first method, Leavy (2009) described how Susan Finley’s arts 

based investigation of gender identity helped teachers to understand how they transmit 

media-defined gender roles to their students. Finley began by analyzing media images of 

females using traditional qualitative methods, and later categorized these images by 

possible identities associated with their visual representation. Using these collected 

images, Finley created 12 collages that depicted women’s roles while emphasizing 

unexpected associations that might debunk stereotypes. Next, she used these collages to 

stimulate discussions with teachers about how they pass along media-influenced gender 

roles. Through this arts based study, Finley located and manipulated media-generated 

images in order to exemplify the messages they carry. The experience of viewing and 
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discussing these manipulated images, noted Leavy, allowed the audience to make 

personal connections with the social phenomena under examination.  

 Both researcher and research participants can produce data in the form of visual 

art (Leavy, 2009). For example, Finley created collages to represent the first part of her 

research and later employed these images to stimulate further discussions among research 

participants. In addition to collages, photographs are commonly used to elicit responses 

from research participants. Leavy presented several examples of how students, as 

research participants, created artworks to express their responses to research questions. 

For example, Knowles and Thomas (as cited in Leavy, 2009) asked high school students 

to communicate how they see themselves at school through the creation of visual art. The 

resulting artworks also served as objects of reflection for further verbal exploration. 

Hershorn (as cited in Leavy, 2009) also gained valuable insight by asking young students 

to create images that reflect how they see violence functioning in their lives. Participants’ 

use of media-generated war images revealed how they respond to news coverage of 

global conflicts.  

Empowering participants to document their lived experiences through 

photography and video has become a popular way to generate research data (Leavy, 

2009). For example, O’Donaghue (2006) used his own and his students’ photography as a 

data collection and representation tool while investigating how school spaces transmit 

messages about masculinity. He examined how a school’s physical makeup, including the 

layout of spaces, the materials used to construct these spaces, and the way the spaces are 

decorated, interacts with the social dynamics that occur within these spaces. He 
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systematically photographed areas of a school over a period of time in order to examine 

how masculinity, as a social construction, is influenced by these spaces. These 

photographs revealed the specific private or semi-private locations where social 

interactions among boys define masculinity, as well as more general public spaces that 

portray messages of strength, firmness, rigidity, and power. He then displayed these 

images in the university restrooms typically used by pre-service teachers. The way in 

which these photos were selected and displayed intended to provoke new thought about 

the social construction of masculinity within schools. In this case, he employed ABR 

methods while collecting, analyzing, and displaying data. In another study, he asked 4th-

6th grade male participants to photograph spaces within their school and remark on why 

they chose to photograph these spaces. This exemplifies how both researcher and 

research participants can create and contribute artistic forms of data that communicate 

perspectives in a way that differs from traditional, text-based research presentations.  

While theorizing how visual art functions within an arts based research study, 

researchers have suggested that it represents a third “site” or “space” (Leavy, 2009; 

McClure, 2010). Leavy (2009) described how researchers explore hybridity and the third 

space by analyzing the interaction of words and pictures. For example, Sava and 

Nuutinen’s (2003) collaborative study demonstrated how pictures describe words and 

words describe pictures. This living dialogue between visual and verbal communication 

exemplified the fluid, dynamic nature of phenomena interpretation. In this sense, 

participants’ and researchers’ textual and visual expressions represented a third space 

where new meaning was generated. McClure (2010) used digital media to investigate 
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what Wilson (as cited in McClure, 2010) termed the pedagogical “third site” within a pre-

school setting. She discovered how shared authorship between the students and 

researcher captured what Benjamin called the “optical unconscious” (as cited in McClure, 

2010), or phenomena that slip through participants’ collective memory. Empowering 

participants to record and view video footage without adult interference allowed the 

researcher and participants to navigate this third pedagogical site. In this sense, the 

children’s creative video production functioned as research data as well as a site for data 

interpretation. 

A/r/tography. As demonstrated thus far, arts based research can be categorized 

by genre such as lyric inquiry, music, or visual art.  In order to better understand this 

provocative yet elusive form of research, scholars have also generated categories such as 

arts based education research, arts-informed research, arts for scholarship sake, and 

a/r/tography (Rolling 2013a). These categorizes reflect theoretical distinctions regarding 

purpose, ideological groundings, and methodological interpretations. Rather than 

exploring a fourth genre of arts based research, I will conclude Section One by examining 

how scholars describe a/r/tography.  

The term “a/r/tography” is written in a way that emphasizes the spaces in between 

artist, researcher and teacher. Springgay, Irwin, and Kind (2008) associated a/r/tography 

with Bourriaud’s notion of relational aesthetics. Relational aesthetics emphasizes the 

situational relationship among specific viewers and artworks. The interaction occurring at 

a particular moment in time is valued over other aspects of the artwork, such as the 

context of its creation or the maker. In this way, the relationship between the artwork and 
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viewer is more important than the art object itself (Bourriaud, 2004).  A/r/tographers also 

emphasize the situational quality of their work. In this sense, a/r/tography might resemble 

an art “happening” more than an art object. Springgay et al. explained that a/r/tographers 

are committed to an “enactive space of living inquiry in and through singular time and 

space” (p. 84). Scholars relate a/r/tography to complexity theories of learning that 

perceive learning as nonlinear, dynamic, and relational. Rhizomatic theory, which 

disrupts notions of beginnings and endings, is also referenced as it emphasizes identities 

as constantly becoming in a nonlinear way. Similarly, theories and practices are 

constantly in the process of emerging throughout the research process (Irwin, et al., 

2006). Compared to other variations of ABR, a/r/tography pushes the traditional 

boundaries that define research. A/r/tography purposely obscures distinctions such as 

researcher and participant, beginning and end, knowing and not knowing, and research 

location.  
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Section Two: Applying New Approaches that Promote Productive Ambiguity 

In the following section, I will present several ways arts based research concepts 

appear within my study. I will begin by describing how and why I began using reflective 

visual journaling as a tool to gather and analyze data. Next, I will examine how art 

education researchers have used a graphic novel format to present their scholarly work. 

Finally, I will demonstrate how several ABR related concepts translated into specific Art 

Lab activities.  

My initial interest in art based research emerged while reading studies that 

employed reflective visual journaling as a way for teachers to better understand their 

students and their practice (Jongeward, 1997; Milne, 2000; Quinn & Calkin, 2008; 

Rayala, 2013).  For example, Jongeward (1997) generated unique understandings of her 

research participants through the creation of metaphorical visual portraits. She discovered 

that the artist and researcher role complemented one another and described how 

heightening her creative energy led to a richer understanding of the participant under 

study. Jongeward claimed that creating portraits allowed her to find hidden relationships 

through this shifted mode of perception, thought and feeling.   

Milne (2000) employed reflective drawing as a way to make sense of her teaching 

practice. She documented her teaching recollections by sketching herself, her students, 

and her experiences. Milne created metaphorical visual images about educational 

moments as a tool for introspective self-examination. She also created artwork based on 

theory and insights gained from pedagogical practices.  
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Quinn & Calkin (2008) employed what they term “Research Based Art (RBA)” to 

collect and analyze data as well as represent their educational research. For example, 

Calkin sketched participants, used their artwork as interview prompts, and created visual 

metaphors in a dialog journal. They explained how visual art, as a form of research 

representation, allows the viewer to draw personal connections between their familiar 

worlds and the realities constructed in the work of art. 

Rayala (2013) discussed the history of drawing as a research tool and highlighted 

how contemporary researchers continue to gain valuable insight from the process of 

drawing as well as the product itself. Rayala explained that drawing provides the 

opportunity for a researcher to “settle in, observe and think about the work at hand” in a 

way that allows her/him to see “important details, nuances, subtleties, and hidden 

information that might have been missed” otherwise (p. 59).   

After reviewing relevant literature and experimenting with this technique in a 

previous study, I decided to incorporate sketching as a tool for data documentation and 

analysis in my present dissertation research. In addition to employing reflective visual 

journaling, I also planned to present my research findings in a way that resembled a 

graphic novel. Throughout my academic studies in art education, I’ve employed what I 

now refer to as “visual research narratives” as a way to present my work to an audience. I 

naturally enjoyed creating and presenting visual research narratives long before I became 

acquainted with the term “arts based research.” After discovering the work of Sousanis 

(2012), Sutherlin (2012), Thomas (2012), Wallin (2012), and Williams (2012), I realized 

how graphic novels communicate theoretical concepts and personal stories in ways I had 
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never seen before. This awareness significantly impacted my desire to incorporate a 

visual research narrative component into my dissertation. Given the importance placed on 

visual representations of arts based research findings (Barone & Eisner, 2012; 

Cahnmann-Taylor, 2008; Cole & Knowles, 2008; Leavy, 2009; Rolling, 2013a; Sullivan, 

2014), I knew that a visual narrative format would best suit my innate artistic expression.  

In addition to using ABR methods as a way to collect and analyze data and 

present research findings, ABR concepts also influenced the Art Lab curriculum. I aimed 

to implement an emergent curriculum designed to respond to contextual circumstances 

and participants’ expressed interests. Arts based researchers who study education (Barone 

& Eisner, 2012; Rolling, 2013a) and A/r/tography scholars in particular (Hafeli, 2013; 

Irwin et al., 2006; Irwin, 2013; Springgay et al., 2008) often embrace the student-

centered, contextual focus implied by an emergent curriculum while also valuing a 

similar type of “emergent research design” (Rolling, 2013a). Rather than implementing 

activities involving pre-determined content and objectives, I hoped to remain open to and 

engage with the unanticipated phenomena that would result from Art Lab activities. I 

should emphasize here that my teaching practice does not follow an emergent approach 

to developing and implementing curricula, but rather adheres to well-planned lessons that 

I continually tweak to suit each group of learners.  Allowing myself to release control of 

pre-determined activities and refrain from planning weeks in advance produced 

challenges and anxiety. Nevertheless, incorporating this type of curricular ambiguity into 

my study supported my overall research goals. In this sense, I intended to examine 
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multiple ways of encountering unknowns through the theoretical base, content, and 

structure of my research.  

With this said, I did develop specific activities that reflected consideration of arts 

based research concepts. I will now identify and describe how the following four 

elements from Section One were applied to my Art Lab study: 

• Influenced by a/r/tography’s conception of shifting identities that are constantly in 

the process of becoming, I incorporated a collaborative component to reflective 

visual journaling that allowed all participants to share in the 

artist/researcher/teacher role. 

• Inspired by Bresler’s (2008) notion of systematic improvisation, I implemented 

collaborative art making activities that emphasized building upon one another’s 

work, spontaneity, and transforming tension into harmony.  

• Similar to Sava and Nuutinen’s study (2003), I investigated how personal 

interpretations can be shared by exchanging both pictures and words.  

• Extending the concept of viewing research through the lens of a poet or musician, 

I explored how role-playing would impact the social and intellectual learning 

environment.  

Each of these concepts aimed to promote productive ambiguity through engaging with 

visual events and creating visual art.  

Sharing the role of a/r/tographer. A/r/tography emphasizes the spaces in-

between artist, researcher, and teacher, and promotes the idea that all participants assume 

the role of a/r/tographer (Irwin et al., 2006; Springgay et al., 2008). Inspired by this 
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concept, I originally planned to share the responsibility of locating content for our visual 

events with Art Lab participants. The following examples demonstrate how sharing roles 

extended to other Art Lab activities, including visual and text based inquiries between 

researcher and participants and taking turns facilitating discussions. Each of these 

components enhanced participants’ shared role as artist/researcher/teacher. 

Art Lab participants and I produced reflective sketches in visual journals. I used 

my own visual journal entries as a way to construct unique understandings of observed 

phenomena and treated participants’ journal entries as a form of research data as well. In 

order to enable participants to adopt the a/r/tographer role, I shared selected journal 

entries of my journal with participants so that we could respond to each other’s work. I 

encouraged participants to embrace their researcher roles as they made meaning from 

their own visual journaling process, my visual journal entries as well as one another’s 

entries.  

I expected this adaptation to alter the power dynamic among the group.  For 

example, I would feel more vulnerable by allowing participants to view and respond to 

my personal reflections, while the participants would likely feel empowered as they 

critically responded to my entries. In addition, I suspected that certain participants would 

gain a greater sense of satisfaction and confidence than others, which would alter the 

power dynamic among the participants as well. It seemed like responding to each other’s 

reflective journal entries would likely heighten participants’ investment in art creation 

and responding. All participants would take responsibility for the consequences of the 

input they share, while simultaneously recognizing that their work would be examined by 
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others as well. As artists, researchers, and teachers, all participants would be encouraged 

to ask questions about one another’s work and offer constructive feedback. 

In addition to impacting the power dynamic and level of investment in art creation 

and responses, I expected this adaptation would influence the content of participants’ 

work and their level of growth. I based this expectation on the assumption that 

participants would benefit from exposure to one another’s work as they compared their 

various solutions to similar problems, learn from one another’s unique style or technical 

strengths, and validate their own efforts by relating to others who were engaged in a 

similar activity. Given these benefits, this adaptation raised one concern. I hoped that 

sharing my visual journal entries would serve as an inspiring and clarifying model to 

stimulate participants’ growth, rather than enable participants to recreate my work instead 

of creating their own. In an effort to ensure that participants did not perceive my journal 

entries as the “right way,” I presented examples of how other youth and adults had 

employed visual journals. I suspected that this activity would promote productive 

ambiguity as participants embraced the new role of artist/researcher/teacher and gained 

exposure to multiple perspectives as shown through visual journaling. 

Employing systematic improvisation to collaborative art making. The next 

adaptation related to Bresler’s (2008) notion of systematic improvisation. Bresler 

acknowledged how collectively engaging with researchers and participants resembled 

functioning within a jazz ensemble.  Similar to how musicians play off one another’s 

personal contributions, this adaptation allowed participants to engage in collaborative art 

making that required sensitivity to others and the ability to recognize and apply their own 
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strengths. For example, Art Lab participants developed their art making abilities through 

weekly visual journal entries and playful sketching exercises that allowed them to quickly 

solve creative visual problems. These activities intended to build participants’ confidence 

and broaden their repertoire of art making skills. These collaborative activities, which I 

will describe more thoroughly in a later chapter, allowed participants to contribute a 

personal element to several larger collective artworks. This concept allowed participants 

to experience productive ambiguity as they were challenged to contribute to spontaneous, 

living works of art. 

Making meaning through pictures and words. I applied the next concept to 

several Art Lab activities. Similar to Sava and Nuutinen’s study (2003), participants 

investigated how personal interpretations could be shared by exchanging both pictures 

and words. As described in a later chapter, participants responded to one another’s verbal 

narratives by illustrating their stories as they spoke. In addition to responding through 

pictures and written words, each artist also verbally explained their illustrations. 

Employing both pictures and words allowed participants to explore the 

similarities and differences between these two modes of communication. I intentionally 

revisited this concept on the first participant questionnaire, and then continued to build 

upon their responses throughout the remaining Art Lab activities. For example, we 

examined how our individual backgrounds and life experiences influence how we 

interpret images and text. We also discussed whether illustrating our own narratives, as 

opposed to writing them, created a clearer recollection of our thoughts. We also 

examined whether illustrating each other’s narratives helped us to empathize with one 
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another. To me, this concept might hold particular relevance when responding to artwork 

produced by students who speak a different language. I hoped that our connection with 

the Peace Corps’ World Wide Schools Program would allow participants to exchange 

artwork with youth living in Ghana or Morocco. Ideally, the partnering Peace Corps 

Volunteer would assist with translation if needed, as participating youth living in Ghana 

would likely speak English but those living in Morocco might not. Sharing and 

responding to one another’s artwork through pictures and words would allow both groups 

to experience how individual and cultural characteristics influence meaning making. I 

believed this activity would promote productive ambiguity as participants generated, 

shared and responded to one another’s unique interpretations. As described in a later 

chapter, a back and forth visual dialogue did not come to fruition during the Art Lab 

semester. Nevertheless, I would like to facilitate this type of visual dialogue among 

international participants in the future and earnestly examine the ways in which it creates 

productive ambiguity.  

Viewing research through a different lens: Role-playing. The last adaptation 

involved altering the Art Lab social dynamic while participants engaged in visual events 

(Illeris, 2010; Illeris & Arvedsen, 2011). Illeris (2010) described visual events as the 

complex interactions that take place between the viewer and “visual phenomena.” Illeris 

and Arvedsen (2011) defined visual phenomena as everything we consciously choose to 

relate to through vision (e.g., images, objects, landscapes, public and private spaces, etc.). 

In an earlier study, Illeris (2009) applied this concept while examining dialogical 

relationships among viewers during visual events. Inspired by Illeris’s work and the 
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concept of viewing research through the lens of a poet or musician, I developed and 

implemented role playing activities during the Art Lab. Engaging in these activities 

allowed us to experience how role-playing impacts our social and intellectual learning 

environment.  

Scholars point out how arts based research allows researchers and their audiences 

to employ different lenses while constructing meaning from phenomena (Barone & 

Eisner, 2012; Bresler, 2008; Eisner, 2002; Leavy, 2009; Rolling, 2010).  Rather than 

establishing one genre-based lens for all participants to use, such as poetry or music, I 

facilitated visual events that allowed participants to choose a lens in which to role-play. 

We began by discussing the various roles we all possess within different contexts, such as 

members of a family, classroom, team, or partnership. Specific words to describe these 

roles included friend, competitor, leader, follower, loner, antagonist, optimist, and so on. 

We also identified contexts where we feel the greatest sense of responsibility, loyalty, 

creativity, freedom, restraint, strength, pride, boredom, etc. Next, we discussed whether it 

is possible to apply these qualities to different contexts through role-playing. For 

example, I asked if I can apply my “older sister” role to teamwork with friends? Or, can I 

apply a sense of artistic freedom while tackling a writing assignment? I hoped that this 

concept would promote imagination and empower participants to take control of their 

roles and apply them more intentionally or strategically. In regards to visual events, 

participants assumed the roles of different people or animals in pieces of contemporary 

art. As I will describe in a later chapter, these role-playing activities opened up 

opportunities for imaginative growth, playfulness, and empathy while participants 
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encountered and assumed different points of view. In this way, visual events cultivated 

productive ambiguity as participants engaged with multiple perspectives. 

Part III Conclusion 

Overall, these adaptations offered additional ways to promote productive 

ambiguity in the following ways: altering the classroom power dynamic by sharing the 

artist/researcher/teacher role among teacher and students, facilitating collaborative art-

making that required spontaneity and improvisation, analyzing how personal 

interpretations are made through pictures and words, and exploring the usefulness of role 

playing to inspire imagination. All of these concepts supported the idea that arts based 

research grants permission to explore unconventional ways of thinking, encourages us to 

consider new perspectives, and validates our desires to question the rules. My exploration 

of arts based research inspired new ways of engaging research participants in productive 

ambiguity. In Part III, I described how my increasing familiarity with various forms of 

ABR, including theoretical, methodological, and practical characteristics of each, enabled 

me to imagine new ways of applying these research approaches in my experimental 

classroom practice.  
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Chapter Three Conclusion 

In this chapter, we explored how practitioner inquiry, autoethnography, and arts 

based research are defined and used in the field of education and art education research. I 

described how employing a multi-methods research design aligns with the notion that 

knowledge is created in a variety of ways, and therefore studies can be based in various 

research approaches in order to gain a more complete understanding of the phenomena 

under examination. Next, I described the elements of practitioner inquiry, 

autoethnography, and arts based research that were incorporated into my study, and 

highlighted how education discourse both distinguishes and obscures the boundaries 

between these methods. In addition, I described how examples of arts based research 

inspired specific Art Lab activities that aim to promote productive ambiguity among my 

students. I believe the methodological intersections and divisions illustrated in this 

chapter allowed me to interpret and adapt methods in a way that illuminates multiple 

perspectives and promotes the notion of productive ambiguity.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: WHERE DO I SEE PRODUCTIVE AMBIGUITY? 

 

In the following chapter, I will describe how I began to recognize the ways in 

which productive ambiguity functions in five specific areas of my academic and 

professional life. I realized and documented these examples prior to, during, and after my 

formal Art Lab research. This chapter will highlight critical ways that productive 

ambiguity could develop between teachers and students, between universities and K-12 

public schools, in the contextual differences found between my classroom practice and 

the Art Lab, between my teacher and researcher roles, and finally between my Art Lab 

participants as they engage in visual events.  
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Addressing the Demographic Divide Between Teachers and Students 

 

In the first section, I will describe how teacher education discourse reflects 

apprehension for the demographic divide between teachers and students (Grant & 

Gibson, 2011; Nieto & McDonough; Zeichner, 2009).  Zeichner (2009) explained that 

ethnic/racial minority students composed 38 percent of public school students in 2001, 

while 90 percent of their teachers were white (2009). According to Grant & Gibson 

(2011), the majority of teachers currently entering the field continue to be white, while 

the K-12 public school classrooms continually become more heterogeneous. Scholars 

often refer to this gap between cultures as problematic when teaching for social justice. I 

will begin by identifying how teacher education discourse defines teaching for social 

justice. Next, I will identify specific approaches teacher education programs have 

employed to address the demographic divide, and describe the strengths and weaknesses 
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of these approaches.  Finally, I will point out how the demographic divide can be viewed 

as an opportunity for both teachers and students to become more complex as they 

experience productive ambiguity. Becoming complex, in this sense, involves gaining 

self-reflexivity while perceiving encounters with difference as opportunities for personal 

growth.  

Defining Teaching for Social Justice 

Scholars of teacher education discourse offer guiding principles for education 

programs that aim to promote social justice (Grant & Gibson, 2011; Nieto & 

McDonough, 2011; Zeichner, 2009). For example, Grant and Gibson (2011) suggested 

that preparing educators to teach for social justice should include the following concepts: 

(a) understand that culture is fluid rather than static and be able to bridge the academic 

world to students’ present, individual culture; (b) reject a deficit view of cultural 

difference; and (c) differentiate between race, ethnicity, and culture and recognize how 

social hierarchies constructing race dehumanize (Grant & Gibson, 2011, p. 23). To 

Zeichner (2009), teaching for social justice should help students to find personal 

happiness and fulfillment while cultivating a love of learning rather than simply 

preparing students for employment. It should promote social critique such as antiracist 

and antisexist pedagogies, and cultivate students’ sense of hope, agency, and social 

responsibility. He suggested that teacher education programs should focus on developing 

(a) knowledge of community and recognition of how students’ funds of knowledge can 

complement and enrich academic goals, (b) the ability to incorporate students’ personal 

strengths and experiences into classwork, and (c) the ability to recognize students’ 
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differences as opportunities rather than problems to overcome (Zeichner, 2009).  Nieto 

and McDonough (2011) explained that educating teachers for social justice should focus 

on examining existing beliefs about diversity and the complexities of identity formation, 

as well as confronting racism and social inequities (2011).  

The Problematic Cultural Divide 

Teacher education programs have approached social justice objectives in a variety 

of ways and scholars have critiqued the effectiveness of these efforts. For example, 

university instructors might ask teacher candidates to analyze inequality within 

sociopolitical structures and apply this understanding to the social context of schooling. 

However, researchers recommended carefully scaffolding this information to prevent 

resistance and hopelessness among candidates from privileged backgrounds (Grant & 

Gibson, 2011). Scholars also emphasized the importance of self-reflection and 

developing a critical consciousness of one’s own cultural influences (Grant & Gibson, 

2011; Nieto & MDonough, 2011). Coursework should enable pre-service teachers to 

critique their own assumptions about power relations and examine how they have 

benefited from societal structures. This involves confronting racism in its contemporary 

forms and acknowledging how a color-blind society perpetuates institutionalized racism. 

This can be done by questioning metanarratives, applying a critical lens to history, and 

reading counter stories (Nieto and McDonough, 2011).  In addition, pre-service teachers 

can gain self-awareness by examining how their own autobiographies might perpetuate 

inequalities. This involves starting where pre-service teachers currently are and helping 
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them to move “forward on a continuum of social and cultural awareness” (Grant and 

Gibson, 2011, p. 31).  

Researchers have pointed out that despite these good intentions, white middle-

class teachers are still not prepared to bridge the cultural gap with their non-white, less 

privileged students (Grant & Gibson, 2011; Hollins, 2011; Zeichner, 2009).  This is due 

to a variety of reasons. First, teacher education programs typically address social justice 

by adding a course on multicultural, bilingual, or urban education. Critics argued that 

engaging in one isolated course is not sufficient. In fact, coursework designed to address 

issues of culture, inequality, and diversity often reinforced stereotypes rather than 

challenged them (Grant & Gibson, 2011). Furthermore, the white, monolingual teacher 

education professors conducting these university classes often lack the critical experience 

of teaching culturally diverse K-12 students themselves (Ziechner, 2009). For example, 

Haviland (as cited in Hollins, 2011) admitted that her own socialization into whiteness 

compromised her ability to contest her pre-service teachers’ expressions of white 

hegemony and color-blindness. On the other hand, African-American faculty also 

experienced difficulty reaching pre-service teachers. For example, Gloria Ladson-

Billings, an African-American woman, explained that despite her efforts to promote self-

awareness, her white students continued to nullify their membership in a structurally 

privileged group (as cited in Hollins, 2011).  To Hollins (2011), courses designed to 

disrupt white hegemony and promote teachers’ self-knowledge are often not effective. 

White teacher candidates continue to view the Euro-American experience as the norm 

rather than acknowledge the situatedness of their self-constructed perceptions. Even pre-
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service teachers who express a commitment to social justice during a university class 

often do not follow through with these ideals in the classroom (Hollins, 2011). 

  In order to properly address these problems, a number of scholars argue for full 

education reform. Grant and Gibson (2011) explained:  

the high turnover rate of urban teachers – coupled with overwhelmingly 

white, upper- and middle-class, suburban and rural female teachers, who 

live in different “existential worlds” than their potential students (Gay, 

1993) – warrants changes in teacher education. Teaching marginalized 

student populations requires different dispositions, beliefs, training, and 

practices than traditionally conveyed in teacher education – including the 

need to address institutional factors such as bureaucracy, time demands, 

class sizes, and emotional strain that too often send teachers fleeing 

(Haberman, 1995b; Irvine, 1990; Villegas & Davis, 2008; Villegas & 

Lucas, 2004; Weiner, 2000) … “Something other than conventional 

preparation is necessary”(Ladson-Billings, 1994b, p. 138). (p. 24-25) 

While understanding the need to reach beyond the university classroom, scholars 

examined how cross-cultural and community-based field experiences have been used to 

ease the demographic divide between teachers and students. Gaining real life experience 

within the educational context is a vital component of pre-service preparation, and is even 

more important for candidates who plan to serve a community much different from their 

own. Researchers suggested establishing this connection early in the teacher education 

program. This will help provide a frame of reference for candidates as they engage in 
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university-based pedagogical and social justice coursework (Grant & Gibson, 2011; 

Hollins, 2011; Nieto & McDonough, 2011; Zeichner, 2009).  

Connecting Social Justice to Productive Ambiguity 

So far, I’ve highlighted general issues related to how educators are being prepared 

to teach for social justice.  I will now focus on specific concepts that offer clarity and 

hope regarding this complex topic and point out how these ideas relate to productive 

ambiguity. First, teacher education programs can focus on how personal identities are 

formed through the social and academic experiences generated in school. This applies to 

teacher candidates as well as their future students (Hammerness et al., 2005; Hollins, 

2011). Hollins (2011) explained, “the curriculum content and social arrangements in the 

classroom legitimate particular ideological perspectives, societal values, and the relative 

position of groups in the society” (p. 109). These conditions validate or challenge the 

social identities students bring to the classroom. Through this complex process, students 

generate new self-understandings as they position themselves in relation to others. Part of 

this experience involves consciously or unconsciously establishing loyalty to those 

perceived to be like one’s self. Interacting within a group inherently involves recognizing 

one’s position in relation to others while defining differences and similarities. When 

candidates explore identity formation in their own university classroom dynamic, they 

will better understand how perceptions of otherness and belonging might impact the 

students in their future classroom. 

Hollins (2011) highlighted a particularly insightful classroom study where white 

teachers examined how cultural background impacted their interactions with a diverse 
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student body. While considering how students’ personal and cultural identities are formed 

within the classroom’s social and power dynamics, Katz (as cited in Hollins, 2011) 

discovered two essential elements that impacted a productive teacher-student 

relationship: caring and high expectations. Katz explained that high expectations without 

caring occurs when teachers set high goals but cannot provide the needed support to help 

students attain these goals. In contrast, low expectations can turn into paternalism where 

teachers feel sorry for their “underprivileged” students and fail to provide appropriate 

academic challenges. Gaining this type of sensitivity to students’ individual needs 

requires time and experience. According to Hollins, gaining “knowledge in practice” 

helps pre-service teachers to begin cultivating these sensitivities within a particular 

context.  

Another specific way that teaching for social justice can promote productive 

ambiguity is exemplified in Ball’s conception of “generativity” (as cited in Grant & 

Gibson, 2011).  Generativity refers to teachers’ ability to consider and build upon their 

students’ unique ways of knowing. Rather than remaining fixed on personal 

preconceptions regarding teaching for social justice, generativity allows pre-service 

teachers to connect existing knowledge with academic, professional, and student-

generated knowledge. This involves opening one’s mind to consider what academia has 

to say about teaching, while also allowing these voices to complement and conflict with 

what students bring to the classroom. Making sense of these multiple perspectives 

requires negotiating pre-existing understandings to make room for new insights. 

Generativity is relevant to teaching in any context, but particularly when teachers’ and 
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students’ existential worlds collide in the classroom. When seen in this way, the tension 

created from diverse cultural backgrounds can lead to unexpected insights on teaching, 

learning, and living. Ball’s conception of generativity exemplifies how teaching for social 

justice promotes productive ambiguity.  

Scholars have pointed out many concerns regarding the demographic disparities 

between teachers and students (Grant & Gibson, 2011; Hollins, 2011; Nieto & 

McDonough, 2011; Zeichner, 2009). If white, middle-class educators are leading 

classrooms composed of culturally diverse students from less privileged backgrounds, the 

resulting power dynamic may not naturally promote social justice unless intentional 

changes are made. The compulsory, public K-12 education system will likely continue to 

assign teachers the responsibility of facilitating learning experiences among large groups 

of students while maintaining an orderly, safe, and productive environment. Although 

power negotiations can and should be made between teachers and students, teachers’ 

responsibilities require them to maintain a degree of control. However, this environment 

does not have to prohibit social justice from flourishing. Cultural differences between 

teachers and students can enrich rather than compromise social equity in the classroom 

and beyond. Pre-service teachers, cooperating teachers, university professors, students, 

and the school community can benefit from considering one another’s different, yet 

relevant existential worlds. As described, the concept of generativity illustrates how 

diverse individuals, interacting in various power structures, can benefit from listening to 

and learning from one another’s perspectives. Coursework designed to promote self-

awareness when encountering diversity can also help individuals to address ambiguity in 
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a productive way. When faced with difference, we are given the opportunity to reflect on 

where our biases originated. In this sense, encountering students and teachers from very 

different backgrounds enriches our lives. However, in order for this to happen, 

individuals must be open to focusing on the positive rather than perceiving these 

differences as threats. Roberts (1992) proclaimed, “ it is in this moment of conflict that is 

the business of education, because out of conflict comes the need to consider the sense in 

which revised or alternative world versions may be valid” (p. 133.) It is in these moments 

of tension, when we confront realities that compromise our existing way of knowing, that 

education occurs. This is how the ambiguity created when white educators teach for 

social justice can lead to productivity.  
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Productive Ambiguity Can Occur Between Institutions 

 

In the next section, I will describe how productive ambiguity is cultivated 

between universities and the K-12 public schools. In addition to examining how identities 

are formed in the classroom, Hollins (2011) explained how knowledge in practice allows 

both K-12 school and university-based participants to construct new understandings 

through their interactions with one another. She explained that everyday K-12 classroom 

practices provide valuable subject matter for dialogue and problem solving in the 

university classroom. Furthermore, knowledge in practice positions all participants 

(cooperating teacher, teacher candidate, and university professor) as learners rather than 

their traditional roles as theoretical and/or practical experts and apprentices. Replacing 

the concept of “learning to teach” with an authentic and contextualized knowledge in 

practice promotes a more democratic environment that acknowledges how identities are 
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formed through education. In this way, knowledge in practice also promotes teaching for 

social justice in the university and K-12 education settings (Hollins, 2011).  

Furthermore, if practitioners share the knowledge they create while implementing 

new instructional strategies or curricular content, they are contributing to what Hollins 

(2011) called knowledge in practice. This concept, continues Hollins, equalizes both 

practitioner and university-based forms of knowledge and values the insightful 

understandings generated when they interact with one another. Hammerness et al. (2005) 

distinguished between knowledge in practice and knowledge of practice. They defined 

knowledge in practice as the insight teachers gain through their experiences that allow 

them to think like a teacher. This includes knowing how to observe students and reflect 

on their needs, look at curricula with a critical eye, and successfully implement lesson 

plans. To them, knowledge of practice is constructed collectively among education and 

research communities and recognizes the theoretical aspects of both. The authors 

explained that within this conception, “communities of practice play a central role in 

developing and transmitting knowledge from practice to research and back again” (p. 

383).  Despite overlapping terminology, all of these theories direct attention to the value 

of practical knowledge. To me, this recognizes how real world problems cannot be solved 

without considering practical as well as theoretical knowledge. In order to understand the 

relationships between students and teachers, or theorize how cultural understandings 

impact students’ academic achievement and teacher retention, research efforts should 

value and seek out teachers’ perspectives. Overall, these examples demonstrate how 
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opportunities for productive ambiguity emerge through the interactions between 

universities and the K-12 public schools.  

Negotiating Differences Between Practical and Research-Based Contexts 

 

 In this section, I will describe how coming to terms with the contextual 

differences between my classroom practice and the Art Lab created productive 

ambiguity. Unlike the previous section, the following text provides a personal account of 

how I experienced productive ambiguity rather than focusing on how I relate this concept 

to academic discourse. This honest narrative is written with the intention of revealing my 

strengths and weaknesses as a teacher/researcher while demonstrating how reflective 

inquiries allowed me to gain a more insightful understanding of my practice.  

Although my overarching research goal involved applying insights gained during 

Art Lab research to my classroom practice, the differences between these two contexts 

constantly created internal tension. I would frequently have to remind myself that the 
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type of research I was conducting wasn’t intended to be generalizable to my classroom in 

a literal fashion. Instead, I aimed to uncover emergent themes throughout the unique Art 

Lab study that might inform or inspire my future practice or research. As this section will 

reveal, acknowledging what I perceived as irreconcilable differences between these two 

contexts allowed me to address some of my own misconceptions.  

While preparing for and throughout the course of my Art Lab research, I was fully 

cognizant of the logistical distinctions between my classroom and Art Lab environment. 

However, I didn’t recognize until the end of the study how my perception of these 

differences created unnecessary limitations on my practice.  For example, I often 

attributed my inability to establish personal connections with students during class time 

to the following circumstances: (a) the overwhelming number of students that would pass 

through the art room in a brief amount of time, (b) the lack of time in between classes to 

prepare materials, and (c) the constant pressure to maintain strict and equitable classroom 

procedures that allowed us to maximize every moment of our 35 minute class period. 

These combined conditions made my practice seem like a revolving door of relentless 

activity. In order to keep my head on straight, I would avoid any diversions that might 

disrupt my predetermined plans. Such diversions included students’ individual questions 

if they were posed at an inconvenient time. (Typically, any time seemed like an 

inconvenient time.) I would think to myself, “If only I had ten minutes in between classes 

I could at least make small talk and field individual questions while the students waited 

for their teacher to pick them up. Instead, I’m racing around the room trying to get ready 

for my next class that is already waiting at the door.”  I knew that I could not change the 
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school’s schedule; however, I could re-prioritize how I was using class time. These are 

the kinds of negotiations that educators have to make based on their personal and 

professional judgment. There is never enough time to accomplish every demand that is 

placed on teachers, so re-prioritizing and letting go of unnecessary activities is essential 

to survival.  

Addressing these negotiations created opportunities for productive ambiguity as I 

felt compelled to find appropriate, yet possibly temporary, solutions. For example, if 

cultivating personal connections with my students was a goal, I could make an intentional 

effort to ask a different student during each class to tell me about their artwork. If I 

planned this into my 35-minute routine, I would eventually make a personal connection 

with each of my students throughout the course of the year. Although this systematic plan 

seems slightly contrived, it would be better than living with a perceived flaw in my 

practice.  

In addition to my apparent inability to cultivate personal connections with 

students, another misconceived limitation I applied to my practice involved incorporating 

contemporary art content. While developing my classroom curricula, I often avoided 

including contemporary art because (a) I feared the students would respond with the same 

confused, cynical resistance that some adults display when being asked to engage with 

contemporary works of art; (b) I didn’t have an efficient technique for locating 

appropriate artworks that sufficiently complemented my learning objectives; (c) I lacked 

confidence in my ability to judge which contemporary artworks might be meaningful to 

the students; and (d) given the lack of interpersonal connections made between my 
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students and myself, I chose to avoid addressing the abstract or mature themes that 

contemporary artists often present. Nonetheless, I recognized that these perceived 

obstacles posed perfect challenges to address in my research.   

To my surprise, Art Lab participants consistently favored the contemporary 

artworks over traditional artworks in their journal reflections and questionnaires, as well 

as during discussions. Even when I did not provide contextual background information 

about the artwork, participants were naturally drawn to the images alone. I assumed that 

incorporating contemporary art into my K-12 classroom curricula would involve more 

work than it was worth given the number of students I serve and the amount of unknowns 

involved. However, my Art Lab participants’ clear desire to engage with contemporary 

art led me to believe that I was wrong.  

As these examples illustrate, examining the distinctions between the classroom 

and Art Lab context gave me a more insightful perspective on the implications of these 

differences. The logistical disparities are certainly real, relevant and require consideration 

when developing curricula. However, I discovered how easy it was to assume that certain 

conditions created unnecessary limitations. I’ve always felt like anything is possible if 

you’re willing to put in the effort. In these cases, what I didn’t realize was how little 

effort was actually required if I just gave it a try.  

As I continue to ponder these lessons, I am reminded that limitations are relative. 

Following Participant Y’s wisdom (as presented in a later chapter), it’s only a limitation 

if you think it is. As teachers, we often become set in our ways. We adhere to established 

routines that result from years of trial and error and eventually trust our professional 
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judgment. This is good, but it can also be restrictive and prohibit us from improvement or 

becoming more complex.  I suspect that trying something new and failing miserably is 

better than not trying. Yet being overwhelmed with uncertainty and perceived failure for 

extended amounts of time probably isn’t conducive to growth if we don’t recognize the 

positive outcomes that might result.  Establishing a balance is the key.  

Conflicting Roles Creates Productive Ambiguity 

 

In this section, I will present how education discourse addresses the 

practitioner/researcher role as it relates to negotiating theory and practice. I will also 

provide a personal account of how engaging with this literature created both internal 

tension as well as self-affirmation. As a practicing art teacher, graduate student, and 
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researcher, I discovered how balancing these roles presented plenty of opportunities to 

create situations for productive ambiguity to emerge.  

Prior to my formal dissertation research with Art Lab participants, I had been 

concurrently taking art education graduate courses and teaching elementary art for five 

years. Despite the long work hours, I discovered that balancing these two full-time 

responsibilities generated a constant source of productive ambiguity fuel to thrive on and 

direct my research interests. Continually processing large amounts of art education 

discourse involved encountering a wide range of perspectives on this intentionally 

dynamic field. In addition, situating my own practice within these critical and often 

highly idealistic perspectives created even more internal conflicts. The following section 

describes how specific art education literature created both internal turmoil and 

consolation throughout this journey.  

 I immediately recognized during the first few months of art education graduate 

school that my two-year old practice was apparently outdated. After spending my first 

teaching year developing a K-5 curricula from scratch and tweaking it the second year, I 

was not pleased to discover that I needed to scrap it and start all over in order to meet the 

expectations projected by academic discourse. However, I began to realize that one 

“best” way to teach elementary art didn’t exist, and I would have to continually negotiate 

and redefine what philosophies and content would best suit the equally dynamic context 

of my teaching environment. Realizing that I didn’t have to identify and carry out any 

single best art education philosophy felt liberating, however I also experienced how 
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instability and lack of cohesion is detrimental to sustaining legitimacy in the public 

schools.  

 In my opinion, pre-determined student outcomes and quantifiable data impacts 

public education policy and practice tremendously. If an art educator cannot identify 

exactly what student growth looks like in quantifiable terms, her/his practice will likely 

lose credibility in the eyes of administrative stakeholders. Nevertheless, experiences with 

art provide unique opportunities for personal growth that cannot be easily defined and 

should not be strictly pre-determined. Rolling (2013c) articulated this perspective as it 

relates to art education research and classroom practice in the following passage: 

And if your focus as an educator is on controlled student outcomes, the 

last thing you are interested in is the development of divergent thinking in 

learners. This is one of the better ways to underdevelop creativity. (p. 28) 

I certainly see truth in this statement and believe that focusing research attention and 

energy on generalizable findings contradicts the aim of nurturing what is unique. 

However, can certain aspects of art education be examined best with a positivistic lens? 

For example, can we identify specific classroom conditions that coincide with students’ 

ability to generate unique solutions to problems? Continually encountering, processing 

and applying multiple and conflicting scholarly perspectives to the context of my practice 

sustained my attention and curiosity. Internal conflicts generated from academic 

discourse fueled my desire to negotiate these tensions because I believed in the value of 

this important work and I had faith that it could be done. 

While art education discourse intentionally disrupts conventions, purposefully 
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questions standards, and aims to generate new understandings, I also found comfort in 

literature (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Macintyre Latta, 2013, Pariser, 2014) that 

emphasized how other teachers’ (and teacher/researchers’) experiences resembled my 

own. As previously mentioned, Cochran-Smith & Lytle (2009) explained that practitioner 

inquirers must negotiate conflicting responsibilities inherent to their teacher and 

researcher roles. For example, teacher/researchers likely critique the structures that they 

must work within every day. This includes taking responsibility for their students’ 

learning while often challenging the systems that measure that learning. This added layer 

of complexity, they argue, exemplifies the equivocal nature of education research while 

highlighting the relevance of practitioners’ knowledge. 

 Pariser (2014) highlighted the tension between art education practitioners and 

academic research. He described how those teaching below the college level often do not 

have the opportunity to implement educational theories, but rather exist in survival mode 

as they tolerate new pedagogical approaches that are imposed upon them. He explained 

that art teachers might appear to comply with educational innovations while secretly 

employing approaches that align more closely with their existing professional knowledge 

and values. Pariser claimed, “it is values, rather than educational theories, that provide 

the framework within which most teachers operate” (p. 306).  Although I certainly agree 

with Pariser’s claims, I believe that teacher/researchers are positioned to negotiate these 

conflicting forces head on. To me, productive ambiguity occurs when they confront the 

differences between personal values, professional expectations, and research goals.  
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 Macintyre Latta (2013) also referred to the survival mode teachers experience 

while constantly fielding “fixes” imposed from outside powers that claim to enhance 

student achievement in addition to teacher and school improvement. Macintyre Latta 

explained, “these educational ‘fixes’ are to be carried out by teachers without question, 

and most often are under-resourced, miscommunicated, and entail little teacher input 

and/or knowledge about the particular ‘fix’”(p. 12). 

As these examples have illustrated, education discourse offers multiple 

perspectives for their audience to process, critique, wrestle with or applaud. Early in my 

graduate studies, I occasionally came away from reading education literature feeling like 

my practice was flawed as it did not live up to the idealistic standards suggested in 

scholarly journals. I now approach literature with a critical eye that recognizes subtle 

details within education studies that dramatically impact findings. Sometimes the reader 

unconsciously makes assumptions when these particular details are left out entirely. As 

described in the previous section, the critical conditions in my own elementary art 

practice that prohibit flexibility, spontaneity, freedom with materials, and the ability to 

cultivate rich interpersonal connections with students and their artwork include (a) thirty-

five minute classes, (b) five minutes (or less) in between classes, (c) high student to adult 

ratio as well as no teacher aid assistance with special needs students, and (d) teaching a 

different kindergarten-5th grade class everyday each week. These are important logistics 

that greatly influence my ability to implement a quality curriculum. Authors that critique 

classroom practice should not neglect to mention such environmental circumstances. As 

many of my elementary art educator colleagues would agree, working within these 
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conditions makes us feel like our heads are constantly spinning. Returning to my 

introductory illustration, the two-faced image captures this feeling more poignantly than I 

originally intended. Establishing a sense of balance among this chaos is the most 

challenging example of productive ambiguity that I encounter on a regular basis, and 

some days are certainly more productive than others.  

Productive Ambiguity Occurs Between Students 

 

In this final section, I reflect upon my own pre-adolescence as a way of framing 

how I interpret Art Lab participants. I focus on how social dynamics impact learning at 

this critical age by highlighting educational psychology literature. In addition, I point out 

how art education scholars define and perceive the usefulness of Nicholas Bourriaud’s 

(2004) relational aesthetics as a way of engaging young people with visual art. Through 
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these examples, scholars critically examine the educational value of social interaction 

among students during class time. The following text incorporates my personal 

experiences along with academic discourse related to social learning. The differences 

found among these perspectives naturally provide you and me both (the audience and 

author) opportunities to experience productive ambiguity.  

Social Implications on Learning are Magnified During the “Gang Age”  

When I look back at being in 5th grade, I remember the interactions among my 

peers started to become more interesting to me than my teacher’s instruction. Over the 

next several years, I was so concerned about what my peers were doing and what they 

thought of me that I had a very difficult time focusing on anything else while I was in 

school. Instead of learning during class time, I would have to read the textbooks at home 

and essentially teach myself in a quiet environment free of distractions. Although I do not 

assume that all 5th graders share this experience, I am certain that some do. Particularly at 

this age and older, social dynamics begin to play a significant role in the lives of young 

people. Lowenfeld and Brittain (1987) described this as the “gang age” when 9-12 year 

olds begin to shift away from egocentric thought and recognize the thoughts and opinions 

of others.  For me, the presence of my peers became a distraction from learning and I 

found it much easier to generate academic understandings when I was alone with my 

books. Nevertheless, I now imagine if the teachers’ lectures were replaced with 

effectively facilitated peer group work, the overall learning experience might have been 

more meaningful and memorable. Either way the point remains the same: 5th graders 

likely create productive ambiguity when they encounter differences between one another. 
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As their social senses heighten, they spend more time processing one another’s behaviors 

and contributions to the class.  

Education discourse has embraced the social, psychological, and intellectual 

implications of incorporating student dialogue into the classroom (Hammerness et al., 

2005; Hollins, 2011; Macintyre Latta, 2013; Rolling, 2008, 2013).  As previously 

illustrated, education scholars who focus on social justice (Hammerness et al., 2005; 

Hollins, 2011) exemplified how social dynamics validate and challenge the social 

identities students bring to the classroom. Interacting within a group inherently involves 

recognizing one’s position in relation to others while defining differences and 

similarities. Art education scholars (Macintyre Latta, 2013; Rolling, 2008, 2013) also 

described how young people begin to form their personal identity as it relates to others.  

For example, Rolling (2008) explained: 

Human identity peregrinates, traveling to and fro, shifting from one 

protective berth to another, collecting shells like a hermit crab, finding 

roles to play that will allow it to further redevelop. Growth within this 

contentious identity construct necessitates a continuing realignment of life 

events and life possibilities as they are reinterpreted through dialogical 

exchanges, the mind uninhibited to freely associate and nucleate new 

narrative meaning. (p. 7) 

Macintyre Latta (2013) also highlighted the reflexive relationship between self and other 

that impacts how we generate new understandings. She described this as 



 156 

“comprehensively participatory thinking” which involves “creating meaning with others 

and concomitantly creating enlarged understandings of self” (p. 15). 

Relational Aesthetics 

Art education discourse (Choi, 2014; Illeris, 2010; Irwin & O’Donoghue, 2012) 

described how Nicholas Bourriaud’s (2004) notion of relational aesthetics highlights the 

interaction between individuals as they engage with works of art. In theory, relational 

aesthetics positions the social, intellectual, and physical activity generated from these 

encounters as more important that the actual art object itself. While quoting Bourriaud, 

Choi (2014) explained that relational aesthetics involves  “judging artworks on the basis 

of the inter-human relations which they represent, produce or prompt” (p. 54). Bourriaud 

(2004) explained that while experiencing relational aesthetics, “the meaning of the work 

emerges from the movement linking the signs put out by the artist, but also from the 

collaboration of individuals within the exhibition space” (p. 46). Also inspired by 

Bourriaud’s work, Irwin and O’Donoghue (2012) explained that “art as an encounter is a 

relational activity where we can observe our own patterns of behavior and idea creation 

through our own and other’s (sic) monitoring and enquiry” (p. 231). In addition, Illeris 

(2010) applied this concept to her research with young people and contemporary art in a 

similar fashion. While perceiving relational aesthetics as prompting “different social 

forms of communication,” she used it as a “preconception for the creation of learning 

situations that are able to challenge young people through positive forms of otherness” (p. 

213).  
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These scholars highlight how experiencing visual art with others can potentially 

create opportunities for self-reflection and empathy. Through their interpretation and 

application of relational aesthetics, art education researchers claim that experiences with 

art can facilitate a deeper understanding of ourselves as we interact with others. As 

elaborated upon in later chapters, I believe the differences that we inevitably encounter 

through the process of interacting with the “otherness” perceived in artwork and people 

can create productive ambiguity.  

 

Moving Forward 

In this chapter, we examined how productive ambiguity functions in five specific 

areas of my academic and professional life. I described critical ways that productive 

ambiguity exists between teachers and students, between universities and K-12 public 

schools, in the contextual differences found between my classroom practice and the Art 

Lab, between my teacher and researcher roles, and finally between my Art Lab 

participants as they engage in visual events. In the following chapters, I will present a 

detailed account of how productive ambiguity emerged throughout the Art Lab study. I 

will explain how my Art Lab curriculum reflected consideration of literature regarding 

instructional strategies used to promote divergent thinking and facilitating ambiguous 
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tasks. I will describe how my own professional experience influenced curriculum 

development and implementation, and describe critical themes that emerged from Art 

Lab activities. I will highlight how participants’ responses influenced the direction of our 

research and point out successes and areas of concern.  However, before we continue, 

please reflect on what all of this means to you. How do you define productive ambiguity 

now? Has your interpretation changed? Do you think this is a concept that can be 

identified in others and evaluated objectively? Can we become more aware of its 

presence in our lives? 
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EPISODE II: 

EXPLORING RESEARCH QUESTIONS IN THE ART LAB 

In the following four chapters, I will present the specific ways in which I addressed 

my primary research question: “How can I facilitate experiences with visual phenomena 

that promote productive ambiguity?” I will also address the following sub-questions: 

“How do my students interact with the various content and instructional strategies that I 

develop and implement? How might these interactions inform my future teaching 

practice?” 

The following four chapters represent how I categorized my research findings. 

The process of systematically reviewing and discovering similarities among my collected 

data, and my ongoing data analysis produced the following thematic categories: (a) 

Exploring productive ambiguity in the Art Lab: The emergent curriculum focused on two 

major concepts: Self-reflection and conflict transformation, (b) Specific instructional 

strategies and visual art content that promote productive ambiguity, (c) Emergent themes 

regarding facilitation strategies: Balancing seemingly dichotomous relationships between 

didactic verses student centered instruction and imagination verses efficiency, and (d) 

Specific Art Lab activities that hold potential for future classroom use. I will address my 

last research question, “How does my own reflective visual journaling process inform my 

research?” in Episode III. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: RESEARCH FINDINGS: SELF-REFLECTION AND CONFLICT 

TRANSFORMATION 

 

In this chapter, I will present the two primary themes that guided our weekly Art 

Lab activities and describe the intentional preparations and emergent phenomena that led 

us to focus on these themes. I refer to these two themes as “self-reflection and conflict 

transformation.”  As we explore these two themes, I will present how academic 

discourse, students’ responses to Art Lab activities, as well as my own personal interests 

all impacted their prevalence within the study. In addition, I will present specific art-

making and viewing activities that supported these themes, as well as critical discussion 

questions and participants’ responses.  



 161 

The Importance of Self-Reflection 

 

In the first section, we will examine how art education scholars make connections 

between self-reflection and productive ambiguity. Throughout my literature review, I 

continually discovered that arts based research (ABR) studies incorporated concepts that 

I associated with productive ambiguity. As a result, arts based research literature 

influenced several areas of my study including the theoretical grounding, methodological 

practices, and the Art Lab curriculum development. In addition, I began to perceive the 

Art Lab participants themselves as arts based researchers and hoped to apply insights 

from ABR literature to activities I facilitated with them. Next, I realized that in order for 

participants to become arts based researchers, we would need to explore the concept of 

self-reflexivity. I will begin this section by presenting how art education discourse 

highlights the importance of both self-reflective and self-reflexive thought processes.  

Self-reflexivity involves acknowledging how our interactions within a particular 

context impact the way we interpret phenomena occurring within that context. While 

identifying the importance of self-reflexivity, art education scholars highlight its 

relevance to conducting research, generating and implementing curricula, and interacting 

with visual art; in addition to more personal areas such as nurturing self-awareness and 

healthy interpersonal relationships with others (Barrett, 2010; Bressler, 2013; Costantino, 

2010; Illeris, 2010; Macintyre Latta, 2013; Siegesmund, 2010; Walker, 2001). Macintyre 
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Latta (2013), for example, applied this concept to every aspect of human existence. She 

described self-reflexivity as situating oneself in relation to the history, social, political, 

and cultural traditions working within a given context, thus creating awareness that is 

“elemental to being human, to living itself” (p. 15). Siegesmund (2010) also emphasized 

the personal and interpersonal qualities of being self-reflexive and argues for developing 

curricula to help develop students’ awareness of self and their connection with others.  

Art education researchers claim that properly facilitated interactions with visual 

art can promote self-reflexivity (Barrett, 2010; Bresler, 2013; Costantino, 2010; Illeris 

2010). For example, Bresler (2013) explained that employing visual art’s “capacity for 

sympathetic awareness” (p. 47) helped student-researchers understand what influenced 

their subjective opinions about particular works of art. By closely examining what 

triggers their emotional response to artworks, students became more in tune with factors 

that influenced their perspectives.  Furthermore, exposure to other students’ opinions 

promoted awareness of multiple points of view. Costantino (2010) also emphasized how 

interacting with visual art can promote self-awareness and empathy for others. She 

claimed that developing aesthetic understanding and appreciation for art created by 

diverse cultures leads to a greater understanding of the human experience. Further 

emphasizing this notion, Barrett (2010) boldly proclaimed that self-reflexive experiences 

with art have the potential to promote universal peace and understanding. He argued: 

when people talk openly about artifacts we learn about ourselves, each 

other, and our different and similar responses to the same artifacts and to 

life. By listening to one another, we learn about each other, and we can 
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create communities of understanding. Through communities of 

understanding we can reduce fear of others and contribute to peace in the 

world. (p. 124) 

It is not easy to trace the precise way in which these encounters with art lead to 

greater self-awareness and empathetic understanding. Nevertheless, the common element 

that I see in these examples is the presence of productive ambiguity. Exposure to 

difference, whether encountered while viewing works of art or witnessed in others’ 

perspectives of art, can stimulate curiosity and imagination. In a similar way, Illeris 

(2010) claimed that engaging with contemporary art can generate a productive “state of 

emergency” when encountering a positive element of “otherness” (p. 34). Through my 

Art Lab research, I aimed to focus on what this process actually looked like in practice. I 

wanted to know, “Would my participants experience a productive state of emergency 

while encountering otherness? If so, how could I best facilitate these experiences?”  

 Inspired by the previously described theoretical claims, I hoped to nurture self-

reflexivity among my research participants as we viewed and dialogued about visual art, 

as well as through our personal art creation and reflective visual journaling. However, art 

education scholars also suggested that individuals are often not aware of their own 

subjectivity until age twelve or later (Lowenfeld & Brittain,1987; Parsons, 1995; Walker, 

2001). Therefore, I suspected that Art Lab participants needed to engage in self-reflective 

activities before they could become self-reflexive. For example, Lowenfeld and Brittain 

(1987) claimed that 9-12 year old children begin to develop a self-concept at the “Gang 

Age” (p. 321). According to their study findings, fifth graders are just starting to 



 164 

recognize themselves as independent individuals. Walker (2001) also explained that 

students typically relate easily to the personal, but need guidance when situating their 

personal experiences within a social context. In addition, Parsons’ (1995) research 

interpreting art with 12-14 year olds indicated that they were not aware of how their 

values reflect their socialization. He concluded that they did not recognize their own 

subjectivity and the extent to which it differed from others’. With these studies in mind, I 

could not assume that all of my Art Lab participants were naturally self-reflective. 

Consequently, I decided to focus our initial Art Lab activities on nurturing self-awareness 

before engaging in self-reflexive activities.  

Addressing Self-Reflection Through Art Lab Activities 

In the following section, I will highlight collected data that revealed a connection 

between productive ambiguity and self-reflexivity. Research data took the form of Art 

Lab video recordings, my reflective visual and written journaling immediately after Art 

Lab sessions and again while viewing video recordings, student-generated artwork, and 

students’ written responses. After each Art Lab, I reviewed recent and previously 

collected data in order to pull out instances of productive ambiguity and then used these 

insights to inform my preparation for the following week. I also conducted an overall 

analysis mid-way through the study to draw out reoccurring themes related to productive 

ambiguity, in addition to a final analysis at the conclusion of the study. 
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Engaging with Visual Phenomena 

A large part of Art Lab time involved viewing, reflecting upon, and discussing 

works of art that I selected and presented. Initially, I incorporated a wide number and 

variety of artistic styles and genres and asked participants to identify which were most 

personally engaging. As my collected data revealed (See Appendix D: Art Lab Pre-

Assessment), participants selected contemporary art more frequently than traditional 

works of art. In addition to the artworks I selected, we also spent time viewing and 

dialoguing about one another’s artwork. These included works they produced during Art 

Lab and outside of school. As I facilitated discussions around these visual events, I aimed 

to create opportunities for self-reflection and eventually evidence of self-reflexivity.  

 For example, our first Art Lab meeting consisted of viewing a range of artworks 

and providing written and verbal feedback to prompts based on personal opinions such 

as: 
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• Write down your first impression of the artwork. Do you like it? Does it remind 

you of something? What are the first words that come to your mind? 

• What is your favorite piece of artwork and why? List your top three favorite and 

least favorite pieces of artwork.  

Responding to these questions allowed participants to express their personal opinions 

while considering why they think the way they do. During our next meeting, I challenged 

each participant to transform a drawing of clouds into recognizable images using simple 

line drawings. After viewing one another’s drawings, we discussed why each of us found 

different images in the clouds. This allowed students to begin thinking about the 

subjectivity of their own perspective. On the third meeting, participants selected their 

favorite piece of contemporary art from a series that reflected the theme “love” and 

backed up their opinions with evidence. Although we ran out of time before students 

could formally respond, I asked them to consider the following: 

 

Miss S: You’ve just provided your personal opinion. Many circumstances influence why 

we think the way we do. For example, the environments we’ve lived in, the people 

we’ve interacted with over the course of our life, and the lessons we’ve learned from 

these experiences (some of them stick with us more than others) all impact how we think 

and see the world. In addition, our present situation affects how we think. Where we are, 

who we are with, our emotional well-being (are we in a good mood or bad mood, are we 

worried about something, are we hungry or tired, are we excited about something)—all 
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of these things also impact how we think. Given this, what has influenced your personal 

opinion about this artwork? List as many reasonable circumstances as you can think of.  

Despite its slight didactic character, this direct instruction asked students to 

acknowledge their subjectivity and consider the circumstances that impact their point of 

view. Whether due to lack of time, students’ comprehension and willingness to respond, 

or both, participants did not record responses to this inquiry. Nevertheless, as the 

following sections and chapters will demonstrate, we continued to examine our 

subjectivity as we interacted with visual events. The fact that they did not immediately 

respond to this question makes me think that productive ambiguity had emerged. 

 

Personal Identity Collage 

In addition to the short, weekly drawing activities, each participant created a 

personal identity mixed-media collage over the course of four weeks. The overall purpose 

of this project involved (a) reflecting upon our personal preferences and life experiences 

and identifying images that we associate with these ideas, (b) experimenting with new art 

materials and methods, (c) exploring how we can express our identities through visual 
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metaphors, and (d) considering how our observable behaviors above the surface and 

circumstances below the surface could be represented visually with available resources. (I 

will expand on the last concept in the next paragraph.)  In addition, we planned to send 

photos of our collages to students living in Morocco and Ghana with the expectations of 

receiving feedback and artworks in response. I hoped that creating and sharing artworks 

with individuals living in another part of the world would expose both parties to a 

different way of living, allow them to establish a personal connection with people unlike 

themselves, and motivate Art Lab participants to invest and take pride in their work. 

However, as I will elaborate on in a later chapter, the idea of valuing the end product was 

slightly at odds with the overall tone of Art Lab activities. I intentionally incorporated 

activities that allowed students to play, experiment, find quick visual solutions to 

problems, and ideally value the process more than the product. In hindsight, I think that 

this tone carried over to the self-identity collage project more than I had originally 

intended.  

 Throughout the process of creating the personal identity collages, we engaged in 

art viewing and discussion activities that supported the goals stated above. For example, 

in order to stimulate awareness of our subjective opinions, gain exposure and inspiration 

from other artists’ work, create a sense of empathy for these artists as we related to their 

artistic process, as well as create cognitive awareness of our artistic process, I facilitated 

the following activity. (See Appendix E: Examples of Collage Journals PowerPoint 

Presentation.) Participants viewed several well-crafted collage journals created by young 

adults who incorporated content that I thought my students would enjoy. They viewed the 
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collages for one minute only, and then took another two minutes to make a list of all of 

the images they could recall. After sharing our list with the group, we discussed why each 

of us remembered different parts of the collages. They explained that they have different 

preferences and would likely forget things that they didn’t recognize or that didn’t catch 

their attention. Participants also agreed that their personal interests impacted what they 

recalled from the collages. When asked whether circumstances below their surface (this 

concept will be described in the following section) impacted what caught their attention, 

the three participants provided mixed responses. I asked if they thought the artist had a 

clear idea or picture in their head of what the finished piece would look like and stuck 

with it, or if she/he diverted from their original vision once the work was started. In 

addition, I asked if they typically have a vision in their head of what their finished 

artwork will look like, and whether they adhere to that vision or allow themselves to 

make changes as they go along. The time it took for participants to respond, in addition to 

the variety of responses expressed, indicated to me that these questions caused them to 

think about art-making in a different way. In other words, productive ambiguity could 

have occurred.  

As these first two examples demonstrate, I perceived participants’ hesitation, 

delayed or inconclusive responses as experiencing productive ambiguity. To me, this 

observed behavior suggests that they are withholding immediate judgment while 

negotiating the space between the known and the unknown. Given the small group size, I 

believe each student felt more pressure to participate and be present during our 

discussions compared to the larger classroom setting. In effect, students’ hesitation or 
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delayed responses within a larger class might reflect lack of interest or daydreaming 

about something unrelated. However, given that all Art Lab students were expected and 

appeared to enjoy fully participating, I interpreted their quietness as actively thinking in 

response to the topic at hand.  

 

The Iceberg Metaphor 

 As previously mentioned, I introduced the “iceberg” metaphor (Rolling, 2013b) to 

compare our observable behavior above the surface with life experiences or 

circumstances below the surface. Circumstances below the surface are hidden from others 

and often unrecognized by us as well. (See Appendix F: Iceberg Metaphor PowerPoint 

Presentation.) Only one of the three Art Lab participants was able to attend on the day I 

introduced this concept. Although this changed the anticipated Art Lab dynamic 

considerably, I felt that our one-on-one discussion produced valuable insight. The 

following passage illustrates how productive ambiguity emerged during our discussion. 

(This dialogue was taken from my reflective journal notes.) 

	  

Miss S: Are we aware of what is below the surface? 

Participant Y: We can be aware. 
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Miss S: Can we control how it affects what is above the surface? 

Participant Y: We can or cannot control what’s on top of the surface. 

Miss S: Do we ever consider what is below the surface of others? 

Participant Y: (After several minutes of contemplation, it appeared like she was 

thinking hard and really wanted to say something) “I don’t think about it.”  

Initially, I was surprised at how long Participant Y contemplated this last question 

before responding. In addition, I had expected her to answer differently. Participant Y 

demonstrated very thoughtful, compassionate behavior during our meetings and I 

recognized her maturity and leadership role among the group immediately. When posing 

the last question, I figured that she did consider what is below the surface of others.  I 

restated the question when her hesitation lasted several seconds, and I could see that she 

was really thinking about how she felt. I didn’t want to put pressure on her to provide a 

superficial answer, so I asked her to take her time and I walked away to clean up some 

materials. I returned after a minute or two, at which point she gave her very intentional 

response. While reflecting on this interaction, I realized that I wanted to develop 

facilitation strategies that would help students to feel comfortable in this state of 

contemplation while also allow them to document their thoughts for future reference. The 

few minutes that I walked away, not knowing exactly how to respond to her silence, 

vividly illustrated how we both experienced productive ambiguity.   

 My analysis of Participant Y’s response motivated me to revisit this concept when 

the other two participants were present. Therefore,  I repeated a condensed version of this 

activity the following week. Once again, the conversation generated insight that I was not 
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anticipating. For example, Participant D continually perceived circumstances below the 

surface as negative. To Participant D, these were related to guilt or actions that could not 

be taken back.  When asked if we can control how the circumstances below the surface 

influence our behavior on the surface, Participant K responded, “I can’t control it. 

Sometimes it just happens and I don’t really know.” Participant Y responded, “Yes you 

can control and you cannot control things, but only the things that you think that you can 

control.”  When I asked if they ever consider how invisible circumstances impact other 

people’s behavior, none of the participants provided a definitive yes or no answer. For 

example, Participant K said that she thinks about this occasionally but she doesn’t know 

why. Both Participant D and Participant Y made reference to how the others involved 

were treating them, but did not indicate that they consider the hidden circumstances that 

might impact the others’ behavior.  

In order to explore this concept further, I incorporated the following in our mid-

point questionnaire (See Appendix G: Mid-Point Questionnaire.):  “When I am 

interacting with others, I consider how circumstances ‘below the surface’ impact their 

behavior ‘on the surface.’” Participant D and Y “agreed” while Participant K “disagreed.”  

This shows how their opinions had apparently shifted since our previous discussion. 

When asked, “When I am interacting with others, I hope that they are considering how 

circumstances ‘below the surface’ impact my behavior ‘on the surface,’” Participant D 

“strongly agreed” and Participants K and Y “agreed.”  

Based on participants’ written and verbal responses, it appeared that they wanted 

others to understand them better, but were not sure how they could better understand 
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others or whether it was important to them to do so.  Despite what I had read about social 

development at “The Gang Age,” their responses to this particular topic surprised me the 

most.  Although a part of me wanted to gently nudge their thinking toward considering 

others, I remained neutral and did not provide feedback to their answers. I intentionally 

avoided a didactic interaction in order to best gauge their honest feelings.  

 Overall, this concept generated the most apparent evidence of productive 

ambiguity for both myself and Art Lab participants. Their diverse responses, the extended 

amount of time it took to produce responses, as well as their dynamically shifting 

opinions when asked on later occasions, indicated that they were encountering and 

engaging with an unknown. For me, their unanticipated responses also created unknowns 

to contemplate and explore. I wasn’t sure how to best facilitate these interactions. My 

teacher role wanted to push their thinking toward considering others and promote 

empathy, while my researcher role felt compelled to stand back and allow them to 

process how they personally felt without my input.  Overall, these interactions produced 

rich “fuel” for all of us to feed on.  
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Conflict Transformation 

In the following section, I will describe how “conflict transformation” emerged as 

the second prominent theme. I will begin by providing a brief review of literature that 

influenced my conception of this term and how I related it to Art Lab research goals.  I 

will then describe specific activities that allowed us to explore this concept through 

experiences with art. As this section illustrates, conflict transformation and productive 

ambiguity share similar defining characteristics. Similar to productive ambiguity, we 

applied the concept of conflict transformation to several areas of life in addition to our 

experiences with art.  
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While citing J.P. Lederach (1995), Hadijiyanni (2014) defined conflict 

transformation as a theoretical perspective that celebrates the dialectical potential 

conflicts generate rather than avoiding or trying to control them. Similar to productive 

ambiguity, conflict transformation situates encounters with difference as opportunities for 

growth. Hadijiyanni further explained how culture’s complicated character is represented 

visually through art and design, and employing a conflict transformation lens helps to 

highlight and negotiate these complications. Art education scholars (Hadijiyanni, 2014; 

Marshall, 2014; Rolling, 2008) recognize how visual events provide platforms for 

conflict transformation to thrive as viewers interact with both visual phenomena and one 

another in a self-reflexive way. For example, Rolling (2008) explained that identifying 

and analyzing the contentious nature of visual culture could generate individual agency. 

In other words, if we are aware of the tensions and contradictions reflected in our visual 

environment, we are more likely to proactively use these conflicts in a positive way 

rather than allow them to manipulate us. Furthermore, using this awareness as a source of 

dialogue with others increases exposure to differing worldviews. I	  described	  this	  

concept	  to	  Art	  Lab	  participants	  in	  the	  following	  way:	  conflict	  transformation	  

provides	  opportunities to exchange perspectives and learn from each other’s differing 

points of view. Inspired by the work of Hadijiyanni (2014), Marshall (2014), and Rolling 

(2008), I suspected that I, and other art teachers, could facilitate visual events that 

empower students to recognize and proactively transform conflicts into productivity. This 

would not only promote individual agency (Rolling, 2008), but also allow us to become 

more complex.	  
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Exploring Conflict Transformation Through Art Lab Activities 

	   In the following section, I will describe how conflict transformation appeared in 

several areas of my Art Lab research. First, we identified how conflicts function in our 

own and others’ lives and discussed how these conflicts could be perceived as positive. 

We explored how we respond to conflicts and acknowledged how conflicts occur as a 

response to perceived phenomena. Viewing and responding to contemporary artworks 

that address “conflict” provided the opportunity to apply these understandings to visually 

represented, hypothetical situations. In order to explore a new approach to understanding 

how we experience conflict, we used mind-maps to identify and analyze internal and 

external conflicts. Participants also created visual, metaphoric representations of what 

conflicts look like in their heads. Finally, we created a collaborative piece of art that 

involved drawing conflicting forces and discussed how these relationships can balance 

one another in a harmonious way.  
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Responding to Contemporary Artwork 

Prior to introducing the term “conflict transformation,” we discussed several related 

ideas in order to bring our existing understandings to the surface and provide multiple 

opportunities for participants to make connections with the concept. First, we explored 

the meaning of “responding” and discussed how this term functions in our personal lives 

before we applied it visual art in particular. I began by asking participants to consider the 

following questions: 

• How do you respond to people when they ask you questions?  

• How is the way you respond dependent upon who or what you are responding to? 

For example, the language you use, the tone of your voice, your body language, 

might be different depending on who/what you are responding to. (For example, if 

it’s your teacher you might raise your hand. If it’s your brother, sister or friend 

you might use very different language.)  

• How do you respond to a text message or email?   

• How do you respond to a test question?  

• How do you respond to happy news or sad news? What might you do aside from 

smile or frown when you respond to unexpected or shocking information?  

• How do you respond to the tactics or strategic movements of your opponents 

when you are playing a game?  

• Do you ever respond too quickly without thinking first? (Sometimes we consider 

this reacting rather than responding)  

• Do you ever take a long time to respond to something?  
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Next, we discussed how a piece of artwork is an artist’s visual response to something in 

his or her life, and the viewers in turn respond to the artwork. (See Appendix H: 

Responding To and Responding Through Art PowerPoint Presentation.) This discussion 

centered on contemporary artworks that address the theme “conflict.” We described the 

ways that conflict appeared in each image and explored how the artist might have been 

responding to an internal or external conflict. This led to a brief discussion about how we 

respond to conflicts and shared both positive and negative personal experiences with 

conflicts. We briefly discussed how making peace can be an intentional activity rather 

than a passive response to conflict, and identified specific examples of how this might be 

accomplished.  

 

Employing Mind Maps 

Over the next two weeks, we examined our perception of conflict and discussed the 

concept of conflict transformation. First, we created mind maps to expand our 

understanding of how conflicts exist in our lives. This activity involved the following 

procedure:  
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• Using a chosen color, each of us wrote the word conflict in the middle of our 

paper, drew an oval around it, brainstormed all the words that we associate with 

this term, and shared our ideas with the group. 

• Next, using a second color, we divided the paper with a horizontal line and wrote 

all of the ways that we experience conflicts above the line (For example: conflict 

with parents, my students, I have internal conflicts when I don’t know the right 

thing to do in a situation, or the answer to a problem, etc.) 

• Next, using a third color, we listed what causes each conflict and considered how 

the conflicts are handled. We also discussed specific questions such as: Are the 

conflicts resolved or not? How would you like these conflicts to be handled? We 

circled each of these and drew a line to the corresponding conflict.  

• Using a fourth color, we responded to the following questions in the empty spaces 

surrounding the ovals: Considering our personal identities above and below the 

surface, how do these things influence how we perceive conflict? (I provided the 

following examples: I appreciate non-violent resolutions partly because of the 

way I was raised, my parents’ value system, and my natural personality. I didn’t 

handle conflict very well when I was younger because I wasn’t used to dealing 

with it, and I usually avoided it if possible.) 

• In the bottom half of the paper, using the second color again, we listed how we 

see conflicts functioning in the world around us and circled each example. 

• Using the third color again, we responded to the following questions, circled each 

response, and connected it to the corresponding conflict: What causes each 
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conflict? How are these conflicts handled? Are they resolved or not? How would 

you like these conflicts to be handled? 

• Using the fourth color again, we responded to the following prompt in the empty 

spaces surrounding the circles: Considering what you know about the individuals 

or groups of people involved in these conflicts, what surface behaviors and below 

the surface circumstances contribute to why these conflicts occur and how they 

are handled? 

Each participant volunteered to share his/her responses throughout the mind-mapping 

process. Finally, we addressed the following discussion questions: 

• What connections do you see between the colors on either side?  

• Do any of the color number 4 ideas resemble or repeat on both sides?  

• Are we seeing that we all must deal with conflicts for similar reasons?  

Although participants’ mind-maps and discussion responses indicated that they were 

interpreting the prompts in a way I had not anticipated, it seemed like the activity was 

generating reflection and thoughtful consideration.  

 We continued developing our understanding of conflict the following week. As 

the following video transcription reveals, Art Lab participants’ responses to discussion 

questions generated insightful, personal perspectives that I never could have anticipated. 

This particular conversation exemplified how each of us, especially myself, gained a new 

perspective on the other Art Lab members as we shared our personal experiences and 

perspectives about conflict.  
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Miss S: What would our lives be like if we never experienced conflict? 

Participant Y: Everyone would be nice, not mean, and everyone would just be normal, 

like they wouldn’t do stuff like help and stuff. 

Participant D: Yeah, people would help and say things like “Hey buddy, you want some 

water?” And then they would be like, “Too bad!” (Participant D hits the table as he acts 

out the scenario.) 

Miss S: (While not really understanding what Participant D is getting at, I laugh and 

attempt to clarify.) But this was a conflict, right? So, what you are saying is that if there 

were no conflicts everyone would be nice? 

Participant Y: Or just normal, so like no one would help and no one would do mean 

things. 

Miss S: So, if they were not helping one another, people would just be immune or numb? 

Would people be like machines? Things would be kind of dull and emotionless? 

(They agree and Participant D jokingly makes an emotionless, blank staring face. 

Everyone laughs.) 

Miss S: Okay, given that, what are the benefits of conflicts? 

Participant Y: Without conflicts, nobody would help each other, they wouldn’t hurt each 

other, they wouldn’t do anything 

Miss S: So, a conflict inspires or causes people to help each other? Conflicts motivate 

people? It calls them to action? What do you think?  
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(Participant D is laughing as he revisits a personal story shared the previous week 

involving a conflict between his brother and himself. He reenacts smacking his brother in 

a slapstick comedy fashion.) 

Miss S: (Again, I’m not exactly sure how to interpret Participant D’s jovial responses but 

I try to relate it to the conversation.)   

So now [Participant D] is a good example because he is remembering the conflict he had 

and it’s making him laugh. So, conflicts keep life interesting, right?  

(They chuckle and agree.) 

Miss S: Does encountering conflicts allow us to learn and grow? Does it stimulate some 

kind of action? If so, how?  

Participant Y: It’s good to have a conflict on the good side, but it’s bad to have a 

conflict on the bad side.  

Participant D: My good side would be buying people stuff and my bad side would be 

getting revenge. 

Miss S: So, buying people stuff is what you do to apologize if you do something wrong, 

but if the conflict doesn’t go so well you would want to get revenge?  

Participant D: I still haven’t gotten revenge! (He continues to entertain us with his 

comedic rendition of the ongoing conflict between his brother and himself. His animated 

facial expressions crack everyone up.) 

Miss S: This is an advantage of conflict, right? Participant D is just loving this memory 

right now. It is clearly making him happy. (Trying to move the conversation along, I 

transition into the next discussion topic.) 
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Okay, now consider this concept. We’re going to call it “conflict transformation.” Think 

of it this way, rather than trying to eliminate or control conflict, conflict transformation 

involves recognizing conflicts as opportunities to exchange perspectives and learn from 

each other’s point of view. Does that make sense? 

(They both agree.) 

Miss S: Have you ever had a disagreement with someone and then realized that you were 

actually wrong or were misunderstanding them?  

Participant D: Yeah, that happens a lot.  

Miss S: Are you grateful that you came to that realization? If we always avoided conflict, 

we would never realize that what we were thinking all along might actually be wrong.  

(Participant D gives an example of being wrong about whether his class had PE or music 

that day. I ask Participant Y if she has ever been wrong about something, and was 

grateful that a conflict allowed her to realize her misconception. After thinking for a few 

seconds, she agrees and gives an example.) 

Miss S: When have you encountered something different or unusual such as food, an 

opinion, a way of doing something, a way of thinking, and realized that it was better than 

what you thought before?  

(Participant Y explains how her Mom didn’t want to try her Dad’s fish because she 

doesn’t like seafood. However, the way he cooked the fish made it taste good and 

everyone liked it. Participant D explains that the first time he tried to a new video game 

he didn’t think he’d like it, but he later learned to like it.) 
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Miss S: Do you think that addressing conflicts in a nonviolent, respectful manner can 

result in a more healthy state of harmony? 

(They nod and agree.) 

Miss S:  So, do you think that addressing conflict rather than avoiding it, helps us to 

grow and become better people?  

(They agree.) 

Next, we viewed the following artwork. 

 

Figure 1. Gong, Z., Confrontation (2009) Courtesy of Klein Sun Gallery; Copyright 

Zhang Gong. 

 

Miss S: How does this artwork show conflict? 

Participant Y: There’s a bad conflict because they are going to battle each other. 

Miss S: Why do you think this way? 
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Participant Y: Because they have weapons, do you see the weapon he has?  

Participant D: Their eyes look scary. Their eyes are mad and they have different guns. 

Miss S: So, what is going on here? Why do you think this girl is having a conflict with 

the cartoons? 

Participant Y: Maybe she is tired of cartoons. She looks older. Maybe she is sick of 

them. 

Participant D: Yeah, maybe she likes ...(some other celebrity, I couldn’t make out whom 

he was referring to). 

Miss S: How could this conflict have a positive outcome? (Neither of them respond for 

several seconds. After what seems like a long silence, I continue.) Maybe from the 

perspective of the girl? How could this be good for her? She’s ready to blow up these 

cartoons. 

Participant Y: She’s going to get rid of the things that are in her head. She’s getting rid 

of the things that are giving her a headache. 

Miss S: Okay, so she’ll gain a peace of mind.  

At this point, I felt compelled to move on to the next artwork in order to see how their 

responses regarding conflict might vary between the two. If we had spent more time 

discussing the first artwork, I might have followed up with questions such as, “She thinks 

that these cartoons are giving her a headache, so she is going to blow them up in order to 

solve her problem. What do you think she is going to gain from this if she is successful? 

Will she lose anything? Is there any chance that blowing them up wouldn’t solve her 

problem? Have you ever misjudged what was causes a problem in your life? There are 
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many different paths this conversation could take that would promote self-reflection and 

productive ambiguity. I recognize that it is easy to define facilitation questions in 

hindsight, but I discovered that it is often not as easy to do in the moment.  

(We move on to the following artwork.) 

 

Figure 2. Hogin, L., Habitat diorama illustrating effects of substances in the environment 

(2012). Courtesy of the artist; Copyright Laurie Hogin. 

 

Miss S: How does this show conflict? 
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(Participant Y points out two creatures that are fighting one another. Participant D points 

out that they are fighting over the egg. Ironically, the whole time I’m focused on the 

substance in the environment causing deformities and never noticed the fighting taking 

place among the creatures. This is a good example of how we each notice different parts 

of the artwork. They continue talking about the smoke in the background and the 

possibility of fighting over territory. They speculate that the substance scares the 

creatures and they are leaving their homes.) 

Miss S: How might the conflict have a positive outcome? 

Participant D: They could just stop bickering and just leave. 

Miss S: But how might experiencing this conflict make them better?  

Participant Y: They would miss their home and they might have forgotten things when 

they left. 

 As the time slipped away, I cut us off before coming to a conclusion about how 

this example could produce a positive result because I wanted to fit in one more drawing 

activity that day. This exemplifies how teachers often have to make judgment calls 

regarding ending potentially valuable conversations pre-maturely in order to squeeze in 

additional activities. There never seems to be enough time to cover everything, so we 

have to prioritize activities in the moment. As I will illustrate in a future chapter, time 

management was another reoccurring theme in my research.  
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Visual Metaphors 

 After I cut off the previous dialogue, we wrapped up that particular Art Lab with 

the following five minute, metaphorical drawing exercise:  

• Draw three boxes. In the first box, make an abstract image of what’s going on 

inside your head when you are calm, at ease, or at peace with your surroundings. 

You can only draw different kinds of lines, no pictures, but use as many different 

colors as you want.  (One minute) 

• In the next box, make an abstract image of what’s going on in your head when 

you sense conflict, either internal or external. 

• In the last box, make an abstract image of what’s going on in your head after the 

conflict has settled, and you’ve re-established a new sense of calm or peace. Are 

you the same as before or has the inside of your head changed? Has the process of 

making sense of this conflict changed what the inside of your head looks like? 

Both participants were very eager to share their sketches and listen to each other explain 

their drawings. Although we didn’t have time to discuss the last questions, I felt the 

overall Art Lab was rich with productive ambiguity.  In contrast to other activities, I did 

not need to allow long periods of pause time for students’ responses because the 

dialogues naturally moved along quickly. I experienced a great deal of productive 

ambiguity as I aimed to keep up with the students’ unanticipated and diverse 
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interpretations of how the provided artworks related to conflict transformation. In this 

sense, I perceived productive ambiguity occurring as it relates to “flow” rather than 

withholding judgment. Our discussions moved quickly as each participant built upon and 

complemented one another’s contributions with their own perspective. They seemed to 

enjoy offering and backing up their distinctive opinion during the discussion. This feeling 

of “flow” continued as they joyfully created metaphorical drawings of conflict 

transformation occurring inside their heads.  

 

Dynamic Peace 

On the following week, we extended the concept of conflict transformation to a 

collaborative art project that would eventually be sent to a group of students living in 

India.  I explained that over the years, my students and I had participated in the “Global 

Art Project for Peace” by exchanging artworks with students in other countries. In 

addition to sending the final piece to India, I also sent photos to our partnering Peace 

Corps Volunteers in Ghana and Morocco. The following circumstances influenced my 

plan for this project: 
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• We only had three, one-hour Art Labs available to complete this project in 

addition to other activities I still wanted to explore. 

• Based on what I had witnessed so far, I knew that expecting participants to create 

artworks independently during the Art Lab would take more time than we had 

available.  

• Art Lab participants appeared to enjoy the fast paced, collaborative, creative play 

exercises that I had facilitated in previous Art Labs. This approach to stimulating 

creative thought through spontaneous, visual problem solving seemed to enable a 

type of “flow” among participants.  Based on these observations, I felt compelled 

to continue developing and testing similar activities while I had the opportunity to 

do so. 

With this in mind, I facilitated the following activities. First, we reviewed the concept of 

conflict transformation and related it to the notion of proactively creating a sense of 

peace. Given our previous discussions on these two topics, participants had already 

constructed a socially influenced yet personal understanding of what these terms meant. I 

used PowerPoint slides to revisit the meanings we had collectively developed through 

discussions around contemporary artworks and our personal experiences. We began with 

the following discussion: (Please note that a fourth student, Participant P, began attending 

the Art Lab and contributed greatly to the conversations.) 

Miss S: How can a conflict become positive? What are words or phrases that represent 

this concept? 
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Participant P: Let emotions out!  Say how you feel! Work it out and share your point of 

view!  

Participant D:  You can do it! (Participant D and P laugh and exchange several hand 

gestures and shake hands.) 

Miss S: What do we learn from conflicts? 

Participant K: We learn not to mess with them anymore. We learn to understand others.  

We then viewed and discussed the following PowerPoint presentation. I am 

including these slides in this chapter because we spent several weeks discussing 

these particular four contemporary artworks. The accompanying text exemplifies 

ideas generated from Art Lab conversations in addition to my own emergent 

understanding of conflict transformation and what I term “dynamic peace.” I 

chose to incorporate the yin yang symbol because I assumed that the students 

would be familiar with this image but possibly not aware of its origin.  
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Figure 3. Conflict transformation PowerPoint presentation including Today’s life and 

war (2008). Courtesy of the artist and Robert Klein Gallery, Boston; Copyright Gohar 

Dashti.  

 

We discussed the meaning of harmony as it relates to music. They pointed out a pop 

band that is known for singing in harmony. I explained that they are simultaneously 

singing different notes that sound good together. If they were all singing the same note it 

wouldn’t sound as complex or interesting as when they sing in harmony.  I think this 

analogy successfully provided another way for the students to grasp the concept. We also 

discussed the relationship between the yin yang symbol and harmony, conflict 

transformation, and dynamic peace. This led to the following art-making activity: 
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• I made copies of twenty-four, 2 ½ inch wide yin yang line drawings and created a 

list of twenty-four “opposites” consisting of verbs, nouns, and adjectives. For 

example, hot/cold, strong/weak, young/old, dog/cat, etc.  

• I cut out each dichotomous pair of words and spread them out on the table. We all 

chose one dichotomous term and drew as many pictures as we could think of that 

related to that term on one side of a yin yang symbol. We took two minutes to 

complete our drawings.  

• Next, we put our terms and half-completed symbol back in the middle of the table 

and selected another pair of terms and another blank symbol and repeated the 

process. Eventually, we had to complete the other side of the symbols with 

pictures that represented its opposite. We continued this exercise until all the 

symbols were finished. 

• The following week, we used watercolor paint to add warm colors to one side of 

each symbol and cool colors to the other side.  

• Finally, we brainstormed words, phrases, and actions that we associated with the 

terms conflict transformation and dynamic peace. I assembled the various 

elements into the artwork shown below. I sent the original art to our partnering 

class in India and photos of the artwork to Morocco and Ghana. As of now, we’ve 

only received responses from students in Ghana. These students created digital 

illustrations of the Ghanaian flag, described aspects of their daily lives, and 

included a photo of their class. 
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Figure 4. Dynamic peace. This mixed-media artwork, created by Art Lab 

participants, was sent to our Global Art Project for Peace partnering school in 

India. Digital copies of this piece were also sent to partnering teachers in Morocco 

and Ghana. See Appendix I: A Closer Look at Dynamic Peace. 
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Concluding Thoughts 

In this chapter, I described how two themes emerged from the inquiry efforts 

directed at my first two research questions:   

• How can I facilitate experiences with visual phenomena that promote productive 

ambiguity?  

• How do my students interact with the various content and instructional strategies 

that I develop and implement? 

Throughout my continual analysis of Art Lab data, in addition to the mid-point and final 

analysis, I realized how two reoccurring themes took precedence over our activities. 

These two themes, self-reflection and conflict transformation, derived from (a) my 

exploration of how academic discourse relates to productive ambiguity; (b) students’ 
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responses to Art Lab activities; and (c) my personal interest in understanding how 

experiences with art can promote self-awareness, empathy, productive encounters with 

difference, and conflict transformation. The phenomena presented in this chapter 

exemplified how particular discussions, artworks, and activities supported these two 

themes. Although I did not initially intend to focus our activities on these specific 

concepts, I am glad that employing an emergent approach to research and curriculum 

development brought our attention to these ideas. In the following chapter, I will continue 

examining the specific content and instructional strategies employed during Art Lab 

activities and analyze their strengths and weaknesses as it relates to promoting productive 

ambiguity.  

In the next chapter, I will also describe the specific visual art content and 

instructional strategies employed while addressing my primary research question, “How 

can I facilitate experiences with visual phenomena that promote productive ambiguity?” 

The following chapter will examine two additional, overarching themes related to how I 

encountered productive ambiguity throughout the study. These two themes involved 

balancing the following seemingly dichotomous relationships: didactic verses student 

centered instruction and imagination verses efficiency. The proceeding chapter will 

highlight specific Art Lab activities that proved to be the most engaging and potentially 

useful to my classroom practice. In addition, I will reflect on how visual journaling 

functioned as a way to generate, document, and analyze research data. All four of these 

chapters will also include how education and art education literature influenced my 

interpretation of the phenomena under examination.  
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CHAPTER SIX: RESEARCH FINDINGS: INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES 

AND VISUAL CONTENT 

 

In the following chapter, we will examine how I developed and implemented 

particular instructional strategies that aimed to promote productive ambiguity. We will 

also focus on how and why specific imagery was used during visual events. In Part One, I 

will discuss how research on teaching identifies specific classroom conditions that 

prohibit and enhance creative thinking. While relating these concepts to my professional 

experience, I will provide examples of how my teaching practice aligns with education 

research. In contrast, Part Two presents how the content I incorporate into my practice 

does not align with current art education scholarship. In an effort to address this tension, I 

focus on how participants respond to contemporary art and visual culture verses 

traditional works of art. In addition, I explore how participant-generated content can be 

used to promote productive ambiguity during visual events. While relating education 

research to my findings in this chapter, the following overarching inquiry emerged: How 

did I effectively facilitate relational aesthetic practices during visual events? 
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Part I: Instructional Strategies 

 

In Part I, I will explore the ways in which educators can create learning conditions 

that promote productive ambiguity. First, I will focus on how scholars define and apply 

concepts such as higher order and novel academic tasks, performance-grade exchange, 

task ambiguity, task risk, student negotiation, and task drift. Next, I will explain how I 

connect these concepts to my own elementary art teaching practice. Finally, I will 

highlight how current research continues to link social and evaluative classroom 

conditions to higher order and novel academic tasks. Throughout Part I, I will discuss 

how instructional strategies can support productive ambiguity as students and teachers 

transform the tensions created by unknowns into new understandings. In order for this to 

occur, my analysis suggests that teachers should establish an appropriate balance of novel 

and routine tasks to suit the particular needs of each class.   
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Defining and Applying Higher Order and Novel Tasks 

Recent research suggests that instruction in U.S. classrooms relies heavily on 

routine tasks rather than promoting complex or creative problem solving (Goodwin & 

Miller, 2013, p. 81).  One reason why routine, rather than novel, tasks are 

disproportionately relied upon is that they are easier for teachers to facilitate. Studies 

conducted over the past thirty years have pointed out why higher order and novel 

academic tasks are difficult to implement in a classroom environment (Doyle,1983; 

Doyle & Carter, 1984; Doyle, 1988; Newmann, 1990). Doyle (1988) found that novel 

work requires students to apply information and operations from various sources in a way 

that has not been previously demonstrated or defined by the teacher. Unlike routinized, 

reoccurring familiar tasks, novel work involves high emotional demands and tolerance 

for ambiguity. Similar to Doyle’s distinction between familiar and novel tasks, Newmann 

(1990) distinguished between lower and higher order thinking. He explained that students 

employ lower order thinking while applying repetitive, routine procedures with 

previously acquired knowledge. On the contrary, higher order thinking requires a student 

to interpret, analyze, or manipulate information in a novel way. Newmann pointed out 

that failure to emphasize higher order thinking may be due to (a) difficulties in defining 

and evaluating higher order thinking (what requires higher order thinking for one student 

might already be a familiar task to another); (b) a disproportionate ratio of students to 

teachers that limits educators’ ability to provide authentic feedback; (c) policy that values 

quantity over quality and high stakes tests; and (d) students’ and teachers’ resulting 

preference for acquiring and evaluating facts (1990). In order to better understand how to 
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overcome such obstacles, researchers have examined specific classroom conditions that 

compromise teachers’ use of novel tasks. These conditions include: (a) the degree of 

ambiguity or risk involved; (b) performance-grade exchange; (c) task enactment and task 

drift; and (d) student negotiation (Doyle, 1983; Doyle & Carter, 1984; Doyle, 1988).  

Each of these conditions will be explained below. 

 When facilitating higher order or novel tasks, teachers must intentionally 

incorporate the appropriate amount of ambiguity. Doyle (1983) described task ambiguity 

as “the extent to which a precise answer can be defined in advance or a precise formula 

for generating an answer is available” (p. 183). He further explained that task ambiguity 

does not result from faulty teaching. Teachers make intentional efforts to include 

ambiguous tasks to promote students’ self-directed learning. For example, Doyle and 

Carter (1984) highlighted specific ways in which a competent literature teacher 

incorporated ambiguous tasks into writing assignments. Rather than requiring students to 

apply familiar procedures to achieve clearly specified objectives, the teacher intentionally 

created opportunities for students to exercise their personal judgment. However, the 

students did not embrace this intellectual and creative freedom, but rather requested 

specific, structured guidance. As a result, the teacher had to compromise her original 

plans in order to meet the needs of the classroom environment. She reduced the amount 

of ambiguity in order to sustain a productive work environment. 

 A classroom’s accountability system influences how students respond to 

ambiguous tasks (Doyle, 1983; Doyle & Carter, 1984). Doyle and Carter explained that 

ambiguous tasks involve a degree of risk. Task risk refers to the strictness of evaluation 
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criteria and the perceived probability that these criteria can be met (Doyle, 1983; Doyle 

& Carter, 1984). In the case described above, students attempted to reduce task risk by 

seeking objective clarifications and obtaining specific feedback about the quality of their 

work. Another condition that relates to a classroom’s accountability system is what Doyle 

(1983) called performance-grade exchange.  These grades, given for performance, refer 

not only to the literal letter grade but other forms of public recognition as well. The way 

that students interact within the performance-grade exchange system impacts their 

acceptance or resistance to ambiguous tasks.  He explained that academic work in 

classrooms is largely defined by the way that teachers reward performance. A teacher 

identifies acceptable performance and establishes criteria in which to base her/his 

judgments. (As I will elaborate upon later, the performance-grade exchange can involve 

unintentional ambiguity if a teacher is unaware of the ways in which he or she is 

rewarding behavior or performance. In my experience working with elementary-aged 

children, this occurs when students are seeking attention and find negative attention to be 

personally rewarding.)  

 Doyle and Carter (1984) identified other conditions that complicate the effective 

use of ambiguous tasks. For example, student negotiation and task drift can compromise 

a teacher’s plan to promote independent thinking. Student negotiation relates to the 

collective, public nature of a classroom learning environment, as opposed to one in which 

the isolated learner is working independently or one-on-one with a teacher/mentor. The 

researchers explained that students collectively glean important information from the 

teacher that enables them to accomplish tasks more easily. When teachers answer 
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individual requests in a public manner, a task’s original integrity weakens for the whole 

class. They also explained that a teacher’s intended use of ambiguity diminishes when 

persistent students demand more specificity. This type of task drift occurs when teachers 

adjust the original assignment requirements in order to maintain a productive classroom 

environment. All of these conditions impede on utilizing ambiguous tasks to promote 

higher order thinking. Doyle (1983) concluded that the social and evaluative nature of 

classroom environments can potentially compromise the utility of novel academic tasks.  

 

Facilitating Novel Tasks in my Elementary Art Classroom 

 The next section illustrates how I relate to these obstacles in my own elementary 

art teaching practice. Compared to other academic disciplines, art teachers place higher 

value on creativity and finding unique, rather than predetermined, solutions. When 

cultivating creativity is a fundamental goal, designing intentionally ambiguous tasks is 

commonplace. However, when transforming ambiguous tasks into productive activity, art 

teachers must still manage problems related to performance-grade exchange, student 

negotiation, task drift, and the implementation of challenging, age appropriate tasks. As 

the following examples will illustrate, generating productive ambiguity is a relevant, 
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complex concern for both students and teachers.  

 In order to promote student engagement during ambiguous tasks, I will often 

structure activities that require students to be fully present in the moment. Similar to 

adults, I suspect that children desire clear instructions in order to maximize their work 

time – in order to more quickly advance toward personal free time. If an ambiguous task 

is structured so that students must focus on a problem for a given amount of time and are 

not permitted to move on to other tasks once a solution is identified, they are likely to 

dedicate all of their attention to exploring less obvious solutions. I will often give 

students one or two minutes to produce answers to novel tasks as a warm up exercise. 

After administering several tasks in this way, I will gradually provide more time and add 

complexity to the problem. This builds students’ confidence while tackling more 

challenging and ambiguous tasks. Allowing several short, controlled periods of time 

provides pressure to stimulate immediate thought, while also affording multiple 

opportunities to feel success. Students will take risks because they know they are not 

committed to spending a long time carrying out a potentially unsuccessful plan.  This 

particular approach to cultivating creativity aligns with Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) 

findings regarding the settings where creative people thrive. His studies concluded that 

environments that allow new ideas to be enacted quickly are conducive to creativity.  

Another way that I promote productive ambiguity is by structuring an 

accountability system that encourages risk taking. If a student believes that acceptable 

performance is loosely rather than strictly defined, she/he will be more likely to explore 

multiple solutions. Nevertheless, a certain degree of criteria must be identified for a task 
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to exist. For example, art education scholars pointed out that subjective art interpretations 

should be backed up with qualitative evidence (Barrett, 2008; Gude, 2007; Siegesmund, 

2005). Gude asked, “if teachers demonstrate that meaning making is not merely open-

ended, but utterly arbitrary, why should students invest their time and energy in trying to 

make meaningful art or meaningful interpretations?” (p.11). Art teachers must determine 

the appropriate balance of accountability and freedom in order to ensure student 

engagement while promoting productive ambiguity.  

 In order for teachers to strategically manipulate performance-grade exchange, 

they must be able to identify desired performance and recognize when individual students 

are demonstrating this behavior. In addition, teachers must be able to provide a reward 

that is meaningful to individual students. As previously mentioned, performance-grade 

exchange involves a degree of ambiguity for both teachers and students. The ambiguity 

becomes productive when teachers recognize inconsistencies within their performance-

reward system, and realize when they unintentionally reward undesirable performance.  

If student motivation were as simple as earning high grades, teaching would be a much 

easier job. Nevertheless, a teacher should aim to implement a reasonable accountability 

system that best suits the context of her/his classroom. Given the circumstances of my 

elementary art practice (large classes cycle through my room at a rapid pace), I reward 

students who appear to use class time wisely. This system offers both freedom and 

limitations. Students’ finished artwork is not formally evaluated with a letter grade 

because I want them to focus more on the process than the product. However, negative 

consequences result if I perceive their “process” to be off task. When facilitating a 
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discussion about art and visual culture, I reward students who actively participate in a 

way that reflects respect and consideration for the activity and for others. If no clear right 

or wrong answers are expected to be known, students’ willingness to offer reasonably 

justified opinions is more important than being “right.”  

 Teachers are more likely to avoid student negotiation and task drift as they gain 

familiarity with the ambiguous task they are assigning. When facilitating new tasks, 

teachers are taking risks as they navigate through the process with their students. 

Teachers are more likely to counteract task drift and student negotiation when their plans 

are thoroughly thought out ahead of time, but truly novel tasks will likely involve 

unexpected responses. Effectively facilitating novel tasks requires what Hammerness et 

al. (2005) referred to as adaptive expertise. They explained that novel situations, which 

can be overwhelming for both teachers and students, become routine with experience. 

However, teachers must balance “efficiency with innovation” (p. 363).  A teacher’s 

routines must be re-evaluated and adapted in order to meet the demands of this dynamic 

profession. The researchers explained that understanding what to keep and what to let go 

is an important part of what it means to be an adaptive expert. Developing this type of 

professional judgment is vital to effective teaching (2005).  

 Challenges related to novel and familiar tasks differ depending on the content area 

and classroom context. For example, routine tasks in my elementary practice include 

preparing for demonstrations, following step-by-step procedures when learning new 

skills, and carrying out clean-up procedures. Although these may seem trivial, 

establishing and maintaining these systems is an enormous job for an elementary art 
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teacher whose role is managing a constant flow of young bodies and materials in a very 

short, yet specific, time frame. I have found that elementary aged students enjoy 

completing novel tasks during art class. For example, young students typically enjoy 

making art that responds to open-ended questions such as, “What are you the most 

grateful for?” or prompts that require imagination such as, “Draw a hybrid creature that 

combines an insect and a mammal.”These tasks typically involve using familiar or new 

materials and techniques to create a unique piece of artwork. However, as students get 

older, their desire to produce realism would change their perception of this task. They are 

more likely to become frustrated or disillusioned because the problem posed doesn’t 

allow them to use their existing skills in a challenging, innovative way. Elementary art 

teachers must craft lessons that address the psychology and developmental needs of 

students at very specific ages. These teachers should be sensitive to what students at 

different ages perceive as novel or familiar, and their degree of comfort and acceptance 

of each.  

In this section, I demonstrated how art teachers and students must regularly 

transform ambiguous tasks into productive activity, and highlighted challenges related to 

performance-grade exchange, student negotiation, task drift, and the implementation of 

challenging, age appropriate tasks. For example, I highlighted how facilitating several 

short warm-up tasks can stimulate creativity while reducing task risk and requiring 

students to back up subjective opinions with reasonable evidence allows them to generate 

and validate their insights. In addition, considering how a student’s age impacts the way 

she/he responds to novel tasks will help art teachers to promote productive ambiguity.  
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Current Research on Modeling, Risk-taking, and Creativity 

In the following section, I will highlight how current research (Beghetto & 

Kaufman, 2013; Garcia Lazo & Smith, 2014; Goodwin & Miller, 2013; Hetland et 

al.,2007; Starko,1995; Walker, 2001) supports the utility of demonstrations, promotes 

meta-cognition of creative thinking, and continues to connect the social and evaluative 

classroom conditions to facilitating higher order and novel tasks. Despite common 

concerns for students’ dependency on teachers’ modeling, scholars (Goodwin & Miller, 

2013; Hetland et al., 2007) continue to encourage the use of demonstrations to support 

creativity. For example, in order to help students strengthen their ability to complete 

novel tasks, Goodwin and Miller advised teachers to model strategies such as 

brainstorming possible solutions with peers, breaking problems down into smaller more 

manageable problems, and finding similarities between new problems and those they 

have solved in the past (2013). Art education researchers emphasize the value of 

demonstrations as well. Hetland et al. (2007), for example, explained that teachers help 

students to envision by modeling a range of possibilities that fit within the constraints of 

an assignment. This helps students to imagine what could be done, rather than endorsing 

misconceptions that there is only one “right” way to solve a problem (p. 92). Modeling 
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how to approach novel tasks or providing examples of other creative solutions helps 

students to imagine the ways in which a unique solution might be generated. Garcia Lazo 

and Smith (2014) also highlighted how students can examine the unique ways different 

artists address similar themes. Through exposure to multiple solutions, students can 

analyze and adapt these various approaches to suit their own creative pursuits.  

While reflecting consideration of previous studies, researchers (Beghetto & 

Kaufman, 2013; Starko, 1995; Walker, 2001) continue to acknowledge how the social 

and evaluative features in a classroom impact students’ willingness to engage in novel 

tasks. These studies also point out curricular and instructional strategies that support 

teachers’ efforts to promote divergent thinking. In addition, researchers aim to identify 

specific strategies that enable students to become personally invested and aware of their 

creative thought process. In terms of evaluative and environmental classrooms 

conditions, Beghetto & Kaufman (2013) concluded that creativity can suffer when 

external evaluation and competition are emphasized. In contrast, creativity flourishes in 

environments that promote engagement in challenging tasks related to students’ personal 

interests (p. 13).  

In regards to generating and implementing curricula, Walker (2001) advised art 

educators to incorporate art-making problems that contain contradictory or diverse 

elements. Similar to how I perceive the value of productive ambiguity and conflict 

transformation, she explained that resistance and divergence stimulate innovative 

thinking. The researcher provided useful instructional strategies that help teachers to 

facilitate productive encounters with difference. These “disruption guidelines” include 
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looking past disruption’s traditionally negative connotation and focusing on its playful 

ability to stimulate imaginative thought, and recognizing that disruption aims to highlight 

meanings that would otherwise go unexamined. Walker also explained how setting 

boundaries helps students to exercise creative freedom within an established structure. In 

keeping with what I’ve experienced in the classroom, Walker confirmed that providing 

appropriate limitations enables, rather than restricts, students’ innovative thinking (2001). 

 In order to empower students to take control of their creative thinking processes, 

Starko (1995) recommended encouraging them to make independent judgments, explore 

multiple options, and persist past initial ideas. Furthermore, students should self-assess 

their success rather than rely entirely on external evaluations (1995). In addition to 

promoting meta-cognitive strategies, Beghetto and Kaufman advised teachers to promote 

awareness of the costs and benefits related to creative thinking. For example, students 

place themselves in a vulnerable position when they risk putting forth an original, 

personally meaningful solution for public scrutiny. Nevertheless, claiming ownership of 

an original solution brings both extrinsic and intrinsic rewards (2013).   

Part I: Conclusion 

In Part I of this chapter, I explored research on concepts such as higher order and 

novel academic tasks, performance-grade exchange, task ambiguity, task risk, student 

negotiation, and task drift; and explained how scholars use these terms in their research 

on teaching. I also demonstrated how these concepts relate to art education and provided 

examples from my own elementary art teaching practice. Finally, I presented how current 

education discourse continues to (a) link social and evaluative classroom conditions to 
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higher order and novel academic tasks, (b) encourages teacher modeling to promote 

creative problem solving, and (c) suggests specific strategies to promote meta-cognitive 

awareness of the creative thought process.  As shown in Part One, facilitating experiences 

with art that promote productive ambiguity involves complex consideration among both 

teachers and students. However, balancing efficiency with innovation and theoretical 

with practical knowledge will help teachers to overcome these obstacles.   

Part II: Visual Content Used During Visual Events 

 

In Part II, I will continue examining the following research sub-question: How do 

my students interact with various content and instructional strategies that I develop and 

implement?” In Part I, I presented literature on teaching and art education that suggest 

how specific instructional strategies can promote productive ambiguity. I also connected 

these insights to my teaching practice and described effective instructional strategies that 

I currently employ in my art classroom. In Part II, I will address how I selected specific 

visual content that would promote productive ambiguity, and I will describe how 

participants in my study engaged with this content during visual events. I will begin by 

defining visual events and relational aesthetic practice, and explain how these concepts 

connect to my Art Lab research. Next, I will highlight how participants responded to the 

visual art I provided and analyze their responses in relation to art education discourse. I 

will then focus on how participants interacted with the content they generated and 
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contributed to Art Lab discussions. While examining both researcher and participant 

generated content, I will highlight emergent themes drawn from my data that exemplify 

successes and concerns.  

Linking Visual Events, Relational Aesthetic Practices, and Productive Ambiguity 

In the following section, I will describe how scholars define visual events and 

relational aesthetic practices and analyze how these concepts relate to productive 

ambiguity and my research questions. As stated in my initial, overarching research 

objective, I intended to explore specific instructional strategies aimed at mediating the 

tensions created when visual events compromise our present understanding of the world. 

Illeris (2010) described visual events as the complex interactions that take place between 

the viewer and visual phenomena. Illeris and Arvedsen (2011) define visual phenomena 

as everything we consciously choose to relate to through vision (e.g., images, objects, 

landscapes, and public and private spaces). The researchers employed this term in order 

to highlight the complex relationships between subjects (or viewers) and objects. 

Influenced by Bourriaud’s (2004) notion of relational aesthetics, they defined visual 

events as dynamic situations in which positions such as the context, image, object and 

subject are not fixed but rather relational to one another (2011). For example, Participant 

Y holds the subject position when she views her artwork in progress, or the object. We 

might assign the context position to another student in room. However, if the other 

student is watching Participant Y, she becomes the object and the other student becomes 

the subject.  I suspected that creating playful situations that involve these interchangeable 

roles between subjects, objects, and contexts might create productive ambiguity. This 



 215 

occurs when the subjects choose to engage with a sense of difference or otherness felt 

while viewing the object. Productive ambiguity also emerges when viewers share and 

consider one another’s differing responses to the object. In addition, we gain self-

reflexive awareness when we acknowledge how the social and physical context of visual 

events influences our unique interpretations of visual phenomena. Illeris (2010), as 

indicated in Part One, suggested that contemporary art that introduces a positive element 

of “otherness” might inspire what Ziehe called a “productive state of emergency” (p. 

213). To Illeris, ambiguity becomes productive when this visual event produces “less 

personalized and more socially oriented forms of communication” (p. 213). In this sense, 

I wondered if visual events among Art Lab participants might be considered what Irwin 

and O’Donoghue  (2012) called a relational aesthetic practice.  Rather than placing 

ultimate importance on interpreting and valuing objects, I was more concerned with how 

the experience of engaging with the object and one another might stimulate self-reflexive 

awareness, empathy, imagination, or other productive encounters with difference. Similar 

to Wallin (2013), I was less concerned with what art means and more interested in what it 

might do.  

Addressing a Tension Between Research and Practice 

Given that relational aesthetic practices prioritize the human activity that occurs 

when engaging with objects more than the object itself, I still believed that the object or 

content of these visual events held relevance to my study. This is primarily due to the 

emphasis art and visual culture researchers place on incorporating contemporary rather 

than traditional artworks into the art classroom (Freedman & Stuhr, 2004; Gude, 2004, 
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2007; Illeris, 2010, Illeris & Arvedsen, 2011; Walker, 2001). I, and other practicing 

elementary art educators that I know, am not entirely comfortable incorporating 

contemporary artwork into classroom practice. (I will elaborate on why later in the 

chapter.) While acknowledging that scholars recommend art educators include visual 

content that differed from what I used in my classroom, I decided to address this felt 

tension by investigating how specific visual content promoted productive ambiguity 

during visual events. Therefore, my initial Art Lab activities involved providing a wide 

range of traditional and contemporary forms of visual culture and asking participants to 

identify the ones they found most engaging. (See Appendix D: Art Lab Pre-Assessment.) 

Participants’ questionnaire and discussion responses consistently indicated that they 

preferred contemporary examples of visual culture over traditional works of art.  

 

In the past, I justified incorporating traditional, well-known examples of art into 

my elementary curricula because I felt like students’ existing familiarity would allow 

them to make connections with the artworks more easily. In addition, I figured they were 

more likely to see well-known artworks again in the future and this repeated exposure 
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would activate their previous learning experience in my class. Nevertheless, scholars 

such as Walker (2001) have argued that students actually prefer contemporary artworks 

over those of the past. She explained that young people are more open to new art forms 

and practices than many adults, and they can relate to the contemporary subject matter 

depicted in contemporary works of art. As my collected data indicated, the Art Lab 

participants’ questionnaire responses support Walker’s claims.  

 

Upon reflection on Art Lab visual events, I speculated that contemporary artworks 

actually complemented the notion of productive ambiguity. For example, rather than 

presenting evidence of an artist’s mastery over traditional media, contemporary artists 

often employ techniques that are not associated with conventional notions of artistic skill. 

This in itself creates disturbance or tension among many viewers because they don’t 

understand why it is considered art. Given that my research focuses on what art can do, or 

the social and self-reflexive productivity that results from interacting with it, I see this 

disturbance as positive if it leads to further engagement. In this sense, well-known 

traditional artworks may not intrigue or evoke curiosity like contemporary works of art.   

In addition, contemporary artworks often respond to and critique our present society. 

Without the luxury of hindsight, we cannot easily categorize or determine its future 
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value. An element of ambiguity emerges when we do not fully understand how a 

contemporary work of art will be judged in the future. If we encounter an unknown that 

doesn’t instantly fit into our existing mental schemas, we might initially withhold 

judgment. Contemporary art gives us this pause because we can’t easily judge it. That 

pause is when the ambiguity can become productive.  

Interacting with Teacher and Student-Generated Visual Content 

 

In my quest to better understand precisely how engaging with art and visual 

culture promotes productive ambiguity, I developed several Art Lab activities that 

addressed the following inquiries:  “How does viewing art inspire participants’ curiosity? 

Do they need to be exposed to a specific type of art and have a specific, pre-determined 

viewing agenda? How much contextual information about the artwork should be 

provided?” Scholars offer a range of facilitation approaches to help classroom or 

museum-based art educators to establish the right balance of structure and freedom in 

order to engage participants (Amburgy, 2011; Armstrong Gradle, 2011; Barrett, 2008, 

2010; Bresler, 2013; Frois & White, 2010; Hubard, 2010; Illeris, 2010; Pauly, 2003; 
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Siegesmund, 2005; Sturken & Cartwright, 2001). With these strategies in mind, I wanted 

to know if a particular type of artwork was more likely than others to inspire curiosity 

among my participants. 

 As I previously mentioned, participants consistently showed more interest in 

contemporary art and visual culture than traditional works of art. However, I still 

wondered what it was about these artworks that stimulated their inquisitive attention. On 

one occasion, I asked participants to identify specific artworks that made them curious 

and to define their specific inquiries. Their responses included: “How did the artist make 

it? Why did the artist make it? What is its purpose?” On our final questionnaire, I asked 

the most outwardly inquisitive participant what questions she still had about our Art Lab 

experience. She immediately replied, “ How do you find the artwork we look at?” My 

analysis of students’ responses suggests that they are curious about why the 

contemporary artworks I provided are worth viewing and discussing. Wondering how and 

why the artist made the work indicates that students are curious about why an image is 

considered “art.” Based on my interpretation of the student and the context of her 

question, asking how I locate the artwork we viewed during Art Lab suggests that she is 

curious about how I define “art” and possibly wants to know how she can find more 

examples of “art.” This demonstrates how contemporary works of art provoked 

productive ambiguity among Art Lab participants. Unlike the more well-known examples 

of traditional art that we viewed, students demonstrated more curiosity about the lesser 

known contemporary artworks. 
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The inquisitive participant’s particular response also exemplified one of my 

ongoing concerns regarding acquiring appropriate artwork for my students. Although I 

was glad to know that she was interested in locating contemporary works of art, I didn’t 

feel confident passing along my expertise in this area. Incorporating well-known works 

of art that historians and art critics have identified as important is easy because they are 

typically categorized in readily accessible, child-friendly websites.  When I reflect on 

why I’ve avoided incorporating less-familiar contemporary art, I recognize that I don't 

feel comfortable determining quality or locating contemporary artworks in an efficient 

manner.  I believe that these are important considerations for art teachers who are 

expected to generate their own curricula. When time is often a luxury, it’s safer to pull 

well-known artworks from existing databases than to seek out contemporary artworks 

that will hopefully suit the learning objective or theme. Nonetheless, my findings support 

researchers’ claims that contemporary art and visual culture appeal to young people and 

should be incorporated into the art classroom.  
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Internet Searches 

Another way I tried to understand what art students were most interested in was 

by incorporating visual content that they generated into our visual events. Originally, I 

envisioned Art Lab participants contributing artworks for visual events that they had 

located through their own Internet searches. If I provided several databases that 

categorized art by themes, I assumed that participants would be able to browse and locate 

artworks that would suit our discussion topics fairly easily. Although these Internet 

searches gave participants an opportunity to access and share personal interests with one 

another, it did not prove to be an efficient way to locate appropriate works of art. 

Initially, I was excited to witness each of them slip into their personal worlds as they 

randomly fell upon websites that sparked their interest and casually shared these findings 

with one another. This activity immediately stimulated a more casual and energetic tone 

in the classroom. However, relinquishing this much control eventually made me feel 

uncomfortable because I could see that they were not making progress toward the goal of 

locating artwork as quickly as I had hoped. As I will elaborate upon in a later chapter, 

efficient use of time proved to be an ongoing concern throughout the Art Lab study. After 

our first experience conducting these searches, I decided that it wasn’t a wise use of our 

limited time together. In hindsight, I now recognize that students’ independent Internet 

searches would have eventually generated personally significant content for our visual 

events, but I didn’t feel comfortable managing this type of activity at that particular 

moment in time. This is mostly because I was not able to gauge the amount of Art Lab 

time I should allocate to this type of searching. I also soon recognized that conducting 
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online searches at home was not an option because they did not all have reliable access to 

an Internet connection. If I intended to incorporate in-class, Internet searches in the 

future, I would give students a brief amount of time to conduct searches in order to 

maximize our short class periods together. 

Student-Generated Contributions to Visual Events 

 Instead of asking participants to locate artwork online for our visual events, I 

encouraged them to bring in other forms of visual culture from home for us to use during 

Art Labs. This proved to be an effective alternative to my original plan. Each participant 

enthusiastically shared their own drawings or artwork created by one of their family 

members. These examples ranged from quick sketches to refined renderings. Regardless 

of the content or quality, each participant appeared eager to share and receive feedback 

on her/his visual contribution. This activity not only motivated participants to make art at 

home in her/his free time, but it also opened up opportunities for us to learn more about 

one another and ourselves in unexpected ways. For example, Participant Y contributed a 

drawing her father made of his tattoo. She appeared happy to explain how the imagery 

signified his ethnic background. As she was fielding questions from other Art Lab 

members about the different symbolic imagery, I could see that they were making 

connections that she might not have made on her own.  This indicates how sharing and 

asking questions about personally contributed artwork creates opportunities for getting to 

know one another and ourselves. All of the participants appeared to take pride in sharing 

these elements of their personal lives and demonstrated sincere interest and respect for 

one another’s contributions. Given that Art Lab time typically consisted of engaging in 
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visual events rather than making art, I was grateful that they brought in content from 

home. Given that I decided not to continue using the Internet to locate images during Art 

Lab, bringing in personal artwork from home enabled them to select the visual content 

for our visual events.   

 While reviewing Art Lab data, I realized that these activities promoted productive 

ambiguity in several ways. First, participants appeared to be genuinely curious about 

what others brought from home. I think they acknowledged how these artifacts 

represented a part of one another’s lives outside of school, and this might have sparked 

their interest. Fortunately, I recognized their enthusiastic curiosity during these visual 

events and incorporated additional learning opportunities through guided inquiries. For 

example, I modeled questions such as, “What was the most challenging part of making 

this artwork?” This allowed us to empathize with and learn from one another’s struggles 

and successes. The following dialogue exemplifies how one visual event naturally 

allowed participants to learn from one another’s art-making process. First, Participant K 

asked Participant D how he made a drawing that included cartoon chili peppers. In his 

response, Participant D admitted that he had to change his original plan because he didn’t 

know how to draw something that he had initially planned to include. I pointed out how 

this demonstrates adaptability and strategic thinking because he had to respond 

appropriately to the situation in order to accomplish his goal. This immediately inspired 

Participant Y to retrieve and share her latest sketch that resembled something we had 

made the previous week. She enthusiastically explained how diverging from her original 

idea when she encountered a problem allowed her to create something even better. 
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Whether she realized this or not, her testament clearly exemplified how creating art 

promotes productive ambiguity as we naturally encounter challenges, adapt, and become 

more complex as a result.  

 My observations and collected data strongly indicated that Art Lab participants 

enjoyed contributing their own examples to our visual events. In addition to 

enthusiastically asking, “Can I share what I brought?” every week, their questionnaire 

responses also indicated that they appreciated this activity. For example, when asked 

“How do you feel about sharing your artwork with the group and responding to one 

another’s artwork?” they responded, “I felt that it was very fun,” “I do like sharing my 

artwork,” and “I love it!” In addition, when asked to respond on a Likert scale to the 

following question, “When I view someone else’s artwork (a personal acquaintance), it 

helps me to understand them better,” they all circled “I strongly agree.” 

The Value of Trust and Respect 

 Throughout the Art Lab experience, I continually witnessed enthusiasm, curiosity, 

peer teaching and learning, self-reflective behavior, and mutual respect among 

participants when visual events involved their personal contributions. Overall, this was 

one of the most unexpected and promising findings revealed in my study. However, when 

I consider how I might apply this activity into my classroom practice, I recognize the 

importance of mutual trust among all participants. I was initially shocked by the degree 

of respect exhibited among Art Lab participants during these activities.  Typically, 

students in the highest grade level at my school (whether it’s 5th or 6th grade) begin to 

struggle with showing respectful behavior in a classroom setting. Although initially, I 
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was pleasantly surprised to witness nothing but kindness among Art Lab participants, I 

knew that the contextual differences between my classroom and the Art Lab greatly 

impacted this observation. Nevertheless, I feel that mutual trust and respect is vital to the 

success of visual events involving student-generated artwork. Sharing personal works of 

art, whether these are self-generated or not, puts us in a vulnerable position. As opposed 

to sharing a pre-determined fact that is either right or wrong, sharing personally generated 

or selected artwork is an extension of our selves. I distinctly remember recognizing this 

as a teenager and young adult during art critiques. I was far more self-conscious about 

hanging up my artwork than, for example, offering an answer to questions in math class. I 

witness this same self-awareness among my elementary students, and the older grades 

appear to be the most critical and sensitive. Nevertheless, if mutual respect can be 

established, I think that 5th and 6th graders can potentially significantly benefit from these 

types of visual events. They are more naturally curious about one another and want others 

to care about their own personal life experiences. Older elementary students want to 

make personal connections with others and they want to be understood by others. Based 

on my findings, I believe that incorporating student-generated content into visual events 

allows participants to establish these personal connections with one another.  

Part II Conclusion 

 In Part II, I examined how specific content used during visual events promoted 

productive ambiguity among Art Lab participants. I began by describing how scholars 

(Illeris, 2010; Illeris & Arvedsen, 2011) defined visual events as the complex interactions 

that take place between the viewer and visual phenomena. I explained how visual events 
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resemble relational aesthetic practice, and highlighted how the shifting roles between the 

object and viewer created productive ambiguity. This occurs when participants encounter 

“otherness” (Illeris, 2010), unknowns, or new perspectives as they engage with visual 

phenomena and one another. Next, I examined how teacher and student-generated 

content functioned in Art Lab visual events.  

I discovered several reoccurring themes while examining both teacher and 

student-generated content. First, students consistently showed more interest in 

contemporary forms of visual culture than traditional artworks. Despite initial doubts 

regarding the effective and efficient use of contemporary art in my elementary practice, 

my findings indicated that this type of artwork was more conducive to promoting 

productive ambiguity during visual events. It seemed as though participants were 

consistently drawn to the familiar imagery and current topics presented in contemporary 

works. Participants also expressed interest in how and why contemporary artists make art, 

and they wanted to know where I found examples. This suggests that they wanted to 

know exactly why these images were worthy of their time and attention. Nevertheless, 

while considering the tenants of relational aesthetic practice, my research questions 

focused less on the objects and more on the social and mental activity generated from 

interacting with these images.  

In addition, I discovered that engaging with student-generated content provided 

rich opportunities for productive ambiguity to emerge. Fifth grade participants 

enthusiastically contributed artwork and respectfully engaged in discussions that allowed 

them to gain insight from one another’s perspectives and develop self-reflexivity. When 
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relating this to productive ambiguity, engaging in visual events might have provided 

opportunities for participants to become more complex as they encountered and 

negotiated differences presented by artworks and one another. Sharing these experiences 

encouraged them to cultivate personal connections and self-awareness.  

To me, these visual events exemplified how Irwin and O’Donoghue (2012) 

defined relational aesthetic practice. They explained, “Art as an encounter is a relational 

activity where we can observe our own patterns of behavior and idea creation through our 

own and other’s monitoring and enquiry” (p. 231). As shown in Part II, viewing and 

dialoguing about contemporary art and incorporating personal contributions to visual 

events created productive ambiguity among Art Lab participants. In the next two 

chapters, I will elaborate on the specific ways I facilitated relational aesthetic practices 

during visual events.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: RESEARCH FINDINGS: 

BALANCING DIDACTIC VS. STUDENT CENTERED INSTRUCTION AND 

IMAGINATION VS. EFFICIENCY 

 

In the following chapter, I will discuss how reviewing research data that 

addressed my first two sub-questions, “How do my students interact with the various 

content and instructional strategies that I develop and implement; and how might these 

interactions inform my future teaching practice?” revealed two emergent themes related 

to facilitation strategies. I perceived these two themes as balancing a seemingly 

dichotomous relationship between didactic verses student centered instruction, and 

imagination verses efficiency. Throughout this chapter, I will describe how art education 
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scholars address similar themes, and I will relate this literature to my personal classroom 

practice as well as Art Lab research findings. 

Establishing a Balance Between Didactic and Student-Centered Instruction 

 

Recent art education scholarship indicated that effective teachers must be flexible 

and adaptable; however, studies rarely focus on the specific ways these qualities appear 

in practice (Burton, 2012; MacIntyre Latta, 2013). For example, rather than providing 

precise circumstances that call for teacher flexibility, scholars often agree that effective 

teachers must be capable of employing sound, personal judgment. Whether this is 

considered knowledge in practice (Hollins, 2011) or knowledge of practice (Hammerness 

et al., 2005), both concepts highlight how developing this personal judgment requires 

consideration of theory combined with practical experience. To MacIntyre Latta (2013), a 

teacher must first develop an intimate understanding of students, situation, and self in 

order to be able to nurture meaningful learning among her/his students. To me, this type 

of intimate understanding and personal judgment is needed in order to be able to apply an 

appropriate balance of didactic and student-centered instruction. As this section will 

illustrate, experimenting with and reflecting upon new facilitation strategies allowed me 

to feel more confident establishing this type of balance.   

First, I will describe how incorporating new instructional strategies and content 

during the Art Lab resulted in unintentional teaching behavior. My observations revealed 

that I inadvertently employed didactic teaching techniques while implementing new 
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methods that exposed me to unfamiliar situations. However, reflecting on these situations 

allowed me to devise improved strategies that reflect a student rather than teacher 

centered way of generating knowledge. When considering how researchers (Burton, 

2012; Hammerness et al., 2005; Hollins, 2011; MacIntyre Latta, 2013) describe practical 

knowledge, the only way that I can maintain a student-centered classroom when 

implementing new practices is through continual practice and reflection. Trying new 

approaches that reflect current research is important, but developing the practical 

knowledge to pull it off flawlessly requires time and experience.  

 

Developing Contextually Relevant Learning Tools  

In an effort to take full advantage of this opportunity to test and reflect upon new 

teaching practices, I aimed to incorporate a variety of new instructional strategies 

throughout my Art Lab research. Just as I had anticipated, implementing these activities 

involved a lot of trial and error as I continually left my teacher “comfort zone.” Over the 

past seven years, I’ve developed elementary curricula that respond to my school’s 

expectations and focus on producing pre-determined outcomes. I introduce student 

objectives at the beginning of each class and aim to revisit them at some point during our 

thirty-five minutes together. If our objectives are not met, I will adjust my approach for 
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the next group of students. When introducing new concepts and implementing new 

facilitation strategies simultaneously, I often discover that my students’ existing 

background knowledge, communication skills, or personal motivation does not allow 

them to meet my initial expectations. Admittedly, this would be avoided if I always 

administered a pre-assessment and adapted my original lesson based on these results. 

However, my minimal pre-assessment efforts contributed to the dilemma I experienced 

during my Art Lab research.  

While reflecting on a seemingly unsuccessful Art Lab activity, I realized that my 

resulting scaffolding attempts appeared rather didactic. I knew that I wanted to focus on 

students’ existing knowledge and facilitate opportunities for them to make personal 

connections with the content. In addition, I wanted them to become more aware of how 

they were making these connections. Nevertheless, while reflecting on my notes and 

video recordings, I realized that my teaching performance did not support these goals. 

For example, if a concept was out of their present reach, I instinctively identified 

information or skills that they didn’t already possess that was prohibiting them from 

understanding the concept or performing the skill. I identified these as “tools” which 

would empower them to reach new learning goals. I would then facilitate activities that 

involved passing along these “tools.” Unfortunately, this additional content was likely 

more foreign than supportive. In my attempts to bridge these concepts to their existing 

knowledge, I might have been just introducing more unfamiliar content that needed to be 

bridged. Looking back, I realize how I needed to focus on supporting their individual 

bridge construction rather than imposing mine on them.  
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As previously mentioned, neglecting to pre-assess my students’ existing 

knowledge contributed to the problem. Adapting my original lesson plan to respond to 

students’ existing understandings requires the type of flexibility identified at the 

beginning of this chapter. MacIntyre Latta (2013) explained that teachers must actively 

seek connections with students in the present, and these connections often cannot be 

anticipated ahead of time. In order to effectively guide learning, a teacher must attend to 

the relational complexities created within each situation. Such situations involve 

encountering unknowns, handling the situation, and becoming more complex as a result. 

In effect, teachers experience productive ambiguity when they develop and employ this 

type of flexibility to meet students’ existing needs. Consequently, teachers resist 

productive ambiguity if they insist on following a pre-formulated script and refuse to 

adapt or respond to the needs of their immediate group of leaners. In an effort to help 

connect the Art Lab participants’ existing knowledge to my research objectives, I 

developed the following pedagogical tools. As I will describe, some of these tools proved 

to be more successful than others. 

 

Critical thinking. When asking participants to respond to artworks, I quickly 

realized that I did not have the proper inquiry strategies ready to guide the connections I 
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hoped they would make. Reflecting on my observations and notes revealed that I was 

quick to “give it away,” which led to their passive agreement. My teacher instincts might 

have prompted this reaction because I am accustomed to facilitating activities with large 

groups of young learners who have short attention spans. Therefore, I propel most 

activities along at a rapid pace. Nonetheless, I recognized that I needed to develop a 

better method of evoking participants’ critical thinking. Giving away the answers I want 

them to uncover on their own does not produce meaningful learning.  

One of my primary goals was to create opportunities for students to become more 

self-reflexive through their interactions during visual events. In an effort to address this 

objective using student-centered instruction, I asked students to defend their opinion and 

consider why they have different perspectives. They typically responded with, “We have 

different brains.” In order to continue moving their thought process further, I would say, 

“Yes, you were born with different brains. But what has made them even more different 

or similar since then?  In other words, where do your opinions come from?” This 

technique usually caused them to pause and contemplate before answering. As pointed 

out in a previous chapter, I interpreted this type of hesitation as evidence of productive 

ambiguity. If a student doesn’t immediately answer a question but rather delays 

judgment, mental activity is emerging in the space between the known and unknown.  

Another tool designed to enhance critical thinking involved assessment. I realized 

that developing a grounded opinion about someone else’s artwork could also be used in 

self-evaluation of the students’ own work. If students become more critically aware of the 

visual characteristics they liked or disliked, these opinions could also be used to assess 
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their own work. To me, assessment techniques often involve casting judgment based on 

formal rather than personal opinions. This method would replace the didactic element 

with a student-centered approach to assessment. I conceived of this assessment technique 

while reviewing and analyzing Art Lab data, however; I did not have the opportunity to 

fully implement and reflect upon this approach during my Art Lab research. I have 

incorporated variations of this concept into my classroom practice and plan to continue 

exploring its usefulness in the future.  

 

Increasing vocabulary. A large percentage of my students live in homes where 

both English and Spanish are regularly spoken. As a result, many of these students do not 

exhibit the level of verbal and written fluency in English that their monolingual English-

speaking peers might demonstrate. In order to support all students’ language and reading 

skills, I’ve been taught to employ strategies that aim to increase vocabulary in order to 

enrich meaningful communication. As I read students’ written responses to our visual 

events and reflected on the content of our discussions, I realized that their self-expression 

reflected limited verbal and written communication skills. In order to support their self-

expression development, I instinctively generated tools such as a word bank of relevant 

vocabulary and sentence starters. I also recognized how I should make more intentional 
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efforts to model rich vocabulary during instruction. For example, viewing video 

recordings revealed that participants often mimicked my verbal expressions precisely. 

Had I been more cognizant of this, I would have made an intentional effort to identify 

relevant vocabulary terms while planning each Art Lab and incorporate these words into 

my natural facilitation process. Nevertheless, as I will elaborate upon later, this type of 

pre-planning counteracted my intentions of implementing an emergent curriculum.  

 

Maintaining individual relevance within preconceived structures. Reflecting 

on our weekly activities and the way in which I responded to participants’ observable 

behavior made me consider if my good intentions were off base. I started to wonder if 

these communication and comprehension tools were too contrived. Incorporating 

sentence starters and vocabulary banks seemed to resemble teacher or content-centered 

rather than student-centered instruction, even though the whole point was to nurture 

students’ personal self-expression skills. Ultimately, this internal dilemma caused me to 

forfeit using the sentence starters and vocabulary bank I had developed during the Art 

Lab. I felt like I was fixated on synchronizing a learning process that should rather be 

allowed to occur organically within each individual. Looking back now, however, I wish 

that I had tried it once to see how the participants would have responded. The way I 
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present these tools could impact how the students perceive its value. For instance, if I 

strongly emphasized how employing the word bank and sentence starters would empower 

them to be more effective communicators, students might have fully embraced these tools 

with a sense of personally gratifying purpose. As these examples illustrate, establishing a 

balance between didactic and student-centered instruction involved trial and error, 

reflection, and a willingness to adapt. In addition, I had to practice personal judgment 

while maintaining an appropriate equilibrium of freedom and structure. Recognizing the 

tension between didactic and student-centered instruction and feeling driven to establish a 

sense of balance between these seemingly opposing forces represents productive 

ambiguity 

 

Analyzing Participant Observations to Inform Facilitation Practices 

The following data presentation and analysis focuses on specific ways that I can 

balance didactic and student-centered instruction in the Art Lab and in my future practice. 

Reviewing video footage allowed me to make observations that will guide how I 
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facilitate similar activities in the future. For example, Participant D frequently yawned 

during the Art Lab and typically attributed his tiredness to lack of sleep. Although I do 

not doubt that sleepiness was a contributing factor, I also noticed that his yawning usually 

occurred while I was talking. This clearly indicated that listening to me talk was not an 

engaging way for him to learn. Of course, as a veteran teacher, this is no surprise. I 

usually aim to incorporate active learning strategies as much as possible when presenting 

new content. However, I noticed that during Art Lab I often became long-winded while 

attempting to explain a new or difficult concept, which coincided with his yawning. Upon 

this realization, I decided to make more intentional efforts to incorporate questioning 

rather than lecturing during instruction. Writing these questions into my lesson plans 

proved to be the best way to ensure that I would present thoughtful, directed inquiry in 

addition to open-ended questions. In terms of facilitation approaches, employing more 

questions than answers naturally supports productive ambiguity. If a teacher’s 

instructional approach functions on the expectation that students will accept didactic 

statements, they are not asking students to encounter difference.  Literally asking students 

to consider ideas rather than just telling them to accept them positions students to 

question what they know and do not know.    

As noted earlier, I also quickly realized that participants enjoyed dialoguing about 

the artwork they brought in from home. Observable participant engagement always 

increased while discussing their personal contributions to visual events. In an effort to 

maximize learning during this time, I asked them to reflect on and describe the challenges 

they confronted during the art-making process. This promoted a truly student-centered 
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approach to creating and sharing knowledge. Participants willingly shared their 

experiences encountering problems and were able to remember how they worked through 

them. Based on my recollection of the undergraduate studio art courses I took nearly 

twenty years ago, I deeply appreciated opportunities to learn from my peers. While 

experimenting with new media and techniques, I think we would encounter problems that 

our professors didn’t anticipate because they had overcome those problems long ago. I 

imagine that my students’ similar ability level also allows them to naturally relate to one 

another. Facilitating structured activities that intentionally position students to learn from 

one another represents another way to balance didactic and student-centered instruction.  

In this case, productive ambiguity occurs among the students as well as the 

teacher/researcher. As the teacher/researcher, I experience productive ambiguity while 

seeking to balance opposing tensions sensed between didactic and student-centered 

instruction. Students become cognizant of productive ambiguity when they explain how 

they dealt with the challenges they confronted while creating works of art.  

The most visible participant engagement occurred when I gave my facilitator role 

to the students. Once again, these activities took the form of visual events using student-

generated artwork. By the end of the semester, I had stepped back significantly and 

allowed the students to direct these dialogues without my interference. Unlike previous 

Art Labs earlier in the year, I wanted the participants to dictate how our time was spent 

rather than follow my pre-determined plan of activities. For example, I didn’t cut them 

off or redirect their discussions when they diverted away from the topic. This freedom 

certainly produced full, lively participation and helped them to express their personal 
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sense of humor and spontaneity. However, this particular event also made me wonder 

how they perceived the value of our time together. What exactly did they think they were 

gaining? It seemed to me like the most fully engaging Art Lab activity essentially 

involved giving students an opportunity to participate in silly, structured play time. 

Rather than just granting them permission to indulge in playful thinking and creating, this 

last visual event reflected a more fully embodied form of play as shown through physical 

and verbal expression. I wanted to better understand how they were benefiting from this 

experience. How does experiencing this sense of social play time impact their growth?  

Exploring this question further would involve diving into a significant amount of 

existing research on “play.” My conception of productive ambiguity reflects 

consideration for “playing” in the space between the known and the unknown. Scholars 

have explored the benefits of play as it relates to early childhood development; however, 

little research addresses how play relates to upper elementary students and older youth. 

Based on my experience teaching 5th and 6th grade art, the large class sizes and social 

dynamic create a tone that differs significantly from the younger grades. I suspect that 

older learners can benefit from a form of structured play, but establishing a sense of 

respect and accountability is an important consideration. The Art Lab participants had 

already created a sense of mutual trust and belonging, which is much easier to 

accomplish with a group of three or four than in a regular classroom setting. In order to 

create this tone in a large class, I would need to investigate and employ age-appropriate, 

group work strategies. Although I touch on this briefly in the next section, a more 

thorough investigation of “play” will be left for future research.  
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 In this section, I described how seeking to balance the apparently dichotomous 

relationship between didactic and student-centered instruction created productive 

ambiguity. I presented how art education scholars address these themes, and I described 

how they occur in my classroom practice and Art Lab research. In the next section, I will 

present how balancing the seemingly dichotomous relationship between imagination and 

efficiency also generated productive ambiguity.  

Establishing a Balance Between Imagination and Efficiency 

 

In addition to sensing a dichotomous relationship between didactic and student-

centered instruction, I noticed a similar relationship between creating situations that 

nurture imagination and time efficiency. In this sense, imagination refers to opportunities 

to generate personal ideas and solutions rather than identifying a pre-determined answer. 

In this study, I perceive employing the imagination as a generative activity that involves 

realizing new solutions rather than recreating existing ones. In this context, I consider a 

solution to be new if the creator sincerely perceives it as original rather than an exact 

imitation. As I will describe later in this chapter, my reflective journal entries revealed 

that I continually situated imagination and efficiency as being at odds with another.  For 

example, in the following section, I will present how art educators address the 

relationship between imagination and efficiency and describe how I saw these two 

qualities working in my practice and Art Lab research. I will also provide a refined 

perspective that situates these qualities as coexisting conditions within my classroom 
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rather than dichotomies. Seeking to balance the opposing tensions created between 

imagination and efficiency exemplifies productive ambiguity.  

Art education scholars have acknowledged the danger of valuing efficiency over 

student-centered learning that enables individuals to exercise their imagination while 

generating independent solutions (McIntyre Latta, 2013; Rolling, 2013c). While 

presenting a historical perspective on how efficiency evolved within the public schools, 

Rolling (2013c) explained that classrooms began to resemble factories in the early 1900s. 

Students were not encouraged to employ independent thinking while solving novel tasks, 

but rather reproduce knowledge and skills grounded in scientifically proven research. 

Rather than providing opportunities for students to find authentic solutions to real life 

problems, schools aimed to pass along techniques for solving predetermined, contextually 

abstract problems. To me, this is when public education began prioritizing an approach to 

schooling that limited students’ opportunities to experience authentic, productive 

ambiguity. 

 

A Dangerous Concern for Time Efficiency  

Recorded journal entries and video footage from my study reflected my consistent 

concern for time efficiency. This began when I decided to decrease the Art Lab meetings 
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from two hours to an hour and fifteen minutes each week. I hoped that aligning the time 

frame of our after-school club with others in the school would allow more students to 

participate. As it turned out, the time change did not increase participant numbers after 

all. 1 Nevertheless, deciding to work with less time than I had originally planned created a 

sense of pressure and concern for time efficiency.  

I often feel like my classroom practice has less to do with teaching and more to do 

with moving students through a system that has been carefully scripted to maximize 

every second in order to ensure that all students are able to accomplish the objectives. In 

addition, the large class sizes make it impossible to answer many individual questions 

because my attention is focused on making sure everyone is engaged in what they are 

doing. Nevertheless, I believe that my students’ individual curiosities can flourish in this 

type of learning environment if it’s structured appropriately. As I will elaborate upon 

later in this chapter, this involves balancing flexibility and structure. I think that teachers 

can position students to exercise their imaginations in a time efficient way if they 

maintain this contextually dependent balance.  

I also recognized how our time restraints clearly limited the type of artwork we 

created during Art Lab. I originally planned to allow Art Lab participants to experiment 

with media and techniques while making our personal identity collages. I intentionally 

avoided using the step-by-step art-making approach that I often employ in my teaching 

practice. However, I discovered that giving participants too much freedom was not as 

                                                
1 In hindsight, I am grateful that more students did not join because this would have 
changed the social dynamic of our intimate group. I also think that a larger group would 
have been inappropriate for the type of qualitative inquiry I intended to pursue.  
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productive as I had hoped. Allowing them to experiment with the materials while 

carrying on casual conversations with one another did not meet my expectations of what 

productive ambiguity should entail. While witnessing their art making, I wished that I 

had provided concrete guidelines or a more defined goal in order to establish the right 

balance between freedom and structure.  In effect, the experimentation with materials 

seemed to be lackadaisical and careless, rather than the self-driven exploration that I had 

hoped to witness. 

I recognized that adhering to my predetermined lesson script did not 

accommodate teaching moments that responded to the relevant aspects of participants’ 

lives. Again, this resulted from a sense of urgency to fit as much as much as possible into 

a short period of time. For instance, while viewing and discussing the contemporary 

works of art and visual culture that I presented, I often rushed the participants through the 

dialogues rather than giving them time to process their experiences fully and elaborate on 

their own personal inquiries for very long.  Additionally, I rarely took much time to 

address participants’ individual questions about the artwork I provided. This was partly 

because I didn’t know the answer to their questions, and therefore suggested that they 

conduct an independent Internet search later. In terms of questioning strategies, I also 

realized that I was posing too many unrelated questions while we viewed a large number 

of artworks. As a result, their responses seemed simplistic and dis-jointed, just like my 

inquiry technique. In order to create opportunities for more in-depth thought and 

reflection, I began using fewer images and posed questions that allowed them to reflect 
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more deeply on their individual responses. These questions built upon one another and 

furthered their thinking in a more focused direction.  

I also began to recognize that I was not giving students enough time to write 

responses. I encouraged them to not worry about spelling and grammar because I wanted 

them to focus on getting their thoughts out on paper in any way they could. This 

backfired when I continually discovered that I couldn’t decipher their writing well 

enough to produce accurate interpretations of their written responses. As a result, I 

employed more multiple-choice questions in my participant questionnaires than I had 

originally planned.   

As these examples demonstrate, my concern for time efficiency compromised 

opportunities for productive ambiguity to emerge. This became evident when 

participants’ written, verbal, and artistic expression reflected the rushed tone I had 

created. I also inadvertently avoided productive ambiguity by pushing through my 

original lesson plans rather than entertaining their individual questions.  

 

Connecting Productive Ambiguity to Play 

The concept of play relates closely to both of the emergent themes—didactic vs. 

student-centered and imagination vs. efficiency—identified in this chapter. As previously 

mentioned, scholarly work focuses more often on the role of play during early childhood 
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than on students 11 years and older. With regards to early elementary-aged students, 

Kernan’s (2007) literature review revealed the following characteristics of play: (a) play 

is voluntary and controlled by the player; (b) play reflects what the players already know 

and is meaningful to them; (c) play involves exploring boundaries and taking risks, yet 

the stakes are typically low; (d) play is a spontaneous response to the immediate 

environment; (e) players create symbolic representations of reality; (f) players feel 

capable yet challenged; (g) play can be a shared or independent activity; and (h) play 

usually brings joy and excitement (p. 9). The author pointed out how the conditions that 

exist in most schools pose challenges to facilitating productive play. These conditions 

include group sizes, available resources, and the power dynamic between teachers and 

students. I developed a similar conception of play throughout my study. As it relates to 

productive ambiguity, play can result from encountering difference and allowing oneself 

to play within this transitional space while becoming more complex.  In order to become 

more complex, a person must eventually reach a renewed sense of stability while 

knowing that they exercised existing and new capabilities. As indicated in a previous 

chapter, the copious amount of education scholarship surrounding the concept of play 

requires more attention in order to fully understand how it relates to my conception of 

productive ambiguity. I would like to continue examining their relationship in my future 

research.  

Specific Examples of Play and Its Relationship to Efficiency 

As I organized the collected data into themes, several specific phenomena fell into 

the scope of “play.” These playful activities also caused me to question the relationship 
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between imagination and efficiency. For example, Participant D’s sense of humor and 

irony created several ongoing jokes among Art Lab participants.  In order to maintain 

efficient use of class time during the school day, I typically redirect my students’ 

attention back to our learning objectives pretty quickly after comedic diversions. During 

the Art Lab, however, I chose to play along and enthusiastically welcomed this off-task 

behavior for a longer period of time. To me, allowing this playful tone to exist created 

opportunities for everyone to experience productive ambiguity. As it relates to humor and 

irony, productive ambiguity occurs when we experience a phenomenon that initially 

seems ridiculous or unexpected. This allows us to play in the space between the known 

and unknown that stimulates laughter, imagination, and nonsensical thought.  Unlike the 

pre-determined activities I facilitated that aimed to create productive ambiguity, these 

impulsive distractions allowed imagination to emerge more naturally.  

Klein (2013) also described how artists’ use of humor can be viewed as a form of 

disruptive pedagogy. While making reference to artists who incorporate wit and irony 

into their work, she explained that this type of disruptive pedagogy involves a trickster 

shift, serious play, and reimagining alternative viewpoints. For example, she explained 

how Michael Hernandez de Luna creates fake postage stamps that confront social taboos 

while highlighting human folly. De Luna’s stamps mock the behavior of politicians, 

celebrities or religious figures in order to disrupt complacent thinking about a certain 

aspect of society.  This type of disruptive pedagogy generates productive ambiguity as 

the viewer encounters difference and engages with this unexpected point of view.  
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Similar to Klein, I think that participating in contagious, spontaneous jest sparked 

Art Lab participants’ creative spirit and generated a more hospitable environment for 

productive ambiguity to occur. As long as the group shares a sense of mutual respect, 

unanticipated comedy relaxes the tone, invites us to take risks, allows us to become more 

vulnerable, and helps to free our concerns for certainties. In addition, humor and laughter 

are naturally contagious. Unlike pre-planned activities designed to stimulate productive 

ambiguity, spontaneously playing off of one another’s imaginative jokes naturally 

stimulates imagination and can create a sense of flow.  

I also noticed how humor and irony represented productive ambiguity in my own 

visual journaling. Similar to engaging in off-task comic relief, I often felt like visual 

journaling allowed me to indulge in a different form of playful expression. Although I 

often questioned whether this was an efficient use of my work time, it stimulated my 

imagination as I played in this creative space that many artists enjoy. To me, silly 

doodling or more intentional illustrations of funny Art Lab incidents added to the 

therapeutic value of my visual journaling experience.   

The last example presents an ironic role switch that occurred when Art Lab 

participants perceived my attempt at promoting playful, productive ambiguity as 

inefficient and irrelevant. Inspired by Irwin’s (2013) description of a/r/tography, I 

intended to facilitate an experience that employed a literal interpretation of the following 

analogy:    

If we imagine a detailed street map and identify our way from point A to 

point B, following a straight line would be efficient but would likely miss 
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many important contextual details if we did not allow ourselves to deviate 

from the straight line on occasion. (p. 105) 

She goes on to explain how taking the path less traveled and focusing on seemingly less 

important details provides opportunities to create more well-rounded, insightful personal 

understandings of the big picture. I wanted to relate this concept to making quick 

judgments or immediately providing the most obvious answer rather than considering a  

thoughtful solution. In order to do this, I asked participants to enter the classroom and 

rather than going directly to their seats, take 30 seconds to roam around the room before 

they sat down. On the first try, they raced around the room quickly and then sat down. 

After I asked them to do it again more slowly, they decreased their pace but still didn’t 

explore the room in the way I had anticipated. I asked them to try it one more time, and to 

take a different route to their seats. Again, they moved fairly quickly around the room 

and then sat down. I asked if they noticed anything different or new in the art room when 

given the opportunity to move around in areas they don’t usually travel. To my surprise, 

all of them said no. They agreed that their concern about why they were being asked to 

do this took precedence over any interest in exploring the room. In other words, I should 

have been more explicit about encouraging them to explore. To me, this represented the 

common dilemma created when students engage in ambiguous tasks in the classroom. 

Rather than assuming that students will appreciate and understand the value of activities 

that promote divergent thinking, teachers should explain that thinking about alternative 

solutions and exploring unknowns is the objective. In addition, I think teachers should 
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explicitly discuss the value of this objective with their students in order to promote 

appreciation for the experience.  

 

Providing Studio Demonstrations 

While reviewing Art Lab data for efficient facilitation strategies, I unexpectedly 

discovered that giving demonstrations provided the perfect opportunity for spontaneous 

teaching moments to occur. Giving studio demonstrations during Art Lab gave me the 

opportunity to show students how responding to a medium’s natural qualities presents 

unanticipated challenges and requires them to be fully present in the moment. For 

example, allowing watercolor paints to generate a fluid rather than rigid appearance 

involves releasing control of the process to a certain degree. While demonstrating this 

process, I was able to naturally encounter instances when the paint created desirable 

effects that I did not initiate. I took advantage of these spontaneous happenings while 

allowing the paint to guide my next move. This also provided opportunities for students 

to ask relevant questions about processes and techniques that responded to that specific, 

unanticipated situation. While observing my demonstration, students encountered 

difference as they witnessed new ways of using materials. They engaged with difference 
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by asking questions and processing my response.  Painting while fielding students’ 

inquiries proved to be an efficient way to create productive ambiguity while we all 

engaged with the playful, unpredictable qualities of watercolor paint. 

Eisner (1995) explained that artistic engagement, whether this involves creating 

art for an audience or while alone, requires us to negotiate the tension between surrender 

and control.  He described a space between the world and the unconscious, and explained 

that using this space productively is a defining quality of artistic engagement. To me, 

productive ambiguity occurs within this space between the world and the unconscious. 

Creating art, or witnessing other artists as they engage in this space, allows us to 

encounter the tensions generated between a medium and human intention. Unlike some 

of my flawed attempts to create productive ambiguity, providing studio demonstrations 

allowed imagination and efficiency to co-exist while participants and I played in the 

space between the known and unknown.  

 

Looking Forward: The Challenge of Balancing Knowns and Unknowns 

As indicated earlier, a didactic instructional approach is typically equated to time 

efficiency.  For example, the fastest way to generate new knowledge is by asking a 

question and accepting the provided answer as truth. Given the present system 

represented in most k-12 schools, students expect to spend their time acquiring facts. 
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Once we have defined these acquired facts as “knowns,” we have more objective fuel to 

feed the energy created when we encounter “unknowns.”  In other words, learning 

involves a balance of identifying knowns, exposure to unknowns, and opportunities to 

create new understandings as we negotiate meaning between the two. Productive 

ambiguity occurs during these negotiations.  

Nevertheless, I recognize that employing a non-didactic approach to teaching 

presents challenges. For example, I don’t want my students to develop avoidable 

misconceptions because facts were not provided directly. In this sense, it’s hard to know 

exactly when to offer insight rather than to allow a student to misinterpret information. 

It’s easy to correct pre-determined facts such as names or dates. However, if the nature of 

the discussion aims to generate personal interpretations, these interpretations are often 

difficult for both teachers and students to articulate and decipher.  One way to address 

this involves playing devil’s advocate and asking students to consider different points of 

view. In addition, continually asking students to think about why their interpretations are 

different and guide them through a self-reflection sequence might help them to recognize 

the situatedness of their personal opinions. To me, the art classroom provides an 

environment that should promote this type of self-reflection. Experiences with art should 

grant permission to ask questions while not expecting the teacher, or anyone for that 

matter, to have a definitive answer. This involves being content with ambiguity, tolerant 

of difference, and comfortable with not knowing. In addition, teachers and students 

should discuss why this state of being is desirable.  
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In this chapter, I presented two reoccurring themes that related to facilitation 

strategies. According to my research notes, I sensed a dichotomous relationship between 

didactic and student-centered instruction, as well as imagination and efficiency. These 

tensions resulted from an apparent misalignment between my conception of teaching and 

how I interpreted my performance. I described how art educators address similar themes, 
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and related this literature to my personal experiences. Through on-going reflection and 

analysis, I managed to readjust my perspective on the relationship between these terms 

and identified specific examples of how they can co-exist in my classroom. In the 

following chapter, I will provide more specific examples of how productive ambiguity 

emerged during the Art Lab by describing particular activities that hold potential for 

future use in my classroom practice. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: RESEARCH FINDINGS:  

APPLYING ART LAB ACTIVITIES TO MY FUTURE CLASSROOM PRACTICE 

 

In the following chapter, I will describe the specific Art Lab activities that appear 

to hold the most potential for promoting productive ambiguity in my future art classroom 

setting. This judgment is based on how I interpreted participants’ outward behavior as 

well as their written and verbal questionnaire responses. I will analyze how these specific 

Art Lab activities relate to Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) conception of flow and enjoyable 

experiences. As stated in chapter 2, flow and productive ambiguity both involve the 

activity that results when we encounter and engage with difference. Rather than 

immediately dismissing or accepting difference, both flow and productive ambiguity 

involve the back and forth play in the space between the known and the unknown. I will 

also highlight specific art education scholars who inspired these components of my 
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emergent Art Lab curriculum and analyze Art Lab participants’ responses to these 

activities. 

 

As noted in previous chapters, the Art Lab environment is vastly different from 

my classroom practice. However, given my awareness of these specific contextual 

distinctions, I intend to adapt and incorporate elements of the following activities into my 

K-6 art classroom, and am looking forward to building upon these ideas throughout my 

future research endeavors.  

Timed, Creative Play Exercises 

 

In the previous chapter, I described my initial perception of efficiency and 

imagination as being at odds. Contrary to this seemingly dichotomous relationship, my 

life experiences reflect how deadlines and pressure stimulate my own creativity, and I 

have witnessed a similar response to pressure among my students as well. I can certainly 

relate to my 5th graders when they stare at a blank piece of paper for several minutes 
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before admitting with frustration, “I don’t know what to do.” While addressing moments 

like these in the art classroom, Gude (2004, 2007, 2010) suggested helpful techniques to 

stimulate creative thought. She pointed out that little art education research provides 

specific student activities or instructional strategies that prove to support students’ 

creative development (2010). Therefore, her scholarship focuses on building connections 

between theory and practice by offering useful structures to guide curriculum 

development in this area (2004, 2007, 2010). While referencing the University of 

Illinois’s Spiral Workshop, Gude (2010) provided practical suggestions aimed at 

cultivating creativity in the art classroom. These include playful warm-up exercises 

aimed to affirm all participants’ creative capacities such as  “seeing into” or finding 

recognizable pictures within nonrepresentational imagery and collaborative art-making 

that spontaneously builds upon someone else’s existing drawing. Throughout my initial 

and emergent curriculum development, I discovered that implementing similar activities 

with an element of time-sensitive pressure encouraged participants to fully engage in a 

playful way. 

To me, these fast-paced exercises resembled visual brainstorming. I designed 

them to liberate participants’ minds from the critical thoughts that can stifle productivity.  

Brainstorming involves writing down all the solutions that come to our head within a 

given time frame, regardless of whether we perceive these ideas to be good or bad. While 

withholding judgment, responding to the immediate, present challenge, and resisting the 

urge to control final outcomes, we are allowing ourselves to experience multiple, 

continuous victories as we document each idea. When relating this to Csikszentmihalyi’s 
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(1990) flow, every possible solution that we consciously identify could be viewed as a 

challenge that we’ve overcome. According to Csikszentmihalyi, overcoming challenges 

is a fundamental source of joy. Experiencing “flow” involves encountering a problem or 

challenge, achieving control over psychic energy in order to overcome this obstacle or 

disturbance, and experiencing a renewed sense of balance and a more complex state of 

being as a result. While brainstorming ideas, we experience the joy of generating quick 

solutions even though some of these ideas will turn out to be better than others. Rather 

than focusing on the final product, these activities require us to be present in the moment 

while warming up our creative minds. 

  From the outset of Art Lab, I incorporated fast-paced drawing exercises as a 

warm-up activity at the beginning of each Art Lab. Although my primary research focus 

involved examining how viewing, dialoguing, and reflecting on visual phenomena 

promotes productive ambiguity, I intended to incorporate brief art-making exercises as 

opposed to long-term studio projects. Engaging in fast-paced art-making exercises not 

only accommodated my previously described concern for time efficiency, but I also had 

reason to believe that it would successfully stimulate participants’ imaginations.  Years of 

classroom experience have shown me that students usually respond well to the gentle 

pressure created from timed activities. This adds an element of excitement and needed 

stimulation in order to avoid feeling overly critical while attempting to locate an original 

solution. Specific warm-up activities used during Art Lab included: (a) finding and 

developing hidden pictures in clouds (b) transforming circles into as many different 

recognizable objects as possible; and (c) randomly selecting two words and illustrating 
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their meaning when combined (for example, a circus/potluck dinner or a garden/roller 

skating rink).  

In addition to these short warm-up activities, I extended this concept to two larger 

collaborative projects. As one of our Art Labs happened to fall on Valentine’s Day, I 

decided to facilitate a collaborative art-making activity called “Grow the Love,” that 

involved creating Valentines for one another. Each participant started with a 5”x7” piece 

of paper that had one heart drawn in the bottom corner. We began by drawing a larger 

heart around it, and then filled in the space between the two hearts with a pattern of 

something each of us loves (for example, repeated images of candy bars, basketballs, or 

symbols of friendship or family). Each of us, myself included, took two minutes to do 

this and then passed our picture to the right. Next, everyone viewed the pattern depicting 

what someone else loves, drew another larger heart around it, and filled in the space with 

a pattern of something else he or she loves. Again, after taking two minutes to do this, 

participants passed the drawings to the right and repeated the process or began a new 

heart in a different part of the paper if needed. When relating this activity to flow, the 

fast-paced visual problem solving appeared to provide an appropriate degree of challenge 

in order for participants to enjoy a feeling of continual success. These short, reoccurring 

moments of ambiguity provided an opportunity for all of us to briefly encounter and 

complement someone else’s distinctive drawing with our own contribution. Participants 

not only appeared to enjoy this activity, but they also reported to enjoy it on a follow up 

questionnaire.  



 259 

As described in a previous chapter, the  “Dynamic Peace” project also involved 

identifying visual solutions in a short period of time while contributing to a larger, 

collaborative piece of art. Both of these activities fully engaged participants in creative 

problem solving while enjoying what Csikszentmihalyi (1990) would consider a flow 

experience. To me, the warm-up exercises and the collaborative projects served as 

effective, engaging ways to promote productive ambiguity through experiences with art. 

While engaging in these activities, participants encountered and interacted with 

unknowns. These unknowns involved producing a personal, visual response to a given 

problem. Participants did not initially know exactly how they would solve each problem 

because no singular right or wrong answer existed. Instead, creating individual drawings 

generated the productive activity in this ambiguous space.   

Given the following facilitation adjustments, I think these activities would be 

useful to my future classroom. Due to the Art Lab’s small size, I was able to participate 

with the students during the two collaborative activities. If I were facilitating a similar 

collaborative activity within a fifth grade classroom setting, I would begin by modeling 

the activity with a small group while everyone else observed. Next, the rest of the class 

would form several small groups and engage in the activity they had just observed. I 

would circulate around the room, monitor, and possibly join a group if I felt like my 

supervision and assistance wasn’t needed. I suspect that these minor facilitation 

adaptations would enable a larger group to enjoy “flow” experiences with art.   
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Role Playing Activities 

 

Art education scholars such as Barrett (2008), Illeris (2009, 2010), and Illeris & 

Arvedsen (2011) have highlighted how role-playing techniques can enhance group-based 

interactions with works of art. As I described in an earlier chapter, elements of relational 

aesthetic pedagogy, aesthetic experiences, and arts based research inspired my use of 

role-playing during visual events.  

Role-playing involves altering the social and intellectual dynamic among 

participants as they take on the perspective of someone or something outside of him or 

herself. Illeris (2009,2010) explained that role-playing during visual events might involve 

consciously staging dialogical viewer positions while engaging in positive forms of 

otherness. In a similar sense, Csikszentmihalyi’s description of flow and enjoyable 

experiences also relates to role-playing. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) explained that a 

temporary loss of self-consciousness results in a stronger sense of self once the flow 

experience has ended. He claimed that losing self-consciousness might lead to self-

transcendence, or a feeling that the “boundaries of our being have been pushed forward” 

(p. 64). He continued to explain how this results from feeling a close interaction or sense 

of unity with a previously foreign Other.  
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I chose to adapt one of Barrett’s (2008) role-playing activities for an Art Lab 

visual event. In his activity, participants assumed the stance of something or someone in a 

painting and then shared this imaginary point of view with others in the viewing group. 

Art Lab participants engaged in a similar role-playing activity using the following 

familiar contemporary artworks: Zhhnag Gong’s Confrontation (2009), Laurie Hogin’s 

Habitat Diorama Illustrating Effects of Substances in the Environment (2012), and Gohar 

Dashti’s Today’s Life and War (2008). Each participant assumed the role of someone or 

something presented in the artwork, and then took turns asking and answering questions 

based on this imaginary point of view. While engaging in this activity, participants were 

positioned to literally forget who they were while enjoying the pleasure of being someone 

or something else. Although participants appeared to be happily engaged in this activity, 

they did not recognize the connection between role-playing and empathy. When asked 

about this possible correlation, one participant indicated that she did not perceive 

empathizing with others as an important or desirable ability.   

During the same Art Lab, we discussed the many roles we play within the 

different contexts of our lives. We identified personality traits that we associate with each 

role, such as responsible, caring, jokester, problem solver, leader, and so on. Next, I 

asked students to imagine applying these qualities to a another role that they play in a 

different context, and asked if this type of transfer could benefit them. I provided the 

following example: If I am a confident elementary art teacher, can I apply this same 

confidence to another role that I currently play or a new role that I’ve never played 

before? Following Maxine Greene’s (2001) philosophy of aesthetic experiences, this 
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concept implies that we must be willing to use our imagination in order to visualize 

ourselves differently. Otherwise, we are stuck in a stagnant place that is bounded by what 

we already know.  

The students did not respond strongly to this concept one way or another. Their 

initial skepticism appeared to be grounded in a concern for remaining true to oneself.  It 

seemed that they perceived transferring qualities between roles as being phony, and 

possibly felt that this was an inappropriate way to use our imaginations. However, their 

hesitation and inconclusive replies suggested that they were considering other 

perspectives as well.  

Based on my analysis of students’ responses, they did not appear to fully 

understand or agree with the positive connection I was suggesting. After a short amount 

of deliberation, the students did not strongly accept or reject the usefulness of role-

playing as a way to imagine a better life. In one sense, productive ambiguity had occurred 

if they were considering this idea but  withholding immediate judgment. They did visibly 

enjoy the activity but they did not appear to accept how role-playing promoted empathy 

or a healthy use of  imagination. This might be due to a misunderstanding of what I was 

intending to communicate, or they might have understood but simply disagreed. Looking 

back, I recognize that this would have been a good opportunity for all of us to experience 

productive ambiguity as we shared and reflected on our differing perspectives. I believe 

that both students and teachers can refine their existing beliefs when they try to 

understand how others see things differently.  
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In addition, the students’ age might also impact their responses to some degree. 

As I previously pointed out, twelve year-olds are typically beginning to move away from 

egocentric thinking and are starting to be able to imagine a point of view different from 

their own (Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1987).  They are not fully aware of their own 

subjectivity, or how contextual circumstances impact their perspectives. A certain degree 

of self-awareness is necessary in order to be able to fully understand how we assume 

different roles in different contexts, as well as take a proactive approach to transferring 

desirable qualities between the different roles we play. For these reasons, I suspect that 

revisiting this concept when participants are a year older could produce different results. 

Based on the Art Lab students’ responses, I see role-playing activities as 

potentially useful in a larger classroom setting. However, I would allow more time for 

students to thoroughly reflect on additional inquiries aimed to support productive 

ambiguity.  Despite their initial skeptisim, the Art Lab students appeared to dwell in the 

space between the known and unknown while considering my questions. If I were 

facilitating this in larger group, I would ask students to individually respond to questions 

such as:  Compare the roles you played when you were younger and the roles you play 

today. Do you perform the same roles in a different way? How have you changed? These 

questions ask students to consider how normal aging and maturity impacts our 

personalities. I might also ask students to consider if they set goals for themselves, and if 

they imagine what they would have to do to achieve these goals? What qualities would 

they need to strengthen? These questions intend to clarify how transferring qualities 

between roles might be perceived as personal growth rather than being untrue to yourself. 
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While also considering how students’ age influences their perspectives, I suspect that 

these questions might help students to move toward greater self-awareness.  

Sketching One Another’s Personal Narratives 

 

As my decision to combine elements of autoethnography into my research 

indicates, I believe that personal narratives are an effective way to capture an audience’s 

attention in order to communicate information. I also imagine that storytelling allows the 

speaker to express her/himself more naturally because it grants permission to reveal their 

subjective point of view. In addition to giving the researcher an opportunity to gain self-

reflexivity, Kalin (2013) pointed out that autobiographical research also positions readers 

to find similarities between their life experiences and those presented in a study. Rather 

than aiming to generalize individuals, autobiographical research gives the reader 

independent opportunities to make her/his own personal connections with the specific 

phenomenon presented.  Therefore, the audience generates a more meaningful and 

memorable understanding as they relate the author’s stories to their own lives. While 

supporting the value of storytelling, Rolling (2013c) claimed that a civilization’s 
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collective creativity increases as more culturally diverse stories are told and interpreted. 

This underscores the importance of valuing everyone’s unique perspective, whether we 

agree with her/his point of view or not. Not only do we grow more complex by 

encountering and processing difference, but it also allows us to build the personal 

connections that likely produce empathy and compassion for others.  

My experience using reflective visual journaling as a way to generate unique 

understandings especially applied to understanding people. As I will expand upon in a 

later chapter, the act of drawing opens up a space in my mind to think about phenomena 

in a different way. I first acknowledged this while employing reflective visual journaling 

during an arts based practitioner inquiry two years ago. This inspired me to not only use 

this data collection and analysis method again, but to examine whether my students feel a 

similar way about drawing. In an effort to combine the unique potentials of storytelling 

and drawing, I designed the following activities. 

As a warm up, Art Lab participants created a stick-figure comic strip to illustrate 

their morning routine before arriving at school. They were given paper containing a pre-

determined number of boxes and had approximately three minutes to complete the task. 

We immediately shared our drawings with one another once finished. As I suspected, 

everyone appeared to enjoy this activity and reported that it strengthened their personal 

connections within the group. Given that the warm-up activity was well-received, I 

planned to extend this concept further using a more serious topic.  After viewing and 

discussing a variety of visual phenomena, ranging from ancient to contemporary art and 

visual culture that related to the theme of death and honoring the deceased, we each wrote 
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and illustrated a short narrative about one of our experiences with death.  Next, I read my 

story about making the difficult decision to put my cat to sleep when I was a teenager. In 

addition to listening to my story, I asked participants, as I read, to sketch quick 

illustrations of my tale . Next, they all gave me their illustrations and I taped them 

together to one piece of paper. All three of the participants took turns reading their stories 

while the rest of us drew pictures, and then gave our pictures to the reader. I hoped that 

participants would feel empathy for one another as they illustrated each other’s story, as 

well as feel a sense of support when receiving and combining the illustrations others had 

drawn of their stories.  

I also wondered if the total experience would allow participants to feel a sense of 

peace with this memory after drawing it, sharing the memory with others, and then 

compiling the empathetic drawings that others had made for them. I suspect that this 

might have occurred to some degree, but one participant’s highly emotional response to 

this activity significantly impacted the tone of the group. In their questionnaire responses, 

participants expressed feeling sad and uncomfortable rather than supported or peaceful. 

Their responses compounded my own discomfort as I couldn’t help but feel responsible 

for unintentionally evoking such a strong emotional reaction from one participant. 

Looking back on this experience now, I believe that teachers must always be ready to 

respond to students’ emotional reactions to potentially sensitive topics such as death. This 

is when she/he must exercise their personal judgment to determine whether they feel 

confident handling what could become an uncomfortable situation. If I planned to 
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facilitate this activity again, I would consult the school counselor for her experienced 

opinion first. 

 After facilitating and reflecting on the previously described activity, I intended to 

continue exploring how illustrating our own and one another’s stories may impact the 

way we feel about these stories and one another. This time, however, I incorporated a 

personal experience that was less likely to provoke painful emotions.  In the mid-point 

questionnaire, I asked them to write a brief story about a time they transitioned into a new 

place, and then identify how they felt about this memory after writing about it. Next, I 

asked them to illustrate the same story and identify if they felt any different about the 

memory afterwards. Their responses indicated that illustrating their story didn’t change 

their feelings about this memory, but it did strengthen their previous feelings. All three 

participants indicated on their questionnaires that illustrating this memory helped them to 

reconnect with the people involved as well as feelings they experienced when the event 

occurred.  

My analysis of students’ verbal and written responses indicated that drawing 

helped participants to reconnect with the people and emotions they associated with 

specific memories. However, they did not connect this activity with feeling empathy, nor 

did they acknowledge the value of identifying with others. As this relates to facilitation 

strategies, I wondered if I should have pointed out these positive connections more 

overtly? This question resembles my analysis of didactic verses student-centered 

instruction, As art teachers, we create and implement curricula that intend to promote a 

pre-determined goal. The new visual arts standards refer to these goals as enduring 
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understandings and essential questions. However, would students translate what they 

were doing in class to these goals if teachers were not making the connections for them? 

Furthermore, would students naturally value these goals if teachers did not impose these 

values on them? If teachers facilitate activities in a way that fosters productive ambiguity, 

I believe that students’ might consider our pre-determined, enduring understandings in a 

more meaningful way. This might involve posing questions that encourage students to 

relate aspects of the enduring understandings to their own lives. We might also ask 

students to consider why they agree or disagree with this pre-determined way of 

knowing.   This analysis leads to a significant conclusion gained from the study as a 

whole, and therefore will be revisited in later chapters. 

Interpreting, Creating, and Sharing Visual Metaphors 

 

While developing ideas for our personal identity collage, Art Lab participants 

generated metaphors that represented our personal qualities. Each participant began by 

creating a list of adjectives that described them and then identified a person, creature, 

place or thing that they associate with each adjective. This exercise proved to be more 

challenging than I expected for all of us. I thought that this type of creative problem 

solving would bring a continual flow of unexpected, imaginative solutions. Instead, it 
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seemed like we all struggled to identify even far-fetched metaphors for the adjectives on 

our list. Although this particular approach to generating metaphors was not as easy as I 

anticipated, I think it is an appropriate challenge for students during art class. Based on 

the following conceptual analysis, I believe that engaging in activities that require 

metaphorical thinking creates opportunities for productive ambiguity to emerge. 

Interpreting works of art often asks us to consider how the artist used a metaphor to 

express a message. Increasing our ability to identify metaphors allows us engage more 

fully with works of art, and it likely strengthens our own divergent thinking capacities.  

Generating textual or visual metaphors involves identifying individual solutions 

that do not have one, pre-determined right or wrong answer. When we share these 

solutions with others, we are giving them a window into our imagination. I suspect that 

gaining familiarity with metaphorical thinking allows us to comprehend how different 

people make meaning in different ways. We know that various languages contain 

concepts that cannot be translated accurately into another language. Learning to see one 

thing in terms of another might help young people to understand how knowledge and 

meaning making is individually and contextually situated, rather than believing in 

universal truths.   

Rolling (2013c) explained that our brains make meaning through metaphors 

anytime we generate a new understanding. We establish new ways of knowing as our 

minds constantly align and compare familiar and unfamiliar information. He explained, 

“The things that are most familiar become the stories we tell over and over again. The 

language of those stories is constituted of the metaphors we make of lived experience” (p. 
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154). In this sense, productive ambiguity resembles the process of making metaphors. If 

productive ambiguity is the mental activity that takes place when knowns and unknowns 

meet, the resulting new understanding or more complex state of being represents the 

metaphor we’ve created. Similar to role-playing, students may not naturally recognize the 

value of thinking metaphorically or perceive all new understandings as metaphors. 

However, students have expressed to me over the years that they appreciate creative 

problem solving and recognize how it exercises a part of their brain that they do not use 

as frequently in other content areas. As art teachers, we should provide opportunities for 

students to explore how they perceive the value of imagination, empathy, and 

metaphorical thinking. Rather than explicitly instructing students to value these qualities, 

facilitators might ask students to think of how these concepts impact their lives, identify 

why they do or do not think they are important, and share these personal opinions with 

others in the classroom.   

Summary 

In this chapter, I addressed and analyzed the following research questions: How 

can I facilitate experiences with visual phenomena that promote productive ambiguity? 

How do my students interact with the various content and instructional strategies that I 

develop and implement, and how might these interactions inform my future teaching 

practice? As I addressed this inquiry, my findings revealed specific Art Lab activities that 

appeared to hold the most potential for promoting productive ambiguity in my art 

classroom setting. I based this judgment on how I interpreted participants’ outward 

behavior as well as their written and verbal questionnaire responses. These activities 
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included timed, creative play exercises; role-playing activities; illustrating one another’s 

personal narratives; and interpreting, creating and sharing visual metaphors. Although Art 

Lab participants did not innately connect these experiences with the precise 

understandings I intended to cultivate, they were more than willing to consider new ways 

of interacting with works of art and one another. They exhibited a remarkable degree of 

imaginative thought and respect for one another while engaging in these activities. 

Whether they were cognizant of this or not, Art Lab participants’ observable behavior 

indicated that they enjoyed the positive benefits of productive ambiguity through these 

experiences with art.  

In addition to the research findings summarized above, this chapter also 

highlighted specific art education scholars who inspired these components of my 

emergent Art Lab curriculum. As a prominent theory that continually reappears 

throughout my study, I analyzed how Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) conception of flow and 

enjoyable experiences related to the specific Art Lab activities presented in this chapter.  
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EPISODE III: REVIEW, FURTHER ANALYSIS, AND FINAL 

THOUGHTS 

 In Episode II, I presented and analyzed research data that addressed my primary 

research question, “How can I facilitate experiences with visual phenomena that promote 

productive ambiguity?” and the following corresponding sub-questions, “How do my 

students interact with the various content and instructional strategies that I develop and 

implement?” and “How might these interactions inform my future teaching practice?” I 

organized this data and analysis into four chapters. Each chapter focused on different 

themes, or four different ways of perceiving the relationship between my research 

questions and the collected data. These themes emerged through the process of repeatedly 

reviewing and identifying similarities among my collected data. As described in Chapter 

One, presenting data from four different angles highlights a distinctive quality of 

narrative research. Narrative research acknowledges the researcher’s subjective, dynamic, 

and contextually influenced perspective. “Back and forthing” (Clandinin & Connely, 

2000; Meier, 2013; Scott-Hoy & Ellis, 2008) the research data, or repeatedly looking 

inward and outward from a self-reflexive position, characterized my intentional approach 

to conducting narrative research. I recognized that collected data, which took the form of 

video, student artwork and questionnaire responses, and my own reflective journaling, 

informed my research questions in different ways. I also acknowledged how revisiting 

previously documented data analyses and conclusions often generated a different 



 273 

perspective. Rather than disregarding these different yet potentially insightful 

understandings, I chose to structure my data analyses around four separate themes.  

I will begin Episode III by reviewing, further analyzing, and discussing how data 

from these four chapters inform my primary research question, “How can I facilitate 

experiences with visual phenomena that promote productive ambiguity?” and the 

following corresponding sub-questions, “How do my students interact with the various 

content and instructional strategies that I develop and implement?” and “How might these 

interactions inform my future teaching practice?”  In the second chapter in Episode III, I 

will address my final research question, “How does my own visual journal reflection 

process inform my research?” In the following chapter, I will revisit and expand on how 

the spaces in between my teacher/researcher/artist roles produced productive ambiguity, 

and the final chapter in Episode III will present my research conclusions and identify new 

inquiries generated by this study.
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CHAPTER NINE: REVIEWING ART LAB FINDINGS 

In Chapter Nine, I review, further analyze, and discuss how data presented in Part 

Two (Chapters Five through Eight) inform my primary research question, “How can I 

facilitate experiences with visual phenomena that promote productive ambiguity?” and 

the following corresponding sub-questions, “How do my students interact with the 

various content and instructional strategies that I develop and implement?” and “How 

might these interactions inform my future teaching practice?” I discuss how these 

research questions are individually addressed in each chapter and provide concluding 

thoughts based on each chapter’s analysis. At the end of Chapter Nine, I highlight the 

most potentially useful findings generated in these four chapters. Useful, in this context, 

refers to findings that most profoundly reveal how students interacted with the 

instructional strategies and visual content I incorporated to promote productive 

ambiguity. I also consider how well analyzed data might inform and improve my future 

classroom practice. Finally, I draw conclusions from these findings and highlight those 

that reappeared throughout the four chapters most often. Although the content I present in 

this chapter may seem to be redundant, it provides a cohesive overview of the way I 

gathered, analyzed, and drew conclusions from a wide variety of research data. 

Reviewing this compilation of summarized study findings enables us to reflect upon and 

construct new understandings from a different contextual point of view.  

 Overall, this chapter is focused on my research findings’ practical value. These 

conclusions suggest how I, and possibly other art teachers, might direct our energy in 
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order to facilitate experiences with art that promote productive ambiguity. Following 

Chapter Nine, I will address my final research question, “How does my own reflective 

visual journaling process inform my research?” and offer a final reflection on how my 

combined teacher/researcher/artist roles generated productive ambiguity. The last chapter 

will include overall, concluding thoughts and future inquires resulting from this study.  

A Review and Further Analysis of Findings in Chapter Five 

How do my students interact with the various content and instructional strategies 

that I develop and implement?  

In Chapter Five, I described Art Lab activities that centered around two emergent 

themes, “Self Reflection” and “Conflict Transformation.” As previously described, the 

self-reflection theme resulted from my initial desire to promote self-reflexivity. Self-

reflexivity involves acknowledging how our interactions within a particular context 

impact the way we interpret phenomena occurring within that context. This entails 

becoming aware of how we influence and are influenced by our environment. Self-

reflexivity requires individuals to recognize how their personal life experiences impact 

their behavior, biases, and personality, while also considering how the same is true for 

others. In an effort to promote self-reflexivity through experiences with art, I began by 

implementing activities that provided opportunities for self-reflection and awareness of 

our subjective point of view. To me, one must be self-reflective before they can be self-

reflexive.  

Art Lab events intended to promote self-reflection included the following 

activities. I provided a range of artworks and asked students to answer questions based on 
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their personal opinion and reflect on why they think the way that they do. In terms of art-

making, we solved visual problems such as transforming clouds into recognizable images 

and then reflected on why we found different pictures in the clouds. Creating and sharing 

personal identity collages also positioned participants to explore their backgrounds and 

preferences while discovering differences and similarities among others in the group. 

While working toward greater self-reflexivity, we pushed this concept further by using 

the iceberg metaphor to examine what is above and below our surface. Participants 

appeared to experience the most productive ambiguity when asked if they consider how 

circumstances below the surface of others impact their behavior above the surface. Their 

diverse responses, the extended amount of time it took to produce responses, as well as 

their dynamically shifting opinions when asked on later occasions, indicated that they 

were encountering and engaging with an unknown.  

 While aiming to promote self-reflection during our discussions, I discovered how 

productive ambiguity occurred when students considered different purposes for engaging 

with art.  For example, I asked if they thought the artist had a clear idea or picture in their 

head of what the finished piece would look like and stuck with it, or if she/he diverted 

from their original vision once the work was started. I hoped that considering how artists 

approach their work would help students to better understand their own art-making 

process. To further promote self-awareness, I asked if they typically have a vision in their 

head of what their finished artwork will look like, and whether they adhere to that vision 

or allow themselves to make changes as they go along. The time it took for participants to 

respond, in addition to the variety of responses expressed, indicated to me that these 
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questions caused them to think about art making in a different way. As this demonstrates, 

students experienced productive ambiguity when they encountered new ways of engaging 

with visual art and considered how they might benefit from these experiences.  

 Art Lab events that focused on “conflict transformation” included the following 

activities. We began by reflecting on and sharing how conflicts function in our own lives 

and the world around us. We used mind-maps to deconstruct and rebuild our perception 

of why conflicts might be occurring or why we perceive them as conflicts. During this 

time, participants appeared to enjoy exploring how conflicts can be viewed as positive 

opportunities for growth. We also shared our personal interpretations of contemporary 

artworks that address conflict and drew visual metaphors that relate to conflict 

transformation. In contrast to the self-reflection activities, I did not need to allow long 

periods of pause time for students’ responses because the dialogues naturally moved 

along quickly. In this sense, I perceived productive ambiguity occurring as it relates to 

“flow” rather than withholding judgment. Our discussions moved quickly as each 

participant built upon and complemented one another’s contributions with their own 

perspective. They seemed to enjoy offering and backing up their distinctive opinion 

during these discussions, as well as creating metaphorical drawings of how conflict 

transformation looked inside their heads. I also experienced a great deal of productive 

ambiguity as I processed the students’ unanticipated and diverse interpretations of how 

the artworks related to conflict transformation. 

 My analysis in Chapter Five concluded that Art Lab participants, including 

myself, experienced productive ambiguity while discussing why conflicts occur and 
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identifying how they might generate positive growth. I am still curious about whether 

exploring the concept of conflict transformation can promote tolerance of difference and 

the ability to respond rather than react to conflicts. Based on my observations and 

collected data, Art Lab participants showed tolerance of one another’s differing 

interpretations of artwork and contributed thoughtfully to our discussions as we reflected 

on, drew, and shared personal experiences that involved conflicts. Based on the students’ 

level of engagement, I also concluded that relating themes such as “conflict” and 

“response” to our own lives before identifying how artists address these themes helped to 

make the whole experience more engaging and relevant.  

How might these interactions inform my future teaching practice?  

 Throughout Chapter Five, I correlated productive ambiguity to students’ delayed 

responses to discussion questions. The small group size enabled us to hold one another 

accountable for fully participating, so I suspected that their hesitation indicated that they 

were seriously considering the topic of discussion, as opposed to becoming distracted by 

something else.  However, it’s much easier for students to lose focus and disengage in 

larger groups, so a different form of accountability would be necessary for a full class. 

For example, I might ask students to write down their responses before sharing their ideas 

with the class. This physical documentation gives students the opportunity to organize 

their thoughts and can serve as an accountability tool. 

While facilitating discussions that addressed both self-reflection and conflict 

transformation, I would have benefited from developing guiding questions ahead of time 

that would nurture more in-depth, critical thinking among students. For example, when 
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discussing conflict in the future I might ask questions such as, “What does each side (or 

force) gain and lose from engaging in conflict? What is at stake? What are the possible 

causes? Could the conflict have been avoided? If so, what are the advantages and 

disadvantages of avoiding the conflict?” As previously mentioned, students would be 

asked to write down their responses in order to ensure full class engagement.   

In addition to these findings drawn from Chapter Five, I’ve come upon one final 

conclusion. The fact that Art Lab activities ended up centering on primarily two themes 

that were not planned ahead of time reflects the emergent nature of my curriculum 

creation and implementation. This exemplifies how I continually built my curriculum in 

response to the Art Lab’s present, contextual needs. I developed an initial plan containing 

both overarching goals and objectives, but I remained flexible and made time to rewrite 

lessons in order to better suit the students’ interests and abilities. When relating this to my 

classroom practice, I recognize that I would not have the time required to remain this 

flexible for each of the 28 groups of students (650-700 individuals total) that I teach each 

week. However, I could develop and implement strategies aimed to generate 

opportunities for more teaching flexibility. For example, students could have access to 

enrichment activities and materials to use if they finish a project early or if an entire class 

finishes earlier than the other classes in that grade level. If these activities were readily 

available, I would not need to force students (or classes) to always be on the same page. 

This is one way that I might free myself from adhering to a rigid schedule. In addition, 

while designing units that address specific enduring understandings, I should build in 
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time to adapt specific lessons in order to respond to the contextual needs of each class or 

grade level.  

A Review and Further Analysis of Findings in Chapter Six 

How do my students interact with the various content and instructional strategies 

that I develop and implement?  

In Chapter Six, I described and provided a literature-supported rationale for 

employing specific instructional strategies and visual content that aimed to promote 

productive ambiguity. In terms of instructional strategies, I explained how education 

research as well as my own professional knowledge informed the ways in which I 

facilitated Art Lab activities. For example, in order to successfully facilitate ambiguous 

tasks, researchers advise teachers to align social and evaluative classroom conditions to 

promote higher order and novel academic tasks. For instance, I provide short periods of 

time for students to focus on solving specific ambiguous tasks that require personal 

interpretation and novel solutions. This pressure encourages students to focus quickly and 

positions them to take risks. In addition, when generating novel solutions, students should 

be able to explain how and why they came to these solutions in order to maintain validity 

and to promote self-awareness.  

Researchers also encourage teacher modeling to promote creative problem 

solving, and suggest specific strategies to promote meta-cognitive awareness of the 

creative thought process. For example, experts advise teachers to employ strategies such 

as providing a variety of possible solutions and modeling several approaches, pointing 

out how ambiguous tasks relate to more familiar tasks, demonstrating how to break down 
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ambiguous problems into manageable tasks, and facilitating collaborative brainstorming. 

Overall, I concluded that instructional strategies can support productive ambiguity as 

students and teachers transform the tensions created by unknowns into new 

understandings. In order for this to occur, my analysis suggested that teachers should 

establish an appropriate balance of novel and routine tasks to suit the particular needs of 

each class.  

 In terms of visual content, I discovered that participants were consistently drawn 

to the familiar imagery and current topics presented in art and visual culture that 

originated in the last twenty years. Participants expressed interest in how and why 

contemporary artists make art, and they wanted to know where I found the examples that 

we viewed during Art Lab. Their inquiries suggest that they wanted to better understand 

why these images were worthy of their time and attention. They were also curious about 

the artists and their art making processes, as well as the images’ accessibility. In this 

sense, students had encountered an unknown that did not instantly fit into their existing 

mental schema. Once again, contemplating contemporary art’s purpose stimulated 

productive ambiguity.  

 In addition to the visual content I provided, I discovered that engaging with 

student-generated content generated rich opportunities for productive ambiguity to 

emerge. Participants enthusiastically contributed artwork and respectfully engaged in 

discussions that positioned them to gain insight from one another’s perspectives and help 

develop self-reflexivity. For example, asking and answering questions about how they 

encountered and dealt with challenges while creating pieces of art revealed how 
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productive ambiguity emerged during their art making process. This promotes awareness 

and reinforces our appreciation for the art making process. In addition, I hoped that 

sharing these challenges with others would enable us to learn from and empathize with 

one another. Based on my observations, Art Lab participants appeared curious about one 

another and wanted others to care about their own personal life experiences. I concluded 

that incorporating student-generated content into visual events helped participants to 

establish these personal connections with one another. 

How might these interactions inform my future teaching practice?  

 When considering how Art Lab research can inform my future classroom practice, 

my analysis led to the following ideas regarding instructional strategies and visual 

content. First, I should incorporate more contemporary art content that includes familiar 

imagery in an unfamiliar way, and ask students to think about why it is considered “art.” 

In addition, I will highlight visual art’s ambiguous nature and ask students to consider the 

value of making, viewing, and/or sharing personal interpretations of artworks with others.  

In addition to contemporary works of art, I should incorporate student-generated 

artwork during visual events. Art Lab research data revealed that sharing and discussing 

student-generated artworks helped participants to build personal connections with one 

another. These visual events should also incorporate opportunities for students to reflect 

upon and share how they encountered and dealt with challenges during their own art-

making process. This will help students to become more cognizant of how they handle 

these challenges as well as learn from and empathize with one another.   
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I recognize that facilitating these activities in a large classroom setting would 

require establishing an accountability system that encourages full participation and 

establishing a respectful environment where all students feel comfortable sharing their 

ideas. Based on my teaching experience, it seems that establishing a respectful classroom 

in the upper elementary and middle school grades requires teachers to go far beyond 

modeling a respectful and caring attitude. Maintaining a respectful environment also 

involves explicitly stating expectations for appropriate behavior and holding everyone 

accountable for their actions. Compared to the early elementary years, a classroom’s 

social dynamic changes dramatically during fifth and sixth grade. This requires both 

teachers and students to demonstrate adaptability, sensitivity, and grace for others.   

A Review and Further Analysis of Findings in Chapter Seven 

How do my students interact with the various content and instructional strategies 

that I develop and implement?  

In Chapter Seven, I identified two reoccurring themes related to facilitation 

strategies that promote productive ambiguity. Throughout the research process, I felt that 

I was continually trying to balance the seemingly dichotomous relationships between 

didactic verses student centered instruction and imagination verses efficiency. In order to 

balance didactic verses student centered instruction, my overall data analysis indicated 

that I experienced productive ambiguity when I remained flexible enough to meet 

students’ existing needs. Consequently, I resist productive ambiguity when I insist on 

following a pre-formulated script. For example, I developed specific pedagogical tools in 

an effort to respond to the Art Lab participants’ apparent learning needs. While some of 
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these tools held potential, I realized that others incorporated more didactic instruction 

than I had intended. As described in Chapter Seven, my reflective journaling data 

revealed that I would revert to content-centered instructional strategies when my attempts 

to facilitate student-centered activities appeared ineffective. As demonstrated in the 

following examples, establishing a successful balance between didactic and student 

centered instruction involved acknowledging students’ responses and appropriately 

adapting instruction to best suit their needs.   

 As one of my primary goals, I aimed to create opportunities for students to 

become more self-reflexive through their interactions during visual events. For example, 

in an effort to address this objective using student-centered instruction, I asked students 

to defend their point of view, consider why they have different perspectives, and reflect 

on what circumstances have influenced their opinions. As highlighted earlier, these 

discussions did not immediately produce the depth of thought I had hoped. However, I 

suspected that the students’ hesitation to respond to these questions indicated the 

presence of productive ambiguity. Nevertheless, I concluded that I should generate more 

appropriate guiding questions and provide more time for students to process and reflect 

on their thoughts.  

Upon realizing that participants became visibly tired if I spoke for long periods of 

time, I decided to make more intentional efforts to incorporate questioning rather than 

lecturing during instruction. Writing these questions into my lesson plans proved to be 

the best way to ensure that I would present thoughtful, directed inquiry in addition to 

open-ended questions. In terms of facilitation approaches, employing more questions than 
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answers naturally supports productive ambiguity. For example, if my instructional 

approach functions on the expectation that students will accept didactic statements, I am 

not asking students to encounter difference. Literally asking students to consider ideas 

rather than just telling them to accept them positions the students to question what they 

know and don’t know.   

In contrast to the previous examples, the following activities appeared to provide 

an appropriate balance of didactic and student-centered instruction more immediately. 

For example, I quickly realized that participants enjoyed dialoguing about the artwork 

they brought in from home. Observable participant engagement always increased while 

discussing their personal contributions to visual events. In an effort to maximize learning 

during this time, I asked them to reflect on and describe the challenges they confronted 

during the art-making process. This promoted a truly student-centered approach to 

creating and sharing knowledge. Participants willingly shared their experiences 

encountering problems and were able to remember how they worked through them. 

 I also discovered that giving studio demonstrations provided an appropriate 

balance of didactic and student-centered instruction. This form of instruction gave me the 

opportunity to show students how responding to a medium’s natural qualities presents 

unanticipated challenges and requires them to be fully present in the moment. This gave 

students opportunities to ask relevant questions about processes and techniques that 

responded to that particular situation and reflected their individual concerns. While 

observing my demonstration, students encountered difference as they witnessed new 
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ways of using materials and engaged with difference by asking questions and processing 

my response.  

Although I never implemented this last concept successfully, I would like to 

continue exploring its potential within my future classroom practice. I suspected that if 

students became more critically aware of the visual characteristics they liked or disliked, 

these opinions could also be used to assess their own work. On one occasion, I asked 

students to identify specific visual characteristics shown in given works of art that they 

like and dislike and suggested that they should keep these observations in mind while 

evaluating their own artwork. Unfortunately, we never returned to this concept during Art 

Lab research. However, I think that cultivating awareness of our personal preferences in 

this way would help us to be constructive critics of our own artwork. Rather than only 

judging artwork based on formal criteria, this method replaces the didactic element with a 

student-centered approach to assessment. 

In regards to balancing time efficiency and imagination, I recognized early in the 

semester that I was trying to squeeze in an enormous amount of activity into a short 

period of time. For example, I was posing too many unrelated questions while we viewed 

a large number of artworks. As a result, students’ responses seemed simplistic and dis-

jointed, just like my inquiry technique. In order to create opportunities for more in-depth 

thought and reflection, I began using fewer images and posed questions that allowed 

them to reflect more deeply on their individual responses. These questions built upon one 

another and furthered their thinking in a more focused direction.  
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I also began to recognize that I was not giving students enough time to write 

responses. I encouraged them to avoid worrying about spelling and grammar because I 

wanted them to focus on getting their thoughts down on paper in any way they could. 

This backfired when I continually discovered that I couldn’t decipher their writing well 

enough to produce accurate interpretations of their written responses. As a result, I 

employed more multiple -choice questions in my participant questionnaires than I had 

originally planned. Although multiple choice responses did not support students’ self-

constructed expression, this method did allow for information to be more clearly 

communicated between us in a time efficient way. This type of inquiry gave me a starting 

point to build on in order to better understand their interests and support their needs.  

As described in Chapter Seven, one of the most fully engaging Art Lab activities 

essentially involved taking part in a loosely structured playtime. During our final Art Lab 

meetings, students participated in role-playing activities and took turns asking and 

answering questions about their artwork. I made a conscious effort to avoid watching the 

clock and allowed the students’ spontaneous, playful, physical, and verbal energy to 

direct the activities. Although this might have appeared to be silly and off-task, I 

recognized that playing off one another’s jokes involved encountering and responding to 

an unknown. In this sense, students were experiencing productive ambiguity as they 

interpreted and responded to one another’s metaphorical, sarcastic, and/or nonsensical 

jests. My analysis concluded that participating in this contagious humor activated their 

creative spirit and generated a more hospitable environment for productive ambiguity to 

occur. Based on my observations, it appeared like unanticipated comedy during Art Lab 
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activities relaxed the tone, invited us to take risks, allowed us to become more vulnerable, 

and helped to free our concern for certainty. Unlike pre-planned activities designed to 

productive ambiguity, spontaneously playing off of one another’s imaginative jokes 

seemed to naturally stimulate imagination and created a sense of flow. Nevertheless, 

upon revisiting this conclusion several months later, I believe that these free-spirited, 

playful activities were more hospitable to a certain type of productive ambiguity. I 

believe other learning activities, such as independent problem solving, would produce a 

different type of productive ambiguity that is not more or less valuable. Participating in 

timed, visual problem solving exercises or contributing comical remarks during a role 

playing activity involves fast paced, spontaneous productive ambiguity. On the other 

hand, productive ambiguity might also occur while sitting quietly and considering a new 

perspective. When relating these two examples to flow, both activities involve focusing 

our full attention on something that has disrupted our equilibrium. Whether the 

experience is brief or long, productive ambiguity occurs if the encounter with difference 

requires us to generate a new understanding.  Returning to the loosely-structured play 

time example, both individuals and groups of students ultimately respond to humor, 

structure, and freedom differently. In effect, I conclude that incorporating unstructured, 

playful humor will effectively generate productive ambiguity among some students more 

than others.  

It is important to note that the playful activities described above also involved a 

different power dynamic between the students and teacher. Rather than maintaining 

control of the discussion by posing questions and asking volunteers to share, I assumed a 
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spectator role for a large part of the time. Due to the mutual trust and respect that had 

already been established among our small group, Art Lab students appeared to enjoy 

playing in the space between the known and unknown through their spontaneous, 

comedic interactions. Given what I’ve witnessed, I would like to continue examining the 

significant amount of existing research on “play” in order to better understand how I 

might adapt these playful activities for my classroom practice. In the following section, I 

will elaborate on this particular topic in addition to other ways that I might apply research 

findings to my classroom. 

How might these interactions inform my future teaching practice?  

 I continually concluded throughout Chapter Seven that Art Lab activities would 

be most successful if I provided clear expectations, especially if these expectations 

involved completing ambiguous tasks. This would help to balance didactic verses 

student-centered instruction and imagination verses efficiency. For example, if the point 

of the activity is to share multiple perspectives rather than to find one single best answer, 

I need to clearly communicate this to my students. This is an important consideration 

when adapting Art Lab activities to a classroom environment. If students are accustomed 

to finding a predetermined, correct answer in their other classes, they will probably apply 

this same understanding to my class. In addition, rather than assuming that students will 

appreciate and understand the value of activities that promote divergent thinking, I should 

explain that thinking about alternative solutions and exploring unknowns is the objective. 

In addition, I should explicitly discuss the value of this objective with my students in 

order to promote appreciation for the experience. 
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In Chapter Seven, I highlighted that employing a non-didactic approach to 

teaching presents many challenges. For example, I struggled to determine exactly when 

and how to offer insight and when to step back and allow students’ personal 

understandings propel discussions forward. If the nature of the discussion is to generate 

personal interpretations, these interpretations might be difficult for both teachers and 

students to articulate and decipher. I also explained how using multiple-choice 

questionnaires helped the Art Lab students and me to communicate specific ideas in a 

time efficient manner. This type of assessment would not only provide useful information 

for future discussions, but would also give students the opportunity to consider their 

existing understandings of new topics before group discussions. 

  In addition, I pointed out how facilitating discussions that promote students’ 

individual interpretations might lead to reinforcing misconceptions. One way to address 

this involves playing devil’s advocate and asking students to consider different points of 

view. Continually asking students to think about why their interpretations are different 

and guide them through a self-reflection sequence might help them to recognize the 

situatedness of their personal opinions. It should be noted that mistaking facts, such as 

names and dates, could be quickly clarified and would not necessarily be an appropriate 

way to explore individual interpretations.  Nevertheless, an art curriculum can easily 

provide content that calls for personal interpretation and provides opportunities for self-

reflection. I believe that experiences with art should grant permission to ask questions 

while not expecting the teacher, or anyone for that matter, to have a definitive answer. 

This involves being content with ambiguity, tolerant of difference, and comfortable with 
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not knowing. In addition, teachers and students should discuss why this state of being is 

desirable. 

In order to balance didactic and student-centered instruction, I developed 

instructional tools aimed to support meaningful communication among students and 

teachers. These include creating a word bank, providing appropriate sentence starters, and 

modeling rich vocabulary during instruction. These tools would be most beneficial in a 

classroom environment if they were always accessible so that students could apply them 

to the specific context of their personal expression when needed. Facilitating structured 

activities that intentionally position students to learn from one another helps to balance 

didactic and student-centered instruction in my future classroom practice. In this case, 

students would become cognizant of productive ambiguity when they explain how they 

dealt with the challenges they confronted while creating works of art. 

A Review and Further Analysis of Findings in Chapter Eight 

How do my students interact with the various content and instructional strategies 

that I develop and implement?  

In Chapter Eight, I described the specific Art Lab activities that appeared to hold 

the most potential for promoting productive ambiguity in my future art classroom setting. 

These judgments were based on how I interpreted participants’ outward behavior as well 

as their written and verbal questionnaire responses. These activities included timed, 

creative play exercises, role-playing activities, sketching one another’s personal 

narratives and interpreting, creating, and sharing visual metaphors.  
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 As described in Chapter Eight, engaging in fast-paced art-making exercises not 

only accommodated my concern for time efficiency, but I also had reason to believe that 

it would successfully stimulate participants’ imaginations. Based on my experience, 

students usually respond well to the gentle pressure created from timed activities. This 

adds an element of excitement and needed stimulation in order to avoid feeling overly 

critical while attempting to locate an original solution. Specific activities used during Art 

Lab included:  (a) combining a random selection of words and sketching the solution, (b) 

finding and developing hidden pictures in clouds, (c) transforming circles into as many 

different recognizable objects as possible, and (c) collaborative art-making activities in 

which participants contributed to one another’s individual work or one collective piece or 

art. 

 When relating these activities to “flow,” the fast-paced visual problem solving 

appeared to provide an appropriate degree of challenge in order for participants to enjoy a 

feeling of continual success. As I’ve described in previous chapters, experiencing “flow” 

involves encountering a problem or challenge, achieving control over psychic energy in 

order to overcome this obstacle or disturbance, and experiencing a renewed sense of 

balance and a more complex state of being as a result. While engaging in these activities, 

participants encountered and engaged with unknowns. These unknowns involved 

producing a personal, visual response to a given problem. Participants did not initially 

know exactly how they would solve each problem because no singular right or wrong 

answer existed. Instead, creating individual drawings generated the productive activity in 

this ambiguous space. The timed, collaborative art-making activity provided reoccurring 
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moments of ambiguity as participants briefly encountered and complemented someone 

else’s distinctive drawing with their own contribution. Participants not only appeared to 

enjoy this activity, but they also reported to enjoy it on a follow-up questionnaire.  

 Art Lab participants engaged in two different role-playing activities. First, each 

participant assumed the role of someone or something from a given piece of artwork and 

then took turns asking and answering questions based on this imaginary point of view. 

This allowed students to temporarily step away from themselves and enjoy the pleasure 

of being someone or something else. Although they appeared to enjoy this activity, they 

did not recognize the connection between role-playing and empathy, nor did they 

acknowledge the value of empathy.  

Our next role-playing activity involved identifying the many roles we play within 

the different contexts of our lives. We then identified personality traits that we associate 

with each role and discussed whether we could apply the positive traits from one of our 

roles to a different one. I perceived this ability as desirable and useful; however, the 

students did not share this point of view. As described in Chapter Eight, their skepticism 

appeared to be grounded in a concern for remaining true to oneself. They pointed out that 

transferring these qualities between roles felt dishonest or phony. I had not considered 

this perspective before and wondered whether they were misinterpreting the concept I 

intended to communicate. Either way, I was grateful to have encountered their 

unanticipated responses because it reminded me that the topics being discussed were 

often hard to communicate clearly. I should never assume that the meaning I intend to 

communicate will be received in this way, and I should be prepared to handle these 



 294 

situations effectively in the future. Furthermore, if they had interpreted this concept in the 

way I intended, their perspective offered a valid yet opposing position that I had not 

already considered. This experience created productive ambiguity for both my students 

and myself.  

Sketching one another’s personal narratives is another activity that I would like to 

adapt for my future classroom practice. During the Art Lab, participants wrote and 

illustrated a life event that addressed a common theme. They took turns reading their 

stories while the others sketched the reader’s words. This required participants to 

intentionally visualize and recreate someone else’s life experience. My analysis of 

collected data indicated that drawing helped participants to remember the people and 

emotions they associated with specific memories. However, they did not connect this 

activity with feeling empathy, nor did they acknowledge the value of identifying with 

others. This made me wonder if I should have pointed out these positive connections 

more overtly. If students genuinely did not care about trying to understand where another 

individual is coming from, should I aim to convince them to do so? If not, would 

participating in this type of experience help them to become more empathetic on their 

own? This experience caused me to question whether I should be trying to teach students 

to become more empathetic, and the didactic nature of this instructional pursuit.  

Interpreting, creating, and sharing visual metaphors allowed participants to 

exercise their imagination by generating unique solutions and witnessing how others 

come to different conclusions. For example, while developing ideas for our personal 

identity collage, Art Lab participants generated metaphors that represented our personal 
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qualities. While preparing for this particular Art Lab activity, I was surprised at how 

difficult it was for me to generate personal metaphors. After witnessing the Art Lab 

participants struggle as well, I wondered what tools or scaffolding techniques I could 

offer to help them along rather than dismissing the potential value of this exercise 

altogether. After relating this question to other Art Lab activities, I suspect that 

encouraging students to identify humorous metaphorical solutions might generate a light-

hearted tone and free their minds of concern for certainty. In addition, I decided that I 

would ask students to identify whether they felt this type of creative problem solving was 

valuable and why.   

How might these interactions inform my future teaching practice?  

 Most of the timed, creative play exercises can be easily facilitated in a larger 

classroom environment. However, the collaborative art-making activity would function 

best within small groups. In order to better suit a large classroom setting, I would model 

the activity with 3-5 students while the rest of the class observed. Next, the rest of the 

class would engage in the activity in several small groups. I would circulate, monitor, and 

possibly join a group if the circumstances seemed appropriate. I suspect that these minor 

facilitation adaptations would enable a larger group to enjoy “flow” experiences with art.   

If I facilitate activities in a way that fosters productive ambiguity, I believe that 

students might connect with the pre-determined, enduring understandings in a more 

meaningful way. This might involve posing questions that encourage students to relate 

aspects of the enduring understandings to their own lives. I might also ask students to 

consider why they agree or disagree with this pre-determined way of knowing.  
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Similarly, I should provide opportunities for students to explore how they perceive the 

value of imagination, empathy, and metaphorical thinking. Rather than explicitly 

instructing students to value these qualities, I might ask students to think of how these 

concepts impact their lives, identify why they do or do not think they are important, and 

share these personal opinions with others in the classroom.   

This concept also applies to the productive ambiguity we experienced during our 

discussion regarding transferring positive personality traits between two different roles. 

This particular situation generated productive ambiguity when I realized that the students 

might be misinterpreting the message I intended to communicate. When I sense this 

occurring during future discussions in my classroom, I might ask students to write down 

in their own words what they think I am asking. This would give me an opportunity to 

circulate around the room and read their interpretations, which would consequently 

inform how I moved forward with the discussion.  

As I described in Chapter Eight, I believe that engaging in activities that require 

metaphorical thinking creates opportunities for productive ambiguity to emerge. 

Interpreting works of art often asks us to consider how the artist used a metaphor to 

express a message. Increasing our ability to identify metaphors allows us to engage more 

fully with works of art, and it likely strengthens our own divergent thinking capacities. 

Furthermore, generating textual or visual metaphors involves identifying unique 

solutions that do not have one, pre-determined right or wrong answer. When we share 

these solutions with others, we are giving them a window into our imagination. I suspect 

that gaining familiarity with metaphorical thinking allows us to comprehend how 
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different people make meaning in different ways. We know that various languages 

contain concepts that cannot be translated accurately into another language. Learning to 

see one thing in terms of another might help young people to understand how knowledge 

and meaning making is individually and contextually situated, rather than believing in 

universal truths. When applying these activities to my future classroom, I will ask 

students to consider what type of problem they are solving. This will support students’ 

metacognitive awareness of their thought process as well as add validity to the 

significance of metaphorical thinking.  

Conclusion 

In Chapter Nine, I reviewed, further analyzed, and discussed how data presented 

in Part II (Chapters Five through Eight) informed my primary research question, “How 

can I facilitate experiences with visual phenomena that promote productive ambiguity?” 

and the following corresponding sub-questions, “How do my students interact with the 

various content and instructional strategies that I develop and implement?” and “How 

might these interactions inform my future teaching practice?” I presented how each 

chapter addressed these research questions individually and provided concluding 

thoughts based on each chapter’s analysis. Next, I will highlight the most potentially 

useful findings generated in these four chapters and point out the conclusions that reoccur 

most often.  

In an effort to promote productive ambiguity through experiences with art, I 

would apply the following research findings from Chapter Five to my future classroom 

practice. As a class, we would  (a) nurture self-reflexivity by exploring, through 
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individual mind-mapping and group discussion, how circumstances above and below the 

surface impact our own behavior and the behavior of others,  (b) discuss how themes, 

such as conflict transformation, relate to our lived experiences prior to examining how 

artists address these themes in their work, (c) engage with a range of pre-determined, 

guiding questions that nurture critical thinking in relation to the discussion topic (which 

would require strengthening my ability to facilitate and adapt these questions to best suit 

each new group of students), (d) write down responses to discussion questions prior to 

verbally sharing, and (e) explore relational aesthetic practices by experiencing different 

ways of interacting with art and identify why these activities are valuable.    

 In Chapter Six, I drew conclusions related to specific instructional strategies and 

visual content that promote productive ambiguity. For example, when facilitating 

ambiguous tasks, I should model strategies that encourage risk taking and withholding 

judgment, and that promote meta-cognitive awareness of the creative thought process. 

These include providing a variety of possible solutions and modeling several approaches; 

pointing out how ambiguous tasks relate to more familiar tasks; demonstrating how to 

break down ambiguous problems into manageable tasks; facilitating collaborative 

brainstorming and timed, creative play exercise; and asking students to justify their 

solutions to novel problems in order to establish validity and promote self-awareness. 

When applying these to my future classroom practice, through my analysis I concluded 

that I should establish an appropriate balance of novel and routine tasks to suit the 

particular needs of each class.  
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In terms of visual content, I would incorporate more contemporary art content that 

includes familiar imagery in an unfamiliar way, and ask students to think about the 

following questions: Why it is considered art or how could it be considered art? How 

does it impact our current understanding on living? Does it cause us to rethink a pre-

existing perspective?  In addition, I would highlight visual art’s ambiguous nature and 

ask students to consider the value of making, viewing, and/or sharing personal 

interpretations of artworks with others. In addition to the visual content I provided, I 

discovered that engaging with student-generated content yielded rich opportunities for 

productive ambiguity to emerge. For example, students enthusiastically asked and 

answered questions about their personal artworks, including challenges they encountered 

during the art-making process. This helped students to become more cognizant creative 

problems solvers, and enabled them to learn from and empathize with one another. In 

Chapter Six, I concluded that facilitating these activities in a large classroom setting 

requires establishing an accountability system that encourages full participation and 

establishing a respectful environment where all students feel comfortable sharing their 

ideas. 

In Chapter Seven, I described how balancing the seemingly dichotomous 

relationship between the following two themes – didactic verses student centered 

instruction and imagination verses efficiency – related to facilitation strategies that 

promote productive ambiguity. In an effort to establish this balance, my overall data 

analysis indicated that I embraced productive ambiguity when I remained flexible enough 

to meet students’ existing needs. Consequently, my teaching fell short of encouraging 
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productive ambiguity when I insisted on following a pre-formulated script and refused to 

adapt or respond to the needs of my immediate group of leaners. I would employ the 

following strategies in order to become more flexible and adaptable to each new 

teaching/learning context. First, in regards to facilitating ambiguous tasks, I would 

explicitly explain the activity’s objectives in order to avoid unnecessary confusion. We 

would also discuss how these objectives are useful to students’ lives. Second, I concluded 

that implementing a multiple choice pre-assessment would help to balance didactic and 

student-centered instruction by (a) establishing common understandings between students 

and teachers by clarifying vocabulary and concepts; (b) giving students an opportunity to 

reflect on their existing understandings; and (c) helping teachers to generate future 

learning activities that best suit students’ existing understandings. In addition to 

questionnaires, I would also present information as a basis for students to question and 

inquire rather than as answers for them to passively accept. This not only maintains 

students’ attention, but also helps them to connect information more readily to their lived 

experiences.  

In Chapter Seven, I also identified specific instructional tools, such as creating a 

word bank, providing appropriate sentence starters, and modeling rich vocabulary during 

instruction, aimed at supporting meaningful communication among students and teachers. 

Another strategy that would help to balance didactic verses student centered instruction 

and efficiency verses imagination involves positioning students to learn from one 

another’s art-making experiences. For example, asking and answering questions about 

their artwork and art-making process might promote self-awareness and empathy for 
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others. I also concluded that providing studio demonstrations enabled students to witness 

new ways of using materials and ask relevant questions that bridged their personal 

interests with the activity immediately occurring. In addition, I determined that allowing 

unanticipated comedy during Art Lab activities promoted productive ambiguity by 

relaxing the tone, inviting us to take risks, helping us to become more vulnerable, and 

decreasing our concerns for certainties. Tapping into students’ innate sense of humor also 

allowed them to share their personal ways of using metaphorical thinking to disrupt 

expectations and express their individuality. Finally, in regards to students’ self-

assessment, I concluded that developing and defending personal opinions about others’ 

artwork would give them meaningful criteria to judge their own work.  

In Chapter Eight, I described the specific Art Lab activities that appeared to hold 

the most potential for promoting productive ambiguity in my future art classroom setting. 

These activities included timed, creative play exercises; role-playing activities; sketching 

one another’s personal narratives; and interpreting, creating, and sharing visual 

metaphors.  

I concluded that the timed, creative play exercises generated a sense of  “flow.” 

These fast-paced visual problem-solving activities produced an appropriate degree of 

challenge in order for participants to enjoy a feeling of continual success. I discovered 

that the role- playing activities generated productive ambiguity among all participants, 

including myself. I concluded that participants enjoyed these activities but took away a 

very different meaning from the experiences than I had intended. This reminded me that 

the topics we discussed were often difficult to articulate clearly, so in the future I should 
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ask students to write down important points from our conversations and activities in their 

own words. This would not only help them to organize their thoughts, but it would also 

help me to understand how they interpreted our discussions.  

Sketching one another’s personal narratives also appeared to hold potential for my 

future classroom practice. I concluded that drawing helped participants to remember the 

people and emotions they associated with specific memories; however, they did not 

connect this activity with feeling empathy nor did they acknowledge the value of 

identifying with others. This experience caused me to question whether I should be 

teaching students to become more empathetic and to consider the didactic nature of this 

instructional pursuit. For example, I reconsidered whether telling someone to feel 

empathy is an effective and appropriate way to approach this topic. I continue to wonder 

to what degree can it be taught, given that individuals develop (and sometimes lose) this 

quality over time as a result of life experiences.   

Finally, I concluded that interpreting, creating, and sharing visual metaphors 

allowed participants to exercise their imagination by generating unique solutions and 

witnessing how others come to different conclusions. Overall, I concluded that these art-

making activities generated productive ambiguity because participants encountered and 

interacted with unknowns. These unknowns involved producing a personal, visual 

response to a given problem. Participants did not initially know exactly how they would 

solve each problem because no singular right or wrong answer existed. Instead, creating 

individual drawings generated the productive activity in this ambiguous space. 
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When adapting these activities to my classroom practice, I concluded that 

breaking large classes into small groups would best suit several of the activities. I would 

also ask students to explain how they perceive the value of imagination, empathy, and 

metaphorical thinking and describe how these concepts relate to their present and future 

lives.   

In this chapter, I reviewed and further analyzed how Art Lab data presented in 

Chapters Five through Eight reflected four different themes that emerged throughout my 

study. Although each chapter situated research data in relation to a slightly different 

theme, many reoccurring conclusions were shared among all four chapters. For example, 

facilitating engaging and meaningful experiences with art that promote productive 

ambiguity would involve (a) immediately exploring how concepts or themes relate to 

students’ lives; (b) using an inquiry approach to instruction as much as possible and 

developing a range of guiding questions that can be easily adapted to various contexts; (c) 

aiming to balance flexibility and accountability; and (d) asking students to identify why 

skills and knowledge generated during these activities are valuable. In addition, 

incorporating contemporary works of art and student-generated content would generate 

productive ambiguity during visual events. In addition to these reoccurring conclusions, 

Art Lab participants consistently indicated that engaging in visual events helped them to 

understand one another better.   

Overall, this chapter presented the practical value of my research findings. These 

conclusions suggested how I, and possibly other art teachers, might go about facilitating 

experiences with art that promote productive ambiguity.  
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CHAPTER TEN: REFLECTIVE VISUAL JOURNALING 

 

In the following chapter, I will address my final research sub-question: How does 

my own visual journal reflection process inform my research?  I will begin by describing 

why I incorporated reflective visual journaling into my study and describe what emerged 

from this experience. I will highlight art education discourse that influenced my decision 

to use this method of generating, documenting and analyzing data, as well as research 

that inspired me to present my findings in a visual narrative format. I will also present 

specific ways that reflective visual journaling generated distinct insights about my 

students, myself, my classroom practice, and my Art Lab research. These discoveries 

occurred primarily while I sketched freeze-framed video footage of each Art Lab 

meeting. 

Rationale for Using Reflective Visual Journaling 

I decided to employ reflective visual journaling for the following reasons: (a) to 

pursue my personal curiosity regarding the emotional and intellectual benefits of drawing 

(b) to explore how sketching creates opportunities to generate unique understandings of 

others, and (c) to investigate how reflective sketching evokes metaphorical connections 

that I would not have come to otherwise. In addition, my previous experience using this 

technique in a pilot study produced unexpected results (Shipe, in press) that I wanted to 

continue investigating in a similar research context.  
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I’ve always known that drawing is one of my favorite activities but until recently I 

had not examined exactly why I appreciate it so much. For example, now I can see how 

my experience drawing resembles Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) theory of flow. While 

drawing, I can relate to his following “elements of enjoyment”:  (a) I feel capable of 

completing the task; (b) I can concentrate on what I am doing; (c) the task has clear goals 

and provides immediate feedback; (d) I am acting with deep yet effortless involvement 

that overrides any existing worry or concern; (e) I have control over my actions; (f) my 

sense of self disappears, and usually a more positive sense of self returns when I am done 

drawing; and (g) my sense of time becomes altered (p. 49). In addition to experiencing 

flow, I am curious about how the act of drawing impacts other areas of my emotional, 

psychological, and intellectual state of being. Gaining a better understanding of how I 

benefit from this activity might allow me to contribute to understanding how others might 

also benefit from drawing. Given these primary motivations, I sketched in my journal 

after each Art Lab and reflected on how the act of drawing impacted my mood and my 

thoughts. Later in this section, I will describe specific themes that emerged while 

examining the usefulness of reflective sketching.  

Reviewing publications in art education on the topic revealed how others have 

used drawing as a research tool. For example, art education scholars  have employed 

reflective visual journaling as a way for teachers to better understand their students and 

their practice (Jongeward,1997; Milne, 2000; Quinn & Calkin, 2008; Rayala, 2013). 

Jongeward (1997) generated deeper understandings of her research participants through 

the creation of metaphorical visual portraits. She discovered that the artist and researcher 
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role complemented one another and described how heightening her creative energy led to 

a richer understanding of the participants under study. She claimed that creating portraits 

allowed her to find hidden relationships through this shifted mode of perception, thought, 

and feeling. Milne (2000) employed reflective drawing as a way to make sense of her 

teaching practice. She documented her teaching recollections by sketching herself, her 

students, and her experiences. She created and used metaphorical visual images about 

educational moments as a tool for introspective self-examination. She also created 

artwork based on theory and insights gained from pedagogical practices. Quinn & Calkin 

(2008) employed what they termed “Research Based Art” to collect and analyze data as 

well as represent their educational research. For example, Calkin sketched research 

participants, used participants’ artwork as interview prompts, and created visual 

metaphors in a dialog journal. These authors explain how visual art, as a form of research 

representation, allows the viewer to draw personal connections between their familiar 

worlds and the realities constructed in the work of art. Rayala (2013) explained that 

drawing, as a research tool, allows the researcher to “settle in, observe, and think about 

the work at hand in a way that simple observation or photography often do not” (p. 59). 

Employing reflective visual journaling during my pilot study brought these concepts to 

life, and sparked my interest in its future potential.  

In addition to collecting and analyzing data, scholars have argued that arts based 

representations of research findings provide greater accessibility to a larger audience. 

Arts based researchers such as Hafeli (2013), Irwin (2013), and Sullivan (2014) 

continually emphasize the importance of using artistic expression to establish a personal 
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connection with the audience. Hafeli explained that arts based education research often 

deliberately complicates phenomena by raising challenging questions while incorporating 

the same “interpretive openness and intentional ambiguity” found in compelling works of 

art (p. 119).  To Irwin, if the continual artistic engagement occurring throughout an arts 

based research study leads to an artistic representation of research findings, the overall 

experience will create new understandings for the researcher and audience. Sullivan 

explained that employing arts based research permits a variety of ways to conduct and 

represent research, but the challenge is ensuring that these processes and products are 

meaningful to the researcher and the intended audience. To me, generating personal 

meaning from an artistic expression involves productive ambiguity when the viewer 

encounters and negotiates difference or “unknowns.” Taking the opportunity to 

personally interpret presented research, rather than passively accepting research findings 

as objective facts, can allow individuals to generate more meaningful understandings of 

the phenomena under investigation. Through the process of reflective visual journaling, I 

aimed to gain unique insight while addressing my research questions. These sketches also 

influenced and enhanced my final visual research narrative. I hoped that a visual 

representation of my research would allow the audience to make these personal 

connections while experiencing productive ambiguity.   
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The Usefulness of Reflective Visual Journaling 

 

I discovered that creating and interpreting art gave me permission to tap into my 

emotional side. It provided an opportunity to let go of my need for certainty and truth, 

and explore alternative ways of knowing or understanding the world. Throughout this 

dissertation, I’ve continually used the phrase “grants permission” as it relates to 

productive ambiguity. Granting permission refers to acknowledging how our current 

public K-12 school climate prioritizes activities that can be measured in quantifiable 

terms, and does not produce environments that nurture personal connections among 

students and teachers or students and content. Therefore, I often feel like teachers and 

researchers need permission to validate the type of activities I’ve been describing in my 

study. Whether or not students’ value these concepts also reflects this educational 

climate. We cannot assume that students perceive value in metaphorical thinking, 

empathy, or self-awareness given the positivist climate they are educated within. Given 

that peer approval is also a major factor in fifth graders’ lives, teachers should always 

consider if individual students will express consideration for these concepts if it is 

unpopular among certain members of their class. As these examples demonstrate, the 

concept of granting permission is an important factor to consider.  

In this chapter, I explain how using visual journaling as a way to generate and 

analyze data gave me permission to explore the qualitative capacities of this 
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unconventional research method. As “granting permission” relates to my teaching 

practice, I recognize how my professional responsibilities require me to respond to 

challenging situations without becoming emotional. I make very intentional efforts to 

stay as calm and caring yet fair and firm with my students as possible.  Over the course of 

six hours, I teach eight classes consisting of kindergarten through 6th grade students. I 

work with over two hundred different students every day of the week, and each 

individual is ready to exercise her/his own artistic voice.  Each class dynamic is also very 

different, and I must remain as steady and predictable as possible in order to manage 

students’ diverse needs. As a result, I often feel like I have to operate like a robot in order 

stay in control of all the activity generated throughout the day. I don’t think that I am 

alone. I imagine many other elementary art teachers share similar feelings.  

Sketching at the end of the day gave me permission to entertain my personal 

feelings rather than maintain my highly regulated, rational teacher role. During my pilot 

study, I discovered that reflective visual journaling helped to counteract the impersonal 

tone often reflected in my teaching practice. After interacting with a large number of 

students in short periods of time, sketching helped me to slow down and think about 

people rather than tasks, outcomes, or goals. I discovered the same results while 

conducting Art Lab research. Reflective visual journaling helped me rediscover a sense 

of humanity and regain passion for what I do.  I imagine that other art teachers, as they 

manage similar professional environments, might also benefit from this activity.  
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Capturing Moments in Time and Connecting with Humanity 

According to Sullivan (2014), regardless of the type of data collected or analysis 

conducted, a researcher cannot “freeze frame” reality or truly capture a moment in time 

(p. 280). He explained that although new qualitative methods allow the researcher and 

audience to experience social phenomena in a variety of ways, the inevitable 

complexities of our human, everyday lives cannot be completely simplified into objective 

terms. Nevertheless, sketching my freeze-framed video recordings allowed me to revisit 

these moments with more sensitive and attentive eyes. For example, I wrote the following 

next to one of my visual journal entries, “Sketching this particular moment reveals the 

personal intimacy shared among our small group as we sit together, paint and talk about 

metaphors. These moments allow us to make personal connections with each other. These 
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interactions are precious to me; life is precious.” This shows how sketching allowed me 

to more fully appreciate my research participants and the time we spent together. I am not 

claiming to understand what each participant was thinking at that moment, nor do I 

remember exactly what was going through my head at that moment. Nevertheless, 

reflective sketching greatly impacted the way that I viewed my students and my practice. 

If I had not taken the time to engage in this activity, I would not have experienced that 

particular moment of appreciation.  

As I reflect on my visual journal notes, two other interesting insights emerged. In 

addition to my weekly visual journal sketches, I chose to create more realistic portraits of 

each Art Lab participant. After taking several hours to complete these portraits, I 

compared the process and product to my weekly sketches. I wrote,  

I find it more difficult to capture essence and life in the refined portraits. 

Recreating a likeness and sense of spirit is much easier to accomplish in a cartoon 

rendering. Rather than attempting to understand and represent an incredibly 

complex being in reality, drawing more spontaneous cartoons allows me to focus 

on the moment. Understanding that moment in time is more enjoyable that 

attempting to unwrap the complexity of the real person.  

On another occasion, I decided to sketch what productive ambiguity “looked like” by 

drawing particpants’ particular facial expressions. Through this process, I remembered 

how difficult it is maintain a consistent likeness while drawing the facial contortions of a 

perplexed expression. Upon continued reflection, I see a metaphoric connection between 

drawing this in-between state of transformation while maintaining the “self” and actually 
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experiencing this transformation during productive ambiguity. Identifying different 

qualities —whether these are visual, physical, intellectual, or psychological—of the 

person’s likeness is difficult in both cases. This realization allowed me to think about our 

fluid identity in a different way. We are always in a state of becoming something 

different and more complex, although certain moments in time involve more dramatic 

changes than others.  

 

Grace, Joy, and Peace 

In addition to viewing my participants differently, I also recognized how 

sketching scenes from video recordings gave me an unexpected perspective of myself.  

Carefully viewing my performance shortly after each Art Lab allowed me to see that the 

concerns I carried in my mind were not expressed through my observable behavior. It 

appeared that what I was experiencing in my head was more intense than what I showed. 

By sketching both myself and my students, I cultivated a sense of empathy and grace for 

all of us that I didn’t feel before. I think this helped me to feel more grounded and less 

self-conscious or overly critical. One journal entry read, “Through sketching, I am 

capable of remembering that we’re all human beings doing the best we can.” In addition, 
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sketching also gave me the opportunity to relive humorous moments that we shared 

together. When considering all of my visual journal entries, I particularly enjoyed 

reflecting on and sketching the silly or ironic moments that occurred during Art Lab. This 

helped me to recognize that I needed to find ways to embrace the light-hearted side of 

teaching children more often.  

On one particular occasion, the act of sketching not only calmed my mind but also 

generated the following unexpected metaphorical connection. After an especially 

challenging afternoon of teaching, I recognized how sketching helped me to regain 

confidence, forgiveness, and find a sense of internal peace. Identifying this sense of peace 

reminded me of one of our discussions during Art Lab. On that particular day, we talked 

about Peace Corps while I introduced our World Wise Schools’ partnering volunteers in 

Ghana and Morocco.  We discussed how making peace is more than passively avoiding 

conflict, and we identified different ways that we can pro-actively make peace. Although 

we did not mention the following during our discussion, I realized how reflective visual 

journaling helps me to create internal peace. Writing is a common way for people to sort 

out their thoughts and find a peace of mind. For me, combining sketching with writing 

created another layer of therapeutic relief.  
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Art Making and Conducting Research: Confidence in Self and Faith in the Process 

I will admit that throughout my research process I occasionally wished that my 

study involved more concrete methods of generating and analyzing data. Nevertheless, I 

knew that remaining open to emergent themes while systematically collecting and 

reflecting upon data would produce unanticipated yet valuable insights on my research 

questions. I began to recognize new connections between the act of sketching and 

employing emergent research methods. For example, I do not refer to pre-determined 

objectives while sketching, nor do I use precisely defined criteria to evaluate the end 

product. Instead, I enjoy relying on my instincts, intuition, and self-confidence to provide 

the freedom to generate something new. Similar to remaining open to emergent themes, 

sketching involves trusting myself and believing that if I am attentive, aware, and 

responsive, something productive will happen as a result.  

Recent art education scholarship highlights this type of “faith” in the process 

while describing arts based research. Wallin (2013) advised arts based researchers to 

remain open to exploring what art can do, rather than focusing on what it means, in order 

to perceive their work as creation rather than reproduction. Similarly, MacIntyre Latta 
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(2001, 2013) described “attunement to process” as having faith in one’s ability to meet 

the needs of the situation and having confidence in the process, as opposed to self-

confidence.  

Reflecting on the act of sketching reminded me that drawing can bring a sense of 

concrete accomplishment. One of my visual journal entries acknowledged how the act of 

sketching actually provided this sense of solid satisfaction that I was longing for. 

Particularly when I am drawing from a reference, as opposed to out of my head, I feel 

like everything is coming together in a coherent, logical way. Recreating what I see 

provides a concrete sense of connection with my environment. I would like to continue 

exploring this particular type of connection in my future research. 

While addressing my last research sub-question, “How does my own visual 

journal reflection process inform my research,” my findings centered on the following 

themes: (a) I gain emotional and intellectual benefits from drawing, (b) sketching allows 

me to generate unique personal understandings of others, and  (c) reflective sketching 

evokes metaphorical connections that I would not have come to otherwise. I learned that 

reflective visual journaling helped me to decompress and focus my attention on people 

rather than my teacher duties. Sketching from video footage helped me to capture and 

appreciate moments of joy and compassion, as well as gain new insights on what 

productive ambiguity “looks like.” I also discovered how sketching can provide a fluid 

and spontaneous element to emergent research methodologies as well as a concrete 

connection with my environment. Overall, reflective visual journaling provided a 

therapeutic method of expressing and documenting personal insights while cultivating a 
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more sensitive, humane appreciation for my students and my practice. Reflective 

sketching, as a way to collect and analyze research data, gave me permission to value my 

subjective perspective and generate metaphorical understandings while addressing my 

research questions. For me, sketching provides a pleasurable form of productive 

ambiguity that resembles Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of flow. I would like to continue 

researching the connection between reflective visual journaling, experiencing flow, and 

generating new understandings of phenomena under investigation.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I addressed my final research sub-question: How does my own 

visual journal reflection process inform my research?  I began by describing why I 

incorporated reflective visual journaling into my study and described what emerged from 

this experience. I highlighted art education discourse that influenced my decision to use 

this method of generating, documenting and analyzing data, as well as research that 

inspired me to present my findings in a visual narrative format. I also presented specific 

ways that reflective visual journaling generated distinct insights about my students, 

myself, my classroom practice, and my Art Lab research. In addition, I analyzed how 

Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) conception of flow and enjoyable experiences related to my 

perception of reflective visual journaling.  

In the following chapter, I will elaborate further on how incorporating artistic 

ways of knowing enhanced my research. I will also highlight how functioning as a 

teacher/researcher/artist allowed me to embrace the innate productive ambiguity 

generated from these overlapping and occasionally conflicting roles.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: APPRECIATING OUR MULTIPLE ROLES CREATES 

PRODUCTIVE AMBIGUITY 

 

 

In Chapter Four, I highlighted the following spaces where I see productive 

ambiguity occurring in my professional and academic environment: (a) between 

institutions such as universities and k-12 schools, (b) between the differing contexts of 

my classroom practice and Art Lab research environment, (c) between teachers and 

students, (d) between students in the classroom, and (e) between my teacher and 
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researcher roles. In this chapter, I will revisit and further examine the ways in which 

productive ambiguity emerged in the spaces in between my teacher/researcher/artist 

roles. I will begin by presenting the education discourse that has influenced my 

understanding of this concept, and describe how these theories relate to my understanding 

of productive ambiguity existing in the spaces in between roles. Next, I will provide 

specific examples of how the tensions created amid my teacher/researcher/artist roles 

continually perpetuated one another in a complementary way. In this description, I will 

highlight how differing ontological perspectives influenced the tensions between my 

teacher and researcher roles.  

In an effort to exemplify the internal tension created by these combined roles, I 

will present specific reflective journal entries that demonstrate how my perspective 

continually shifted. Narrative research scholars call this type of initial reflection and 

subsequent retelling from a new perspective “back-and-forthing” the emergent research 

data (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Meier, 2013; Scott-Hoy & Ellis, 2008). As my journal 

entries will reveal, I continually looked inward and outward from a self-reflexive position 

while acknowledging how various circumstances impacted my shifting point of view. As 

described in previous chapters, self-reflective activities include looking back upon and 

trying to better understand our previous behavior and life experiences. Self-reflexive 

activity involves acknowledging how our experiences impact and are influenced by our 

environment. Self-reflexivity includes considering the situatedness, or contextually 

dependent nature of our perspectives.  Throughout my study, I continually acknowledged 

how the fundamental distinctions between my research and teacher roles fueled my desire 
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to understand how they might co-exist. Throughout this process, I discovered that my 

artist role often mediated these tensions while providing clarity, confidence, and 

metaphorical understandings of the phenomena under investigation. I will also provide 

examples of how other arts based researchers have experienced similar ways of relating 

artistic expression to their teacher/researcher roles. Finally, I will highlight how the 

internal dialogue exposed in my reflective journal entries provided a literal depiction of 

how I experienced productive ambiguity.  

The way that I see productive ambiguity emerging in the space between my 

teacher/researcher/artist roles resembles how Macintyre Latta (2013) described 

transformation of self. She explained that this is not a linear progression, but rather a 

continual process of pushing beyond the limits into unfamiliar terrain outside of the self 

and then returning to self. I see these limits outside of self as being value free as we are 

not necessarily becoming better or worse, but rather more complex. Deleuze & Guattari’s 

(1987) notion of becoming also highlights how our identities are not fixed, nor are they 

evolving in a linear direction. They explain that becoming is neither regressive nor 

progressive, but rather constantly redefining a value-free self.  They also explain that an 

“Anomalous,” or Outsider, stimulates a becoming (p. 249).  As this relates to my 

conception of productive ambiguity, we are fluid beings that are continually becoming 

something more complex as a result of encountering difference. Rolling (2013b) 

explained that our multiple roles—including artist, teacher, researcher—offer more 

opportunities for productive conflicts to occur. He described how these healthy 

contentions between roles lead to fresh perspectives, visions, and insights. Throughout 
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this study, my deliberate and systematic reflective visual journaling revealed specific 

ways that the tensions between these roles sustained my attention, motivation, and 

interest. These roles also created a sense of active balance as they mediated conflicts 

between one other. 

The Spaces In Between my Combined Teacher/Researcher/Artist Roles Create a 

Dynamic Perspective 

 

As a teacher of nearly eight years and a graduate student of five and a half of 

these, my privileged position has given me a critical insider perspective on both the 

practical and theoretical sides of art education. I have first-hand experience tolerating 

new research-based teaching approaches that are imposed at least once a year on 

educators to implement. I believe that other teachers would agree that these novel 

approaches often negate our efforts to master the previous approach they are intended to 

replace. Pariser (2014) argued that teachers often exist in survival mode while secretly 

implementing practices that align more with their personal values than with educational 

theories. Whether I am living this myself or witnessing it among my respected 

colleagues, I know the difficulties of continually implementing someone else’s ideas of 

what “works” in my classroom.  

My interest in contributing to art education research has been fueled by my 

interpretation of specific conflicting forces working around me. For example, I recognize 
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how much time and energy is spent rewriting curricula and implementing facilitation 

approaches that are new to both teachers and students. Teachers do this while knowing 

that various outside powers will likely initiate a different approach in the near future. 

Often, this replacement does not appear to be superior to the previous method or practice, 

but rather just different. In one sense, these continual changes could be compared to 

Deleuze & Guattari’s (1987) idea of becoming neither better or worse, but rather what I 

consider becoming more complex.  Nevertheless, I perceive “becoming” differently when 

change is clearly imposed upon me against my will. Considering whether becoming 

results from welcome or unwelcome circumstances is a valid factor to consider, 

especially in the context of compulsory schooling.  However, I understand that adapting 

to our environment and considering needs outside of our own is vital to becoming more 

complex. Learning how to work with these external demands while balancing our internal 

needs and desires involves productive ambiguity. In order to embrace the potential of 

productive ambiguity, we must perceive tensions as opportunities for growth even when 

they are not self-initiated. Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the Amalogous resembles this 

necessary encounter with difference that stimulates a becoming.  

In order to balance the tension between my teacher and researcher roles when 

intercepting new pedagogical techniques, I often remind myself that change can be a 

gradual process over time.  Bit by bit, I test out, refine, or replace elements of my 

practice. I make these decisions from the position of an invested teacher who has to live 

with the consequences everyday. This is an important distinction to highlight. The 

teaching context should never be overlooked when judging the value of new pedagogical 
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practices.  For example, a visiting artist or teacher who only sees students once or twice 

in total can benefit from the newness and temporary nature of their presence. However, 

most full time art teachers do not carry this type of fresh, ephemeral allure. Similar to 

classroom teachers, we must be invested in each individual’s growth and sensitive to the 

social dynamics of every class because our consistently reoccurring time together is not 

novel. Experienced teachers understand that committing to this type of investment yields 

both rewards and challenges.  

In a similar way, I’ve repeatedly experienced tension between my teacher and 

researcher roles when considering the social justice agenda that exists in contemporary 

art education discourse. Particularly when budget cuts continually reduce the adult to 

student ratio, practicing elementary teachers are responsible for enforcing the rules of the 

school inside and outside of their classroom. As in any group structure, policy aims to 

benefit the greater good and does not always suit individual needs. In order to maintain a 

stable and fair environment, teachers and students adhere to systems that may or may not 

benefit us personally. If addressing social justice issues involves encouraging students to 

question and resist these systems, we have to be ready to field the consequences. When 

addressing social justice issues from my teacher perspective, I am most concerned about 

responding appropriately to students’ difficult questions or handling challenging 

situations that arise from these discussions. However, my researcher role recognized the 

importance of incorporating social justice topics into my art curricula. After giving it a 

try, I recognize that encouraging students to create their own way of knowing and making 

sense of the world relieves this type of pressure when addressing difficult topics. This 
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approach helps students to recognize that they are responsible for making their world 

what they want it to be while also considering the individual and collective consequences 

of their actions. This perspective can transfer to other areas of classroom life. For 

example, it places more responsibility and accountability on the learner rather than an 

opportunity to place blame or make excuses. This is an important lesson that youth can 

learn within their schooling experience. 

Artistic mediation 

Throughout my study, I recognized how my artist role provided therapeutic 

benefits that mediated tensions between my teacher and researcher roles. In the following 

passage, I will explain how the concrete task of sketching involved organizing lines and 

forms on my paper to match what I see. Engaging in this type of mental and physical 

activity created a “flow” experience that likely freed my mind to negotiate more thought- 

provoking concerns.  

I can relate my therapeutic experiences with drawing to one of the purposes 

Bourriaud (2004) places on contemporary art.  He explained that art should work to 

expose the systems of relations in which we operate and often unknowingly fall victim to 

if we fail to recognize our reflexive positions within these systems. Similarly, I recognize 

how my teacher and researcher roles are largely influenced by systems. The way that I act 

out these roles reflects how I interpret and interact within these systems. Bourriaud 

suggested that artworks should help us to acknowledge our relationship with these 

systems or roles.  Rather than viewing someone else’s artwork, I experienced this type of 

awareness while making art. Sketching helped me to mediate the conflicting tensions 
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generated between my teacher and researcher roles. When I analyzed data I documented 

through reflective sketching, I realized that the pictures and words I created reflected 

more metaphorical thought than my written reflections alone. This made me wonder if I 

am more capable of thinking divergently while I am drawing because these two activities 

employ different ways of thinking about and reflecting on experience. When I am 

drawing from a visual reference, I am organizing forms and lines in an intentional 

manner to recreate what I am viewing. If the organizational processes in my brain are 

engaged in drawing, does this allow my divergent thought processes to work more 

efficiently? Although I do not have physiological proof to support this conjecture, I 

would like to continue exploring whether other researchers have witnessed or felt similar 

experiences. 

Negotiating Ontological Differences 

 

I perceived tension between my researcher and teacher roles partly because I 

associated these two roles with differing worldviews. Rolling (2013a) distinguished 

between a cause-and-effect worldview and a creative worldview. A cause-and-effect 

worldview rests on the assumption that “ideas are either linearly derived from action, or 

may be ultimately converted into action – but never the twain shall meet” (p. 3). A 

creative worldview perceives causes and effects as co-constructing one another in an 
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ongoing cycle. A creative worldview doesn’t limit research to testing isolated variables in 

order to uncover a universal truth or one, unquestionable reason why a phenomenon 

occurs.  Rather, this ontological perspective acknowledges the context-specific and 

complex circumstances that impact a phenomenon that cannot be isolated and accurately 

recreated. I recognized how my teacher role was more in tune with the cause-and-effect 

worldview and my researcher role identified more with the creative worldview.  

These associations might be attributed to the educational climate and context 

where I have been employed, and the type of research I have become most familiar with 

during my graduate and doctoral studies. I have been working in a K-12 public education 

system that rewards a cause and effect worldview. High stakes testing determines how 

students and teachers are evaluated and influences how funds are allocated to educational 

programs. In order for an activity to be considered worthwhile during the school day, it 

must produce measurable student outcomes. Elementary art teachers know that certain 

skills can be measured with accuracy, but ease of measurability should not determine the 

value of all art-related activities. For example, I’ve repeatedly pointed out how creativity 

and divergent thinking cannot be easily measured. 

Nevertheless, much of an elementary art teacher’s responsibilities rely on 

employing a rational, cause and effect worldview. This applies to how we manage large 

classes in order to create the most equitable, safe, and nurturing learning environment for 

all students. Establishing a predictable structure for students to work within and 

facilitating purposeful activities also involves cause and effect. In addition, students must 

develop personal understandings of cause and effect relationships as they develop 
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intellectual, artistic, and social sensibilities. Given these understandings, art teachers 

recognize that our classrooms should create opportunities for students to move beyond 

cause and effect and explore their creative worldviews as well.  

My art education research pursuits, conversely, have focused largely on studies 

that counteract the present climate in the public K-12 schools. Rather than focusing on 

positivist, quantitative studies that aim to provide easily measurable findings, I’ve been 

exploring an increasingly diverse range of qualitative methodologies that highlight self-

constructed ways of knowing and the unique character of context-specific phenomena. 

Although I certainly respect the value of both quantitative and qualitative research, my 

academic coursework focused primarily on qualitative methodologies and the theories 

that support these perspectives. Consequently, my researcher identity developed from an 

ontological point of view that differed from my teacher identity. My journal entries 

continuously revealed the internal tensions created by these conflicting perspectives.  

These selected journal entries exemplify how I swayed back and forth between 

desiring concrete ways of identifying and measuring evidence that relate precisely to 

predetermined objectives, and striving to achieve a successful emergent research design.  

The following journal entry relates to negotiating pressures to establish a district-wide 

elementary art curriculum: 

 

I discovered that the intentionally open approach to emergent research 

conflicted with my “teacher” desires for planning, pre-determined 

objectives, and measurable outcomes. This was further complicated by my 
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schools district’s desire to add validity to the fine arts program by aligning 

it with the common core standards. We were also asked to create a unified 

curriculum and method of assessment that all elementary art teachers in 

the district would adopt and implement. After eliminating half the 

elementary art positions, the district expected those remaining to agree on 

concrete assessment techniques. This might involve selecting the new 

visual art standards’ enduring understandings that we collectively felt to 

be most relevant to our students’ lives, and then deciding what observable 

student outcomes can be measured to evaluate teacher and student success 

at meeting these standards. These are tough decisions that rely on concrete 

answers, although they are not unreasonable for a public school district to 

take seriously. I want to build up our program, I want to contribute to 

validating the presence of art education at the elementary level very much, 

particularly after a year of cut backs that ultimately split our program in 

half. How can I not take this seriously? I want to support the other art 

teachers while combining our efforts to show critical stakeholders how 

important our art programs are. Is developing these assessments and a 

common curriculum the answer? Does this take away the freedom and 

autonomy that ultimately enable art teachers to provide the type of 

authentic, contextually unique experiences that the arts provide?  
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I felt this pressure from the school district while I was conducting my Art Lab research. I 

was developing and implementing an emergent curriculum that focused on how 

encountering difference, tension, and the unknown through experiences with art can 

stimulate imagination and productive creativity. I often viewed the school district’s 

expectations and my research goals as conflicting because they seemed to reflect different 

value systems. I would forget that this apparent dichotomy between conflicting values 

created the productive ambiguity I was aiming to explore. Yes, the agendas didn’t align 

perfectly, but they could complement one another if I perceived the conflict as 

opportunities for growth.  

 

The following journal entry reflects on how I perceived my open-ended approach 

to facilitating art making experiences during the Art Lab: 

 

There needs to be a problem, a specific problem that they (Art Lab 

participants) are focusing on. Their art creation is not focused enough. 

They are responding to and experimenting with materials in a playful 

manner, but I don’t get the feeling that they are focusing on solving a 

problem. I think addressing a specific problem would spark their 

imagination.  

 

I am functioning in a similar way right now. I am not focused on a specific 

research question. My questions are too broad. I need to narrow them 
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down so that I can make some progress and look more closely at one thing 

in particular. I want to facilitate in-class experiences with art that help 

students to fully appreciate the artwork they are viewing in a way that 

inspires curiosity, tolerance of difference, and allows students to apply this 

in other areas of their lives. I want to know what this looks like and be 

able to cultivate my students’ awareness that this is occurring.  

 

When I review my notes, I’m realizing that I go back and forth on this topic. Sometimes I 

am promoting the idea that students need to be allowed the time to play, and the process 

is more important than the end product.  Yet the journal entry above reflects my desire 

for certainty. On that particular day, I was concerned about identifying concrete evidence 

to support the value of embracing a creative worldview. I wanted to recognize what 

productive ambiguity looks like more accurately and be able to describe how individuals 

benefit from this experience. This particular desire applies to both my teacher and 

researcher role, but the longing for concrete evidence is stronger on some days than 

others.  

Revisiting the previous journal entry on a later date, I wrote: 

 

Rereading this now, I don’t think that productive ambiguity necessarily 

requires a formal problem in the traditional sense. It might, rather, involve 

encountering difference and determining how to process this new 

information. I don’t know if this is really considered a problem.  It’s an 
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activity. Productive ambiguity is when our brain is activated by something 

that we do not initially know what to do with. During art making, posing 

problems to solve makes sense because it provides the structure needed for 

action to occur. It's the motivation to act. If you just give a person a pencil 

and say, “draw something,” there isn’t a clear motivation to act.  

 

Revisiting the above journal entry on a later date, I recognized how “intention” is an 

important word to describe productive ambiguity in this context. Csikszentmihalyi’s 

description of “flow” and enjoyable experiences relies heavily on the value of 

intentionality. I believe we make ambiguity productive through our intentional efforts to 

address and process the differences we’ve encountered.   

The following journal entry addresses my decision to focus on my practice more 

than my students: 

 

Some days I feel like my teacher role is the strongest. I am most 

concerned about facilitating productive experiences with my students. 

Nevertheless, my researcher role is examining my practice, not the 

students. I’m not attempting to focus primarily on my students. That's not 

the point. I have no idea what they are really thinking. All I can do is offer 

my interpretation. Everything they write, say, or do in class is a result of 

the conditions and context of the class. It represents one version of truth, 
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but I am not assigning any value to this truth. I don’t claim to know what 

it really means.  

 

This contradicts sharply with what teachers are expected to be doing in the classroom. 

This tension is something I battled with throughout my research. I would go back and 

forth between wanting to understand something, desiring certainty and linear thinking, 

and realizing that the type of art education and research methodology that I am 

investigating aims to provoke questions. This back and forth was frustrating and 

invigorating. Sometimes I would become frustrated because I wanted to identify concrete 

answers and realized that this was not the direction I was headed. I would become 

frustrated when I realized that my attempts to control student outcomes were not as 

impressive as I wanted them to be. I wanted to see more dramatic or obvious outcomes, 

so I would create and implement more intense strategies. Then I would realize that this 

didactic approach was also not producing what I wanted because the students were giving 

me superficial responses.  

 

As shown in my journal entries, my dueling teacher and researcher perspectives 

created continuous internal tension. However, this tension also motivated my desire to 

find a healthy balance. Similar to the Art Lab participants’ discussion regarding conflict 

transformation, this perceived tension called me to action. I continually sought out 

academic discourse that negotiated similar tensions, and discovered recently published 

collections of arts based research, emergent research, and practitioner research studies 
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(Stout, 2013; Rolling, 2013a; Buffington & McKay, 2013).  Continually responding to 

this discourse generated more opportunities to define my perspective in relation to the 

perspectives of others.  For example, Rolling (2013a) offers the following justification for 

arts based research, “that there are multiple realities and conflicting hypotheses for the 

significance of art in relation to research is entirely in keeping with a paradigm that 

proposes the proliferation of alternative ways of knowing over the proving of certainties” 

(p. 12). My research journal response to this statement reflected my teacher and 

researcher perspectives:  

 

Yes, I agree. But how should art teachers act on this belief when valuable 

stakeholders demand concrete, measurable answers? Maybe the concrete, 

measurable answer that I am exploring through this study is, exactly how 

do my Art Lab participants open their minds to new perspectives and 

ideas? And, exactly how do I facilitate discussions that effectively 

destabilize concrete knowledge? I want my students to ask themselves, 

“What truth am I now reconsidering?”  This is how I am defining 

productive ambiguity. How do experiences with art allow us to reconsider 

these truths? 

 

In addition to continually seeking out and responding to new scholarly 

perspectives, the activity stimulated by my combined teacher/researcher roles also 

sustained my desire to connect theory with practice. This particular felt need fueled my 
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appreciation for the recently updated National Visual Art Standards. I was encouraged by 

the way these standards focus on developing meta-cognitive skills that help students to 

self-monitor and take responsibility for their own learning. This type of awareness 

involves constantly connecting outside knowledge to inside knowledge, being transparent 

about how the two interact, and intentionally seeking out ways that outside knowledge 

can be relevant to our personal lives.  I believe that this promotes meaningful learning. 

As all these examples demonstrate, the back and forth dialogue generated by my 

conflicting teacher and researcher roles exemplified productive ambiguity. This 

continually felt tension sustained my attention and motivated me to continue seeking a 

sense of balance. It inspired me to search for new perspectives and reflect on how my 

experience and understandings compared to others’ in the field. It cultivated an 

appreciation for the collective efforts put forth by teachers and researchers to update the 

National Visual Arts Standards. All of this activity resulted from a felt tension produced 

by my combined teacher/researcher roles. The activity in the spaces in between these 

roles helped me to become more complex.   

I also discovered how my artist role mediated these tensions by providing an 

alternative lens in which to view them. Scholars have pointed out the metaphorical 

relationship between effective teaching practices and an artistic sensitivity. For example, 

Krakowski (2013) explained that balancing our pre-determined teaching goals with 

students’ independent learning pursuits requires intuition and sensitivity. This sensitivity 

resembles what an artist must use when negotiating between control and adherence to an 

art medium. Mcintyre Latta (2004) compared the fragility of throwing clay on the wheel 
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to teaching. Both activities require attunement to process, sensitivity to each moment, and 

the ability to respond to specific, situational needs. Similar to throwing clay on the wheel, 

teachers cannot react hastily to situations but rather respond from their experienced 

intuition. I felt like sketching helped me to recognize how my researcher, teacher, and 

artist sensitivities related to and complemented one another.  

Permission to Indulge  

 

Arts based research grants permission to think metaphorically, to embrace a 

creative worldview (Rolling, 2013a) and allow ourselves to be fully present in the space 

in between the multiple roles that we play. To me, we are creating productive ambiguity 

when we follow the spark generated in these in between spaces. This spark represents our 

curiosity when we encounter something that we can’t quite put our finger on but keeps 

our attention nonetheless. To me, using reflective visual journaling as a way to generate 

new understandings of phenomena produces a similar type of spark.   
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Summary 

In this section, I examined the ways in which productive ambiguity emerged in 

the spaces in between my teacher/researcher/artist roles. I described the education 

discourse that influenced my understanding of this concept and highlighted specific 

theories that support my understanding of how productive ambiguity exists in the spaces 

in between these roles. My selected journal entries demonstrated how the tensions created 

amid my teacher/researcher/artist roles continually perpetuated one another in a 

complementary way. I highlighted how differing ontological perspectives influenced the 

tensions between my teacher and researcher roles, and described how my artist role 

mediated these tensions.  

Overall, I’ve learned that the tensions created between my multiple roles helped 

me to become more complex. However, in order to fully embrace productive ambiguity’s 

potential benefits, I had to perceive these tensions as opportunities for growth rather than 

unwanted obstacles. Examining the relationships between my teacher, researcher, and 

artist roles also revealed how useful qualities of each can positively impact the others. 

Given what I’ve learned about myself through this experience, I suspect that my students 

might also benefit from acknowledging how their multiple roles complement one another.  
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CHAPTER TWELVE: A FINAL SELF-REFLEXIVE NARRATIVE  

 

The structure of this final chapter highlights a distinctive quality of narrative 

research that I’ve applied throughout my study. Consistent with the model I’ve 

continually employed, the boxed text presents my thoughts as documented immediately 

after gathering and analyzing Art Lab data. The text that follows these boxes represents 

how I relate to these statements approximately six months later. Employing narrative 

research involves highlighting this internal dialogue that occurs when our stories are 

constructed and re-constructed in relation to different contexts. This methodology 

acknowledges the situated-ness of a single researcher’s perspective in a given moment in 

time, and does not disregard how this perspective changes. A narrative researcher 

highlights how documenting and analyzing observations reflects just one of many 

versions of the phenomenon under examination (Clandinin & Connely, 2000; Johnson, 

2004; Meier, 2013; Scott-Hoy & Ellis, 2008). As this study has continually demonstrated, 

a researcher’s constantly shifting, contextually-influenced perspective exemplifies an 

important aspect of self-reflexivity. In this final chapter, I combine my previously 

documented thoughts and my current response to these thoughts. This new insight came 

about after six months of reflecting, writing, and relating research findings to my present 

perception of reality.   
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Students’ Perceived Value of Art Lab Activities 

 

 In Chapter Nine, I concluded in my review and further analysis of Art Lab 

findings that participants often interpreted the meaning or purpose of our activities 

differently than I had intended. While relating this finding to my second sub-question, 

“How might these interactions inform my future teaching practice?” I identified several 

strategies that aimed to make this type of ambiguity more productive, rather than 

unnecessarily confusing. These include (a) asking students to write down their 

interpretations of discussion topics, (b) facilitating multiple-choice questionnaires as pre-

assessments, (c) asking students to identify the knowledge and skills they are gaining 

through participation in classroom activities, and (d) discussing how they assign value to 

these skills and understandings. All of these instructional strategies would help students 

to become more consciously aware of what they are gaining from their experiences with 

art. This, in turn, would help teachers to understand how students are making meaning 

from these experiences. As I will elaborate upon later in the chapter, I believe that 

becoming meta-cognitive of the ways in which we experience productive ambiguity is 

important for both students and teachers. Throughout my study, I explored how I 

personally felt productive ambiguity as I aimed to create opportunities to promote this 

experience among my students. I discovered that defining observable evidence that 

productive ambiguity is occurring was difficult to trace in my own thoughts and 
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behaviors. Coming to this realization complicated my understanding of how to describe 

this concept to my students and help them to recognize how they experience productive 

ambiguity in their own lives. Nevertheless, I feel that engaging with and creating art 

holds great potential for becoming more aware of how we experience and benefit from 

productive ambiguity.    

 

As described throughout my analysis, I connected students’ hesitation, delayed 

responses, and continually shifting perspectives on a topic to experiencing productive 

ambiguity. In one sense, I perceived these responses as evidence that productive 

ambiguity was occurring. However, from the researcher’s practical perspective, this same 

ambiguity also made it difficult to form concrete conclusions from research data. 

Participants’ contributions to discussions and written responses to questionnaires were 

often too inconsistent to make plausible generalizations. Nevertheless, the type of 

research I was conducting was not intended to produce generalizable findings.  

This exemplifies how productive ambiguity functioned within my research 

methodology. I struggled at times to balance positivist and constructivist ways of 

knowing while determining which specific observations were worth documenting and 

analyzing. Given that I never intended to generalize participants’ responses, I did 

document the following consistent observation: they all strongly agreed that viewing and 

dialoguing about one another’s artwork helped them to understand each other better. 

Participants made this opinion known through their verbal contributions to discussions 
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and written questionnaire responses. As a result, I now see how acknowledging our 

empathy for others, or realizing that we understand someone else better represents meta-

cognition of experiencing productive ambiguity. Identifying when, why, and how we 

consider someone else’s perspective might provide a concrete way of tracing how we 

experience productive ambiguity. Establishing this acknowledgment provides both 

students and teachers a point of departure for recognizing other ways of tracing this 

experience. Based on my participants’ responses, this type of meta-cognition holds 

potential for further examination.  

Establishing a Known Creates New Unknowns 

 

Now that I’ve identified this “known,” I have something new to question or 

position against future inquiry. As stated in my initial description of productive 

ambiguity, positive activity can occur when unknowns encounter knowns. We need to 

know something before an unknown can exist. In this case, I’ve concluded that Art Lab 

participants felt like discussing and viewing one another’s artwork helped them to 

understand one another better. Establishing this known leads me to many new questions. 

For example, what is unique about this method of forming personal connections? How is 

creating and discussing visual art different from responding to other forms of personal 

expression?  

In response to this question, one might conclude that imagery provides 

significantly more room for personal interpretation than a mutually understood written or 
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spoken language. Those who view and discuss these images might experience productive 

ambiguity if they are self-reflexive and understand the subjectivity of their 

interpretations. However, if those interpreting do not recognize their subjectivity, 

opportunities for productive ambiguity and growth are compromised. Interpreting art and 

sharing our interpretations with others who see things differently can be a valuable 

opportunity for personal growth. However, this involves considering why our 

interpretations are different and recognizing the subjectivity of our individual 

interpretations.  

This point directly relates to a series of unfortunate events that involve satirical 

artistic expression. North Korea’s destructive response to a Hollywood film (The 

Interview) that pokes fun at the idea of assassinating their leader demonstrates the 

contextually dependent nature of humor. In addition, ongoing violent reactions to Danish 

and French cartoons that mock Islamic extremism also exemplify how comedic, artistic 

expression can evoke fury and aggression. While considering both sides of these 

conflicts, self-reflexive individuals would be less likely to cast quick judgments such as 

“those individuals or groups of people who interpret this artistic expression (in such a 

way) are godless and incredibly disrespectful,” or “those people who interpret this artistic 

expression (in such a way) are narrow minded and crazy.” How we interpret art reflects 

our biases and background. Encountering those who interpret artwork very differently 

gives us the opportunity to reflect on why our interpretations are so different. Discussing 

why different cultures interpret humor in such drastically dissimilar ways would help to 

promote self-reflexivity.  
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The Value of Communicating Through Pictures  

 

Creating visual art allows us to generate messages that will be interpreted 

differently than text. For some individuals, the arts offer a more effective, impactful, or 

self-gratifying way to express personal thoughts and feelings. Possessing the ways and 

means to employ this type of self-expression has been recognized as vital to human’s 

individual and collective wellbeing. For example, Rolling (2013c) perceives creating art 

as an act of power. He challenges us to consider it a basic human right, or “the right to 

represent and reinterpret personal and social significance in a way that generates a 

positive self-image and cultural valuation” (p. 127). Nevertheless, in this case, Rolling’s 

conception of personal expression is not limited to visual art. Visual art is just one of 

many ways that humans represent ideas that hold personal and social value.  

I am most curious about the specific qualities that distinguish communicating 

through pictures rather than words. How is visual artistic expression beneficial to the 

creator and the audience?  If these distinctive characteristics can be identified, art 

educators might use these concepts to facilitate personal connections and understandings 

among students at a critical age in their development. Furthermore, students at 

particularly impressionable ages might apply these concepts when encountering diversity 

throughout the rest of their lives. Art educators and art education researchers would like 

to see this happen, but tracing exactly how this occurs is difficult and varied.  
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Sharing Our Interpretations Builds Human Connections 

 

Macintyre Latta (2013) points out how artistic expression often reveals and plays 

with this “unquiet” space in-between self and other (p. 4). Similar to my conception of 

productive ambiguity, she explains that opportunities for growth occur within these 

challenging spaces. Artists address this space in the content of their artwork as well as 

during the art making process. When applying relational aesthetic pedagogy, audience 

members generate and play within this space through their interactions with the artwork 

and with one another.  

Interpreting art with others is valuable because it provides a window into one 

another’s individual thoughts and allows us to imagine what life circumstances have 

influenced these thoughts. I continually make this claim throughout my study, but would 

my students agree? Why exactly is this valuable? Why is it important to acquire a more 

in-depth understanding of other people and ourselves? I need to ask students to consider 

how we might benefit from knowing other people’s interpretations of artwork.  

 The following argument supports my claim: Artworks are objects that people 

respond to in a variety of ways, both consciously or unconsciously. If we assume that 
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people are sharing their honest responses to a piece of art, this gives us insight into their 

lives. Hearing someone’s interpretation enables us to ponder why the person responds in 

a certain way and to generate reasons that support our assumptions. This makes us feel 

powerful, because we feel like we’ve gained insight that helps us to understand someone 

else better. On the one hand, the conclusions we draw from this information are 

subjective and do not represent an ultimate truth. On the other hand, generating these 

assumptions enables us to feel personally connected to others. Sharing our interpretations 

with other individuals gives us opportunities to express our ideas and generate new 

understandings of others based on their interpretations. This helps us to feel connected to 

other people, regardless to whether our perception of someone else closely aligns with 

their own self-perception.  

 

In contrast to the above statement, I previously pointed out the increasing number 

of violent responses to satirical artistic expression that have occurred in the later part of 

2014 and early 2015. As we’ve witnessed, satirical artwork that pokes fun at religious or 

political concepts is not taken lightly in certain parts of the world.  Although such humor 

is commonplace in the United States and much of the West, the extremely violent 

reactions to what is perceived as intolerable reflects the power of artistic expression, and 

imagery in particular.  
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I certainly do not claim to understand and cannot identify the specific 

circumstances that have caused these extreme reactions, which range from threats to 

actually taking lives. However, the accessibility of information from previously 

inaccessible forums plays a significant role. As art educators, we can address how artistic 

expression manifests in humor that is often offensive. Identifying where to draw the line, 

or determining if a line should be drawn at all, exemplifies a relational aesthetic 

experience that initiates intense reactions. Whether such discussions are emotionally 

charged or not, contemporary visual art can function as an object of discussion that 

allows participants to learn about themselves and one another by sharing their personal 

interpretations.  

 

As I described earlier in this chapter, the concept of assuming responsibility for 

how others respond to works of art resurfaced in mainstream discourse near the 

beginning of 2015. The unfortunate events surrounding the movie The Interview and the 

violent attacks against Charlie Hebdo (French publisher of satirical cartoons depicting the 

Prophet Mohamed) created a controversial international debate (Alter, 2015; Schuessler, 

2015). If a society protects artistic expression and freedom of speech because this enables 

under-represented voices to be heard and allows conventional norms to be interrogated, 

then those living in this society should expect these messages to be disruptive. Through 
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the teaching approach I took in this study I acknowledge the value of this type of 

disruption. The approach exemplifies how engaging with artwork shakes up our state of 

equilibrium by presenting an idea that contradicts our current way of thinking.  

This type of disruption creates productive ambiguity if we recognize the value of 

conflict transformation. As long as we perceive this tension as an opportunity to reflect 

on our biases and try to understand opposing points of view, encountering conflict would 

allow us to become more self-reflexive individuals in our environment. This doesn't 

suggest that we should passively agree with an idea that we oppose, but rather withhold 

immediate judgment and offer an analytical response rather than reacting without 

reflection. This process might allow opposing sides to respond with thoughtful intention 

after potentially refining their point of view. 

Creating Productive Ambiguity: Suggestions and Challenges 

 

Macintyre Latta (2013) reinforces the need for art educators to become more 

familiar with how we engage in the space between the self and other. She explains that 

relational aesthetics generates this space where individuals play with undetermined 

possibilities. This is also where productive ambiguity occurs, where judgment is withheld 

and new perspectives are generated. She explains that the nature of this play is not 

defined, and “its features, enabling deliberate and responsible engagement without 

knowing exactly what is going to come of it, must gain greater physicality and 
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materiality” (p. 14). My research objectives and final conclusions support her argument. 

Although I gained considerable insight though this study, I recognize the amount of 

complex work that needs to be done in order to impact how art educators might promote 

productive ambiguity in their classrooms. As I will highlight below, conducting this study 

enabled me to identify several specific ways to better understand this space between self 

and other, or between the known and unknown, as it relates to promoting productive 

ambiguity through experiences with art.  This study also helped me to identify specific 

challenges that complicate these goals.  

In Chapter Nine, I described how my rigorous analysis of Art Lab data revealed 

several reoccurring ideas found throughout Chapters Five through Eight. While 

purposefully approaching my research questions from a variety of personal, contextually 

influenced perspectives and employing several data collection techniques, my analysis 

produced the subsequent overarching conclusions. Suggestions for facilitating engaging 

and meaningful experiences with art that promote productive ambiguity include the 

following: (a) Immediately explore how concepts or themes relate to students’ lives. This 

promotes productive ambiguity because we only see something as “unknown” if we can 

relate it to an existing “known.” If we have nothing to relate new information to, we will 

likely immediately dismiss it or accept it rather than allow it to generate productive 

ambiguity. (b) Use an inquiry approach to instruction as much as possible and develop a 

range of guiding questions that can be easily adapted to various contexts. This promotes 

productive ambiguity because it positions students to inquisitively seek new 

understandings rather than passively accept new information. This type of learning is 
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likely to be more memorable and meaningful. (c) Aim to balance flexibility and 

accountability while developing and implementing curricula. This promotes productive 

ambiguity because teachers and students are positioned to negotiate their pre-conceived 

ideas or plans and push themselves to respond to challenges encountered within their 

environment. (d) Ask students to identify why skills and knowledge generated during 

these curricular activities are valuable. This promotes productive ambiguity because it 

leads to greater self-awareness and requires students to seriously consider what they are 

experiencing and question its value.  In addition to these, I discovered that incorporating 

art and visual culture that originated over the past twenty years and student-generated 

visual content promoted productive ambiguity during visual events. I drew this 

conclusion based on the students’ observable degree of enthusiasm and interest in 

interacting with these specific forms of visual phenomena. As I elaborated upon earlier in 

this chapter, my data analysis also highlighted that engaging in visual events helped Art 

Lab participants to understand one another better. Throughout this study, I hoped to 

better understand how productive ambiguity might lead to empathy towards others. Based 

on my participants’ responses, I believe that productive ambiguity formed a link between 

these experiences with art and understandings of others.   

I also documented reoccurring challenges throughout this study that complicated 

my efforts to promote productive ambiguity through experiences with art. For example, 

establishing mutual respect among students at this particular age can be challenging, but 

this is vital when participants must value one another’s subjective voice and feel 

comfortable sharing their personal interpretations.  Ensuring a mutual sense of   
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accountability and personal investment is also important when discussion topics do not 

have pre-determined answers. This involves maintaining personal motivation and desire 

to care even when pursuing ultimate certainty is not the goal. As mentioned above, 

participants must recognize the value of exploring uncertainties and believe that this is 

time well spent.  

 

I would like to continue developing instructional strategies that position students 

to generate new ideas rather than provide the one, right answer. I would like both 

students and teachers to recognize that this is one of the many skills that can be 

developed through experiences with art. Aside from art making, which empowers 

students to exercise this type of individual problem solving by physically manipulating 

materials, engaging with relational aesthetics also provides participants the opportunity to 

generate and share their original ideas and learn from one another. Nevertheless, teachers 

need to know how to best employ relational aesthetic pedagogy in order for this to occur.  

As my study conclusions indicate, facilitating this type of activity might involve 

asking students to reflect on the meaning they are making from their experiences through 

written text and/or drawings. In addition, teachers should continually pose questions to 

further their students’ individual questions as expressed in their documented reflections. 

Teachers should explicitly explain that rather than approving or disapproving of the 

students’ reflections or comments, they are posing questions to further the students’ 
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thinking. For example, one simple way to do this is by asking students to explain why 

they think the way they do. What evidence has brought them to this conclusion? What 

personal experiences or qualities influence the way that they think? These questions 

provide accountability and self-reflexive thought.  

 In addition to the strategies explored in this study, I will offer the following 

specific ways to facilitate dialogues around visual art that encourage students to consider 

new perspectives. First, ask students to identify a theme or message that the artwork 

communicates and provide evidence to support this opinion. From this point, several 

structured discussion options can follow. For example, students might assume a different 

identity or role, and explain how this new identity would define the message 

communicated in the artwork. This type of role playing requires students to consider 

other perspectives in a nonthreatening, imaginative way.  

Other structured activities might involve asking students to form and defend a 

personal opinion about a piece of art, and then defend the opposite point of view as well. 

An important element to facilitating this type of exercise involves asking students to 

identify why imagining a new perspective is useful. They should reflect upon and share 

what they think they are gaining from this experience. Playing devil’s advocate, 

defending both sides of an issue, or pointing out the strengths and weaknesses in an 

argument, should position students to exercise their critical and creative thinking skills.   
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When applying research findings to my future classroom practice, I will explicitly 

state that student activities are designed to (a) promote independent thought while 

considering other points of view, (b) generate new ideas rather than identify a pre-

existing solution, and/or (c) embrace the opportunity to play, take risks, and explore ideas 

that they might initially reject. Based on my research findings, I believe that not 

providing these clear objectives would create unnecessary confusion and compromise 

productivity.  

 Promoting cognitive awareness of what we are doing and what we aim to gain 

from these experiences is a prominent theme appearing repeatedly throughout the study. 

Identifying specific behavior or learning outcomes associated with productive ambiguity 

is difficult for both teachers and students because of the intentionally open-ended nature 

of these activities.  However, if the point is to play with unknowns, withhold judgment 

while considering new perspectives, or explore multiple solutions, the teacher should 

make these goals clear.  

The structured activities presented in this study aim to help teachers and students 

experience productive ambiguity and gain awareness of what characterizes this 

experience. However, I think that individuals would eventually recognize how they 



 351 

experience productive ambiguity on their own without these structures. Ideally, we 

should be able to identify the presence of productive ambiguity in nearly everything we 

do. How might education be different if students and teachers attain this type of cognitive 

awareness?  Would this enable us to be more in control, invested, and self-driven?  

Would this enable students and teachers to feel a stronger sense of ownership over our 

classroom pursuits? Would this positively impact our capacity to care?  

 

What do you think?
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APPENDIX A: ART LAB RECRUITMENT MATERIAL 
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APPENDIX B: DATA COLLECTION MATRIX AND SAMPLE DATA 

 
Questions 1-4 
will be applied 
to each area 
below. 

 Forms of Data   

Question 1: How do 
participants 
interact with 
various content and 
instructional 
strategies that I 
develop and 
implement? 
Question 2: How 
am I responding 
during these 
interactions? 
Question 3: What 
could I adapt to 
better suit the Art 
Lab context? 
Question 4: How 
can this influence 
my future practice? 
(Considering the 
distinctions 
between contexts, 
such as time, 
motivation, 
materials, etc. what 
could be adapted to 
a traditional class 
environment?) 

Written 
documentation 
taken during or 
immediately after 
the activity 

Visual journaling 
during or 
immediately after 
the activity 

Student 
visual/written 
journal entries 

Video recording 

Provided Content:  
What content do 
participants find 
most and least 
engaging? What 
characterizes this 
content? 
What indicates 
student engagement 
and how am I 
interpreting these 
responses? 

3/20: I didn’t locate 
and incorporate 
artwork aside from 
the example that I 
made of the iceberg. 
The metaphor 
content was 
interactive, as I 
explained the mind-
mapping content, I 
felt like I was doing 
too much talking.  
 

3/20: Sketching our 
group discussion 
reveals the personal 
environment our 
small group 
possesses-sitting 
around, painting and 
talking about 
metaphors is 
conducive to making 
personal connections 
with each other. I 
need to take 
advantage of these 
opportunities to ask 
specific questions.  
 

3/20: N/A 3/20: The content I 
provided related to 
painting techniques, 
addressing 
Participant K’s color 
mixing question 
(why layering turns 
brown),  providing a 
definition of 
metaphor and giving 
examples to help 
generate new ones.  I 
offered my iceberg 
painting as I 
described what is 
above and below the 
surface of our 
identities. They 
appeared to be 
engaged in these 
topics. 
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Participant 
Content: 
What content do 
participants find 
most and least 
engaging? What 
characterizes this 
content? 
What indicates 
student engagement 
and how am I 
interpreting these 
responses? 

3/20: We didn’t talk 
about their artwork 
until the end of class. 
Participant D 
brought in a picture 
he made late at night 
of a person. We all 
asked him questions 
about when he made 
it and why he made 
it. Participant Y 
brought in a drawing 
of her dad’s tattoo-a 
dragon that 
symbolizes his 
ancestry, and a very 
stylized drawing of 
an Asian man 
(cartoon) that she 
copied from a 
picture. They all 
seemed interested in 
this.  
 

3/20: Participant Y 
was very eager to 
share about the 
painting she saw at a 
hotel in California 
that inspired her to 
want to paint-(I think 
its abstract) The fact 
that she saw this 
painting while 
vacationing outside 
of Tucson is 
interesting.  Might 
this suggest that the 
environment where 
we encounter art 
impacts our 
experience with it? 
Our frame of mind is 
important. If we are 
in a new, exciting 
place, this might 
impact how we 
perceive the artwork. 
(tourists eager to buy 
art while on vacation 
is a good example of 
this) 
 

3/20: They seemed 
interested in 
Participant Y’s and 
Participant D’s 
drawings, and 
enjoyed talking 
about it.  
 

3/20: They were 
interested in viewing 
my painting of the 
iceberg and looking 
at one anothers’ 
work, and asking 
questions about it 

How do 
participants 
respond to 
facilitation 
techniques?  
What techniques do 
participants find 
most and least 
engaging? What 
characterizes these 
techniques? 
What indicates 
student engagement 
and how am I 
interpreting these 
responses? 

3/20: Answering 
questions while they 
were painting 
worked well overall, 
except for possibly 
one participant  who 
seemed disinterested 
in painting and kept 
stopping. Creating 
the lists of strengths 
and weaknesses was 
probably good for 
thinking about these 
things, but they 
didn’t come up with 
metaphors very 
easily on their own. 
They didn’t have 
much time to think 
about it, and I could 
have provided a 
clearer explanation.  
 

3/20: Sketching 
helps me to see that 
my tone is more 
appropriate than I 
sometimes fear. 
What I’m 
experiencing in my 
head is more intense 
than what I’m 
putting out to the 
world. Sketching 
adds another layer of 
grace — it helps me 
to appreciate and 
empathize with the 
students. Sketching 
cultivates a deeper 
connection with 
humanity.  
 

3/20: They are better 
at offering verbal 
responses than 
written responses in 
some ways, but I 
think there are some 
thoughts that they 
might not be as 
likely to share with 
everyone that they do 
feel comfortable 
writing down. They 
work quickly, which 
is good, but I think 
that this also 
prohibits them from 
considering other 
answers. I should 
pose questions that 
will guide them to 
think more deeply 
about their 
responses.  
 

3/20: Participant D 
yawns more 
frequently when I’m 
talking for too long.  
I notice that I am 
giving them orders 
and not always 
explaining why we 
are doing the things 
we’re doing, such as 
removing tape, 
painting large shapes 
rather than small 
lines, etc. I could 
have showed them an 
example of mine and 
then asked them to 
describe it, and then 
ask them guiding 
questions that would 
help them to draw 
the conclusion that I 
want to 
make…(strategic 
prodding would be a 
better teaching 
method, but maybe 
not as efficient, but 
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better for long term 
memory or true 
understanding. I need 
to focus on 
developing strategies 
that allow me to ask 
the right questions, 
rather than give them 
orders. I want to see 
how this impacts 
motivation. 
 

How do we 
(teacher/researcher 
and participants) 
come to understand 
the notion of 
“productive 
ambiguity”? 
In what ways does 
this notion change 
over time? 
How does our 
perception differ, 
and how are they 
revealed and 
interpreted? 

3/20: Providing 
examples of 
metaphors created 
productive ambiguity 
for all of us. It forced 
me to have to think 
on the spot. Fielding 
Participant K’s 
questions about 
mixing colors and 
how they produced 
black provided a 
teachable moment.  
 

3/20:the act of 
sketching resembles 
the act of research 
because I’m trying to 
get at something, but 
I don’t know what 
exactly what it is. 
I’m trying to focus 
on the right details 
but there really isn’t 
a clear answer to 
what I’m doing. I’m 
seeing the 
connections between 
sketching and 
collecting/analyzing 
data, I don't’ know if 
I’m going to do it 
right, but I don’t 
what right is, It’s 
intuition plus (what 
does Rolling say?) 
something else-
confidence plus 
trusting your 
instincts-this is 
making art, not 
knowing what the 
outcome will be but 
knowing that if you 
are attentive, aware, 
responsive, 
something 
productive will 
happen-something 
good. Faith. 

3/20: 
The questions 
regarding controlling 
what is above and 
below the surface, 
and considering what 
lies below the 
surface of others 
provoked some 
interesting responses 
that I’d like to 
continue to explore. 
 

3/20: 
Solving problems 
offers opportunity 
for productive 
ambiguity. This is 
especially true if the 
problems do not have 
one single correct 
answer but rather 
open-ended 
questions that 
prompt answers 
which can be 
developed into better 
answers. Such as 
descriptive 
metaphors. 
Again, thinking 
about what is above 
and below their own 
surface offers 
ambiguous problems 
to solve.  
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APPENDIX C: EMERGENT CURRICULUM MAP 
 

Tentative Calendar 
This document represents my initial curriculum map. Given my intentions of implementing an 

emergent curriculum, I began with intentionally loose ideas that I knew would change as I responded 
to the contextual circumstances presented in each Art Lab.  The resulting emergent curriculum 

diverged considerably from this document. 
 

Week 1:  
• Explanation of club activities/expectations. Each day we will start with a creative play drawing 

exercise, next we will look at and talk about the art and visual culture and reflect in our visual 
journal. I will provide a short demonstration of a new art technique, and participants will 
experiment with this technique.  

• Concepts: Awareness of multiple perspective, situated thinking, what influences our opinions? 
How might our background experiences impact our present biases?  

• Theme: our personal identity, cultural influences, immediate family, position within the family, 
where we live in the world, etc. 

• Technique: Researching images that represent our identity using internet, create a publisher 
document with at least 5 images 

Week 2:  
• Concept: Awareness  
• Theme: Personal identity  
• Technique: Researching images: Students print out 2 copies of images.  

Week 3:  
• Concept: Awareness and mediation.  
• Theme: Personal identity (continued) Students share the images they found with the rest of the 

class. Practice active, respectful listening (Procedure: hang pictures up so everyone can view one 
another’s work, each person must explain theirs and then call on someone else to comment on the 
most interesting thing they shared. Students take turns doing this.)   

• Demonstration: Preparing the collage surface using different watercolor techniques. 
Week 4:  

• Concept: Awareness and mediation.  
• Theme: Looking at Other Cultures, comparing how other cultures address universal needs in a 

different way through art creation.  
• Demonstration: Build upon watercolor surfaces and make collage: emphasize the haphazard 

approach, try not to plan it out too much, glue magazine images of things they like and then add 
texture to blend, add words using letters from book covers 

Week 5:  
• Concept: Awareness and mediation.  
• Theme: Continue looking at other cultures using the same framework. Focus on recognizing that 

we are giving personal opinions based on evidence that we see and generating group 
understandings. Students locate examples for next week. Students must email images to me to add 
to the presentation. They also need to locate information about their personal background.  

• Demonstration: Students make their chosen images transparent with tape and glue to collage 
(sketchbook covers are done)  

Week 6:  
• Concept: Awareness and mediation.  
• Theme: Continue looking at other cultures using students selected artwork.   
• Demonstration: Focus on prepping pages for collaging, stenciling, using black pen to draw and 

write, students select paper, (paper will need to be cut to appropriate size and hole punched) 
Students could start working on ideas for a piece to share with students in other countries. 
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Week 7:  
• Concept: Awareness and mediation.  
• Theme: Continue looking at other cultures using students selected artwork. Introduce artwork 

from partnering class if available.  
• Demonstration: Incorporating map images? Attach art to repurposed book? Need to begin 

gessoing pages. 
 
Conduct a mid-semester evaluation of my personal journal and theirs, take photos, and develop 
interview questions. 
 
Week 8:  

• Concept: Awareness and mediation.  
• Theme: Continue looking at other cultures’ art including art from partnering classes in Morocco 

and Ghana. Conduct individual student interviews regarding their idea for the artwork they will 
share with our partnering classes. No technique demonstration. 

Week 9:  
• Concept: Awareness, mediation, and action.  
• Theme: Art from our culture, advertising, developing critical thinking skills (action)  
• Demonstration: Cartoon character development, narrative sketching,  

Week 10:  
• Concept: Awareness, mediation, and action.  
• Theme: Continuation of art from our visual culture. We will continue viewing examples that I’ve 

found of our visual culture, and students will begin searching for examples during class time and 
email them to me.  

• Demonstration: Continue cartoon and narrative sketching 
Week 11:  

• Concept: Awareness, mediation, and action.  
• Theme: Continuation of art from our visual culture using students’ examples.   
• Demonstration: Street Art designs?  

Week 12:  
• Concept: Awareness, mediation, and action.  
• Theme: Traditional and contemporary art from western world. Applying all of these insights to 

the art world: How has their ability to appreciate art and create productive ambiguity changed?  
(Conduct another formal, overall data analysis) 

Week 13:  
• Concept: Awareness, mediation, action.  
• Theme: Traditional and contemporary art from western world. Students find examples to share 

with others. Students will exchange artwork with our partnering organizations.  
Week 14: Post-test, similar to pretest but with different examples.  
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APPENDIX D: ART LAB PRE-ASSESSMENT 

	  
This	  document	  provides	  thumbnail	  images	  of	  the	  artwork	  presented	  in	  a	  PowerPoint	  
presentation	  and	  the	  corresponding	  questions.	  Art	  Lab	  participants	  provided	  written	  
answers	  to	  each	  question	  and	  I	  documented	  this	  data	  in	  a	  matrix	  similar	  to	  the	  one	  

shown	  below.	  
	  
Artwork	   Write	  down	  your	  first	  

impression.	  Do	  you	  like	  it?	  
Does	  it	  remind	  you	  of	  
something?	  What	  are	  the	  
first	  words	  that	  come	  to	  
your	  mind?	  

Given	  the	  contextual	  
information	  I’ve	  just	  
provided,	  what	  new	  
questions	  do	  you	  now	  have?	  
	  

1.	  Mural	  in	  Downtown	  Tucson	  

	  
	  

	   	  

2.	  Thomas	  Moran	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

	  

3.	  MC	  Escher	  

	  

	   	  

4.	  Vincent	  Van	  gogh	  
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5.	  Dale	  Chihuly	  

	  

	   	  

6.	  Antoni	  Gaudi	  

	  

	   	  

7.	  Romare	  Bearden	  

	  

	   	  

8.	  Carmen	  Lomas	  Garza	  

	  

	   	  

9.	  Andy	  Goldsworthy	  
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10.	  Georgia	  O’Keeffe	  

	  

	   	  

11.	  Unknown	  Artist	  from	  Ecuador	  

	  

	   	  

12.	  Monsters	  Inc.	  

	  

	   	  

13.	  	  Super	  Mario	  3-‐D	  World	  

	  

	   	  

	  
	  
Additional questions: 
 
Which is your favorite piece of artwork? 
 
Which is your least favorite piece of artwork? 
 
Why do you think your opinion is different from someone else’s in Art Lab? 
 
List your top 3 favorite artworks:  
 
List your top 3 least favorite artworks:  
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What type of visual culture do you enjoy viewing the most? 
 
Rank the order by putting a number next to each, number 1 being the most interesting. 

• Architecture (buildings) 
• Industrial Design (cars and transportation, toys, tools,  
• Digital Media (Video Games and animation) 
• Paintings, drawings, and other 2-dimensional artwork 
• Sculpture or 3-dimensional artwork 
• Comics and illustrations 
• Fashion or textiles 
• Other_________________ 
•  

Which of these would you enjoy making the most? Please circle 3.  
 
What type of art do you make in your free time outside of school? 
 
What inspires you to make art?  
 
Please circle: particular cartoon characters, cars, animals, draw from photographs or real 
life, crafts, other______________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX E: EXAMPLES OF COLLAGE JOURNALS POWERPOINT 

PRESENTATION 
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APPENDIX F: ICEBERG METAPHOR POWERPOINT PRESENTATION 
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APPENDIX G: MID-POINT QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
I am going to share with you a personal memory from when I was about your age. 
Please follow along as I read it out loud.  
 

When I was in forth grade, my Dad unexpectedly lost his job. Fortunately, he 
found a better job within a few weeks. Unfortunately, his new job was in a larger city on 
the other side of the state. Our family had lived in this place for most of my life, so it was 
hard to imagine leaving our home and friends. At the same time, I remember feeling 
excited thinking about the new place we were moving to. That summer, we packed up the 
moving truck and drove four hours to our new home. Once the school year began, I 
remember feeling lonely and missing my old friends. However, it wasn’t long before I 
made a really good friend who I spent a lot of time with and enjoyed very much.  
 
As we were reading the story, did you feel like you could relate to or understand 
what I was experiencing?  
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
I am going to read the story again. This time, please draw pictures in the space 
below that illustrate what is happening in the story. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As I was telling the story this time, did you feel like you could relate to and 
understand my situation even better or not as well? What were you thinking about 
as you were illustrating the story? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Think about a time when you transitioned into something new, such as a different 
home, classroom, or school. How do you feel about this experience right now? 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please draw a picture of this memory in the space below. It can include a sequence 
of events or one major event.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How do you feel about this memory now? Do you feel any different?  
 
 
 
Does drawing help you to reconnect with the people involved in this memory?  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Does it remind you of the feelings you felt during this time?  
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Does drawing the memory make you feel any better or worse about the situation? 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Think about the activities we’ve done in Art Lab so far. Do you agree with these 
statements? Please be as honest as possible. Your responses will not be shared with 
other Art Lab members.  Please circle your response. 
Viewing/Dialoguing about Artwork 
1. I think it’s interesting to see what different artists from around the world make. 
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
2. I enjoy interpreting what the different artworks mean and/or trying to figure out 
what they are about. 
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
3. I like looking at artworks that evoke an emotional response, such as artwork that 
makes me happy or sad.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
4. Viewing artwork makes me consider new perspectives. 
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree  
 
5. Viewing artwork inspires my imagination.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
6. Viewing other artist’s work makes me want to create my own artwork.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
7. I like hearing how other people respond to the artwork we are viewing together. I 
think it’s interesting to see how our opinions are similar and different.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
Discussions regarding our personal identity 
 
8. I recognize and think about how circumstances that are “below the surface” (such 
as the way I was raised, profound life experiences, or the influence of people I spend 
my time with) impact my behavior “on the surface”.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
9. This concept is something that I started thinking about more frequently after we 
discussed the topic in Art Lab.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
10. I’ve thought a lot about this concept before we discussed the topic in Art Lab. 
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Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
 
11. I believe that these circumstances that are “below the surface” influence how I 
respond to art. (For example, whether or not I like or dislike it, find it interesting, 
boring, confusing, inspiring, etc.) 
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
Relating to Others 
 
12. When I am interacting with others, I consider how circumstances “below the 
surface” impact their behavior “on the surface”.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
13. When I am interacting with others, I hope that they are considering how 
circumstances “below the surface” impact my behavior “on the surface”.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
14. When I view someone else’s artwork (a personal acquaintance), it helps me to 
understand them better. 
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
15. When I view artwork created in another time and/or place, it helps me to 
understand the people who live/lived in this time and/or place better. 
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
  
 
Encountering Difference 
 
16. I am usually open to new ideas, people, and activities. I’m willing to give 
anything a try once.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
17. I am usually cautious when I encounter new ideas, people, and/or activities. It 
takes me a while to warm up to something new before I feel comfortable accepting 
it.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
Creating Art 
 
18. Creating art (drawing, painting, etc.) helps me feel relaxed. 
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
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19. When I am creating art, I am aware of the decisions I am making throughout the 
process. For example, I am thinking about where to put specific lines and colors, 
how to arrange different parts so that that the total composition looks good, or how 
certain images transfer the message I’m intending to communicate. 
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
  
 
20. I enjoy creating art outside of school more than in art class. 
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
21. If so, why? (I don’t like the classroom environment, I don’t like the projects, I 
don’t like the materials, etc.) 
 
 
22. I take more pride in the artwork I create outside of school than in art class.  
Strongly agree   Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
23. If so, why? 
(I can make whatever I want, I have plenty of time to work on it, I like my materials 
better, etc.) 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
What do you like best about Art Lab so far? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What do you like least about Art Lab so far? 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Do you have any questions for me? 
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APPENDIX H: RESPONDING TO AND RESPONDING THROUGH ART 

POWERPOINT PRESENTATION 
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APPENDIX I: A CLOSER LOOK AT DYNAMIC PEACE 
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PERMISSIONS 
 
 

Figure 1. Gong, Z., Confrontation (2009) Courtesy of Klein Sun Gallery; Copyright 

Zhang Gong. 

 

Figure 2. Hogin, L., Habitat diorama illustrating effects of substances in the environment 

(2012). Courtesy of the artist; Copyright Laurie Hogin. 

 

Figure 3. Today’s life and war (2008). Courtesy of the artist and Robert Klein Gallery, 

Boston; Copyright Gohar Dashti.  
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