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Abstract

The purpose of this article is to explore an art education project within the theoretical and
methodological context of a/r/tography. An arts-based educational project carried out by the
Primary Education Department of University of Aegean, is examined through an artistic and
inquiry process where the roles of artists, researchers and teachers are deeply interrelated. In
order to explore how artful research and the co-creative process can help teachers access and
reframe understandings of teaching and learning, the teacher trainees were interviewed and
expressed ideas and beliefs on education, art, inquiry, teaching and knowledge construction.
Findings of the research support the potential of art-based educational projects to evoke
strong senses of artist/researcher/teacher self in relation to the community, empower
cognitive, communicative and artistic skills, promote holistic learning and thus to play a
significant role in the field of teacher education.
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1. Introduction: Arts and Education

Ever since John Dewey (1934) argued that the source of aesthetic experience is every day,
commonplace experience, it is broadly accepted that art, because of its potential to provide
students with an aesthetic experience, can play a catalytic role in the learning process
(Kampouropoulou et al., 2011). Especially nowadays, in the era of contemporary education,
the possibilities of encouraging such experiences have been seriously, considered (Wong et al.
2001; Hadzigeorgiou, 2005) and the demand of new teaching methods, facing the challenge
of multidimensional social reality, meeting the needs of our time and dealing with the
complex nature of the problems that arise (Kampouropoulou et al., 2011), illuminate the
importance of teaching and learning in, about, and through the arts (Gradle, 2005;
Gruenewald, 2003; Ulbricht, 1998; Armstrong, 2000).

59 www.macrothink.org/jet



ISSN 2330-9709

\ M acrothi“k Journal of Education and Training
A Institute™ 2015, Vol. 2, No. 2

In the above context, education policies around the world, recognize the role of arts into
learning environments and embrace a variety of approaches concerning:

o Arts Education, the term referring to 'a comprehensive and sequential education in
separate and distinct artistic disciplines, such as: dance, music, drama, folk arts, media
arts and visual arts' (Eisner et al., 2004), provided by schools, cultural organizations and

other community-based providers, all influenced by an array of arts education policies
and practices (Gude, 2009; Eisner et al., 2004; Macdonald, 2004; Efland, 1990).

e Arts in education, the term referring to the instrumental use of artistic skills and
experiences as educational tools that promote learning in non-artistic disciplines
(Catterall & Deasy, 2002). Learning through art experiences has gained broad acceptance
as an interdisciplinary tool that promotes scientific literacy (Kambouropoulou et al., 2011;
Skoumios, & Savvaidou-Kambouropoulou, 2012, Carmena, 2011; Labriole, 2010),
scientific innovation (Root-Bernstein et al., 2008), academic achievement (Catterall &
Deasy, 2002), managing skills (Austin & Devin, 2003), development of innovative
leadership (Seifter & Buswick, 2005; Adler, 2004).

Revelantly to the above trends, arts - based forms of educational research has been developed
since 1970s, in order to study the use of arts-based learning on a wide range of informal
learning environments (Eisner, 1976; Greene, 1975; Grumet, 1978). By the 1990s this new
'stream of practice' (Sinner et al., 2006) - an art form used to describe the outlook of the
researchers, who in turn communicate their engagement with the arts(Knowles & Cole, 2008),
was broadly accepted as 'a primary way of understanding and examining experience by both
researchers and people involved in their studies' (Knowles & Cole, 2008).

According to Sinner et al. (2006: 1226) the methodological use of the artistic process 'draws
from the creative arts to inform and shape social science research in interdisciplinary ways,
thus redefining methodological vehicles in the field of education'.

Among such methodological vehicles, a/r/tography emerged from the ideas, art practices and
lived experiences of educators, artists, and researchers developed in the context of arts-based
educational research (Irwin, 2004; Irwin & de Cosson, 2004).

2. A/r/tography as Method of Arts-Based Research

A/r/tography is an hybrid form of research that spaces between a(artist) and r(researcher) and
t(teacher) (Beare, 2009; Irwin & de Cosson, 2004; Irwin & Springgay, 2008; de Cosson, 2003;
Irwin, 2003, 2004; Springgay, 2001; Wilson et al., 2002; Springgay et al., 2004; Springgay et
al., 2008; Leggo,2008; Norman, 2008; Suominen-Guyas, 2008)

A/r/t is used as an acronym for artist-researcher-teacher. Through the in-between spaces of
art-making/ researching/ teaching (a/r/t) (Beare, 2009) these three identities exist contiguously.
As Springgay, Irwin and Kind (2008) state, 'a/r/tographers don’t simply research phenomena in
the arts using qualitative means; they are artists-and teachers-and-researchers who examine
educational phenomena through an artistic understanding and inquiry process'.

Rita Irwin (2004) one of the founders of a/r/tography, explains that the method is based on
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Aristotle’s three realms of knowledge: theory (knowing), praxis (doing) and poesies (making).
She describes the theoretical and practical aspects of a/r/tography as dialectical, being 'in
equal relationship to one another' (Irwin, 2004). A/r/tography transforms abstract systems of
theory and practice (as well as their traditional relationship) to spaces of exchange, reflexivity
and relationality found in a continuous state of movement (Irwin 2013). Thus, theorizing and
practicing 'become something other than what they were and exist in constant movement
toward becoming' (Irwin & Springgay, 2008), in the luminal in-between (Irwin, 2004). For
that reason a/r/tography is metaphorically refer to as a 'rhizome' (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987),
-an assemblage of objects, ideas, and structures that move in dynamic motion performing
waves of intensities that create new understandings (O'Sullivan 2006; Triggs, et al., 2011).

A/r/tography is 'a research methodology, a creative practice and a per formative pedagogy'
(Irwin, 2013) growing in all directions, allowing for multiple, entry and exit points, with one
point connecting to any other point with lack of beginnings or middles (Irwin, 2013). In this
contex, t a/r/tographers embody the multiple roles of artist, researcher and teacher, 'engaged
with the difficulties [and gifts] that each practice and role brings to a particular context'
(Springgay et al., 2005) the same time they combine:

The creative freedom and risk-taking of the artist with the theory, rigor and
responsibility of the academic researcher, along with the ethics and compassion of
the educator (Bickel, 2008).

Though theorists (Irwin, 2004; Springgay, 2008; Bickel, 2008 ) have demonstrated how artful
research can help teachers access and reframe understandings of teaching and learning, in the
education research literature only few studies exist that use either a/r/t/ograpy or related
forms of art-based educational research in teacher education.

It must be noticed that so far, there are no strict theoretical spaces through which to explore
artistic ways of knowing and being research. Away from arts-based methodologies that focus
on the end result, a/r/tographical works include 'any traditional qualitative data forms, as well
as visual, musical, and/or textual works of art' Pourchier, 2010), always raising new questions
about 'what is seen and known and what is not seen and known' (Irwin & Springgay, 2008)

3. The Study

The purpose of this paper is to examine the engagement of teacher trainees in an arts-based
educational project as a process that promotes holistic learning and knowledge creation in
teacher education.

The project, titled 'Scarecrow in the land of Asklepio', was conducted by the Departments of
Education of the University of the Aegean, under the central research hypothesis that
education on local cultural identity is a driving force for artistic expression, while supporting
the development of sustainable attitudes and encouraging active participation. The
participants were:
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e 4 members of the academic staff,
e 15 university students (teacher trainees)

e 3 schoolteachers and 50 pupils (the school team) in cooperation with the society’s team
consisting of:

e the Cultural Organization of Municipality of Southern Rhodes,

e the Cultural Association of the village of Asklepio,

e the cultural societies of villages of the same municipality

e 10 individual members of the local community that volunteered to participate.

Being part of the University team, the teacher trainees had an active role throughout the
program, as educators, artists and researchers. For the purpose of the study, the practices of
teacher trainees as artists and educators were considered to be forms of research. For that
reason, 5 teacher trainees, 3 female and 2 male, ranged from 20-23 years old, representing
years 3-4, were interviewed at various stages of the project about their involvement with it.

As 'conversations with purpose' (Merriam, 1998), interviews were informal, having the form
of discussions, mostly in groups, in order to create a non-threatening platform for the
participants to 'bounce ideas off' with each other and to learn from each others’ perspectives
and insights. Leggo (2008) describes the value of such studies stating that by entering into the
lived experiences of others, all contribute to the constitution of understanding and connection.

Interviews examined participants’ backgrounds and beliefs, perceptions of the project,
learning experiences and pedagogical interests on art and education, perceptions of self, and
the community. Questions were developed around the following axes that reach to the very
heart of teacher trainees' a/r/tographic journey:

e Are you making art?
e Are you researching?
e Are you educating?
4. Results

4.1 The Artist Self

Art -making was a fundamental part of the project through which a rich production of artistic
expressions was obtained. 120 individual scarecrows varying in size, shape, style, material
and representation were produced and grouped according to their thematic depiction, in more
than 25 sets presenting typical scenes of traditional life in a rural area.

Regarding their role as artists, teacher trainees contributed to
e the construction of individual artworks (scarecrows)

e the formation of rural scenes and
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e the complete ephemeral artistic intervention in situ, where the scenes of scarecrows
decorated the entire village.

The last act, a local festival, was the major artistic ‘product’ of the project. More than 200
scarecrows became the complete scenery for the implementation of a full-day program of
non-traditional activities. There were scarecrows representing bakers, fishermen, woodcutters,
farmers, breeders, weavers, housewives, doctors of medicine, teachers etc. Among the scenes
one could meet a traditional marriage (consisting of scarecrows representing the bride and
groom, the best men and the priest), the harvest, a potter’s working place, a bakery, a scene of
olive picking, a coffee grinding corner, a workshop of loom-weaving etc.

The answers of the participants illuminate their experiences in artistic creations as a process
of self discovery. Their artworks allowed representations, understandings and interpretations
that can change patterned ways of knowing, seeing, and being in the world.

By giving shape to the scarecrows, the artists translated local cultural heritage into the
language of the present and identified the past as source of inspiration which may eventually
influence the future of the region Furthermore the art-making described as 'empowering and
liberating' expanded their opinion about the social nature of knowledge as public interaction

4.2 The Teacher Self

Throughout the project teachers revealed themselves as researchers as well as those researched.
Regarding their role as researchers, teacher trainees contributed in various phases of the
inquiry, mainly in the data collection phase.

It must be noted that the overall project was assessed using multiple quantitative and qualitative
approaches. The quantitative indices concerned the number of participants, estimated number
of visitors, number of products (scarecrows and sets) and the qualitative results concerned the
degree of satisfaction and usefulness as derived from interviewing a sample of participants. By
collecting, recording and organizing information from the project’s results, evaluation
succeeded to respond to demands for accountability, assess effectiveness and efficiency in the
use of resources, recognize actual changes and progress made, identify factors of success and
needs for improvement and reveal whether desired outcomes are being achieved.

Regarding their role as those researched, their engagement in artistic expressions was first
assessed through an analysis of individual scarecrows, sets of scarecrows and overall final
artistic synthesis, applying creativity criteria of flexibility and transformation (Zimmerman,
1992). This assessment concerned all groups of participants (pupils, university students and
adults).

Second, their artistic and educational praxis became an a site for inquiry, served as a 'window
that enables us to understand their attitudes on the subjects examined' (Scherz, & Oren, 2006).
Here lies the heart of of a/r/tography as a living practice 'through which meaning is
conceptualized and expressed' (Eisner, 1999).

Being part of the research, teachers’ trainees were empowered to create their own
personalized representation of their knowledge and perceptions and thus better understand
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bodies of literature within and across fields of art and education.
4.3 The University Students

For the University students, participation in the project gave them an opportunity to educate
others. Regarding their roles as educators, teacher trainees, along with members of the
academic staff:

e Communicated with several schools and representatives of cultural organizations on the
island informing about the project and discussing the possibility of cooperation. Those
who responded positively formed the school team and the society team.

e Informed the participants about the symbolic meaning of the scarecrow and through it to
the importance of nature, land, rural life in the past and present, the gradual
transformation in occupations and the gradual changes in the economic, social and
cultural features of life.

e Motivated participants to construct scarecrows providing information concerning
environmental art and ‘arte povera’ (Christov-Bakargiev, 1999).

The educational experiences influenced teacher trainees to develop as pedagogues. The words
'teaching',' learning' and 'education' are seeded throughout their descriptions and for two of
them engagement with the project was fundamental in changing their understanding about
knowledge, attitudes, behaviors and skills required to perform their tasks effectively in the
classroom, school and wider community.

Here are some excerpts from the discussions with the teacher trainees:

'So far, I have never adopted a specific style of teaching, but now my previous concept
validation of my role as a teacher has changed'.

'At the beginning I did not have the slightest idea of creating a scarecrow... To be honest, 1
did not have the slightest idea of creating anything artistic!'

'We tried to make the scenes get life by motivating local people engaged in traditional
occupations to participate in the scenes...it was as artworks came to life '

'The response of habitats was impressive! Thus near the scene of olive picking, olive oil
producers were selling their products.

'It was just a bunch of wasted material and then...I couldn’t believe it!!!”
"The production of complete scenes of rural life, made me realize the dynamics of the project'

'T spoke to the students about the importance of transforming waste materials of no-cost in
creative constructions and of applying simple art instruments and techniques so as to give a
personal character to their creations'.

'While creating, I was thinking to enrich my artwork with qualities that connected past and
present '.
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'In regard to materials, I had used dozens of different materials to construct heads, arms,
clothes..'

'Being researcher and on one of those researched, helped me to gain new knowledge'

'We were given some basic instructions about the construction process and were encouraged
to draw first and then to construct their free expressions of scarecrows.'

Tt is all about transformative learning!'

‘I collected data, from visitors about the targets of the project and then I became the object of
the study!'

'Patchwork, painting and collage...Those were the techniques we used to decorate
scarecrows'

'"The next mission was to use the scarecrows, grouped according to their thematic depiction,
in order to form rural sets and scenes.'

'We inform the participants about the symbolic meaning of the scarecrow and through it to
the importance of nature, land, rural life in the past and present, the gradual transformation in
occupations and the gradual changes in the economic, social and cultural features of life '

'"Together with habitats we located spots in the settlement appropriated for hosting the scenes.
The combination of artistic products with authentic objects was very successful resulted in
interesting artistic interventions’

'All this devoted in the revival of traditions and local culture was so innovative ...and most
important it made me understand the artist in myself!!'.

'I was both placing myself in the role of the researcher and subject of research. I must admit that
the first was a much easier task!

'"Learners should play a more active role...the role of the teacher is to help students build up
their knowledge'.

'l imagine myself teaching art within public spaces...'
5. Conclusions

The aim of the study was an a/r/t/ographical approach of an interdisciplinary educational
project where art-making and teaching processes were seen as acts of research. Through the
lens of a/r/tography with focus on teachers-trainees, the project was seen as a
multidimensional inquiry, a holistic teaching strategy and an access to creating, and
performing art. Data collected during interviews and informal discussions illuminate the role
of art-based educational projects in learning through three deeply interrelated aspects of
a/r/tographical self: the artist , the researcher and the teacher self (Prendergast, Leggo, &
Sameshima, 2009). More specifically such a focus highlights:

(a) The blurring of borders between the roles of artist, researcher and teacher. Operating as
teachers, artists, researchers as well as those researched, the University students envision a
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condition 'embodied understandings and exchanges between and among the broadly
conceived identities of artist/researcher/teacher' (Irwin & Sinner, 2013: ii).

(b) The social-collaborative nature of artist/researcher/teacher self.

The project led participants to look into the 'openings' created by artistic creations, social
activities and shared inquiries and thus think about their own connections to community
(Irwin & Sinner, 2013).

(c) The potential of a/r/tography play in re-conceptualizing teacher education.

The results of this study raise questions about teaching teachers how to teach. Having
participated in a project that: made them realize:

e the complexities of educating and being educated
e the kind of education they want to be involved in
e the connections between theory and in practice,

teacher trainees seek learners-centric, multi-dimensional interdisciplinary educational
projects that promote teaching as social practice.

(d) The process of learning.

Being researchers and artists, students and educators, University students were immersed in a
journey of discovery and co-construction of knowledge concerning

e Teaching and Education.

e  Values of art, sustainability, cooperation and active participation in environmental, social,
developmental and cultural activities.

e Cognitive, communicative and artistic skills
e Respect for natural, economic, social and cultural environment
e Respect for cultural heritage

e Empowering people so as to determine their own cultural social and economic future,
linking it to their past and present.

Learning which results from the a/r/tographic research process can be understood as
'significant’ (Fink, 2003). According to Fink (2003), significant learning takes place when
meaningful and lasting experiences occur during the educational process. Gaining skills, and
insights that learners see as meaningful and salient to them promote engagement in the
learning process and greater learning occurs.

As agents in their own learning, a/r/tographers can begin to create more nurturing teaching
and learning spaces for both self and the students entrusted to them (Mantas & Di Rezze,
2011).
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