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Dear readers, 

It appears as if nearly every academic blog post and formal publication that hits our inbox lately begins with 
“the COVID-19 pandemic.” While contextualizing pedagogical issues and solutions from the perspective of this 
ongoing state of preparedness and anticipation is crucial, it doesn’t leave space to widen the perspective beyond 
the immediacy of this day-to-day need for flexibility.  

What lies beyond the constant need to pivot our practices and this nagging feeling that “we just need to hold 
on for a little longer” is a more hopeful landscape of grounding our pedagogies in the now. We need to educate 
students beyond the classroom for the world at large that looms beyond the campus walls today, while it is also 
painfully reflected within.

The pandemic brought into focus many existing systems, for better or worse, and because of that exposure they 
are now much harder to ignore. With that realization, the role of education came under more intense scrutiny, 
while some felt a sense of urgency to preserve its fundamental values. Beyond teaching to fixed course content, 
many educators—including those whose articles are featured in this issue—are committed to re-examining nor-
malcy in their pedagogies and creating practices that support student agency, collaboration, and care—all quali-
ties to help be in the now—in the world at large.

Strengthening the agency of learners is an integral part of Pratt’s strategic pillars across many levels. But as a 
value, how does it show up in our interactions with students, colleagues, and each other? The essays here in 
Volume 2 of iteratio address this theme from a variety of perspectives.

The pandemic pivot to online classes has created many opportunities in education. Bobier’s essay, “Online Prob-
lem-Based Learning: Where Does the Instructor’s Problem-Solving End and the Students’ Begin? An Art & De-
sign History Class Case Study,” attempts to re-examine what it means to work collaboratively online, along with 
what it means to facilitate, communicate, and create with or alongside each other in our online classrooms. 

Freiband, Feitosa, and Kelley’s work on “Pandemic Pedagogy: A Report on Experiments in Artists’ Education 
in Transition Between the Pre- and Post-Pandemic Economy” provides several case studies to showcase inter-
connected course structures for artists and designers that support healing and motivation through the lens of 
COVID. 

Looking at a more conventional understanding of authority and how it affects classroom practices, Ides’ essay, 
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“On Complicity” includes a discussion, often through the lens of her students, on power, assignment design, 
play, and grading. 

“The Importance of Metacognition in First Year Art and Design Higher Education” by Sloane is a deep explora-
tion of scaffolded assignments that support metacognitive reorientation for art and design students in a plea for 
art educators to link “the thinking part” with “the making part,” surely preparing students for the world beyond 
the studio.

Maffucci’s work in “Cooperative Projects: Digital Humanities and Storytelling in Fashion” links the collaborative 
nature of both fields to examine a project in her classroom that explores the histories of New York City, as well 
as the role of the individual within a democratic classroom project.

We are honored to also feature “On Making Autotheory,” a piece in which the authors share works from a Pratt 
Institute seminar on autotheoretical modes of writing and artmaking. In addition to assignment prompts, this 
writing showcases a semester-long cross-media collection of art objects and written texts. Coauthored with the 
students, it aims to show the love for and exploration of many modes of “metabolizing” knowledge from lived 
experiences.  

All of these writers offer us a window into further inquiry of these salient questions: How does higher education 
reflect and echo the world that we live in? How can teaching enable learners to become more resilient thinkers 
in all areas of their lives, especially as they engage with a seemingly broken world? What knowledge, skills, 
values, habits, and ways of being can be shared with students beyond the course content? How do we help with 
understanding the role of authority, power, hierarchy, and systems? And how do we continuously support our 
collective wellbeing, digital literacy, agency, metacognition, collaboration, and care?  

Beyond this issue, the CTL will continue exploring these themes, and we invite all Pratt faculty, along with staff 
and students, to join us in this effort.

Happy Reading,

Holly Adams, Maura Conley, Judit Torok
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Online Problem-Based Learning: Where Does the Instructor’s Problem-Solving End 
and the Students’ Begin?: An Art & Design History Class Case Study Kim Bobier

I. Introduction

 Problem-Based Learning (PBL) entails active learning that 
requires students to work together and draw on course content 
to arrive at a solution or approach to an unresolved scenario. By 
presenting a new scenario, PBL should situate students to rec-
ognize the limits of their knowledge, expand their knowledge to 
meaningfully address the scenario, and work toward informed re-
sponses (Gasper Hulvat, 2017). The emphasis then is on students’ 
deployment of knowledge rather than their memorization of in-
formation (Lindner, 2005).1 My study mobilizes literature on PBL 
to explore this method’s use value for both online teaching and 
art history pedagogy. I conducted this examination through what 
could be understood as a PBL assignment for my undergraduate 
online art and design history course. Literature on PBL emphasiz-
es that it can help students overcome the challenges of both the 
online learning environment and standard art history pedagogy. 

 In addition to supporting these claims, my findings demon-
strated another point of emphasis in literature about implementing 
PBL online: Instructors should provide guidance and resources 
to help mitigate obstacles specific to student group coordination. 
This insight raises some questions. To what extent should the col-
laborative student problem-solving of an online PBL assignment 
also extend to student group members’ methods of coordination 
and brainstorming?  In what ways does the instructor solving the 
logistics on students’ behalf support a student group’s ability to 

1 Kelly Donahue-Wallace and others define PBL as posing students with 
a simulated or “real-world” scenario, which often includes a role-playing ele-
ment (2008, p. 114). My assignment does not involve this role-playing aspect, 
but nevertheless still asks students to work through theoretical and historical 
ideas in light of applications, which usually leads students to discuss the “re-
al-world” or practical implications of course ideas.

engage higher-order thinking, self-direct, and connect to each 
other, and how might such instructor guidance detract from these 
dynamics? Through a reflection of my own online class experience 
attempting to cultivate these dynamics, I will assert that when it 
comes to fostering student-centered inquiry through a PBL as-
signment, clear assignment parameters and responsive instructor 
guidance are vital. Even so, because authority oversight and over-
ly prescriptive guidelines can curtail a student’s sense of agency, 
instructor supervision should be strategic, selective, and specific to 
the needs of the class.

II. Literature Review

 Studies on PBL show that this method can offset the ways 
in which the online learning environment tends to depress stu-
dent-centered inquiry. Members of an online class usually struggle 
more to efficiently partake in interpersonal exchange than they 
would in an in-person class (Gasper Hulvat, 2017; Ter-Stephanian, 
2012, p.683). Asynchronous class work and even synchronous 
video conference sessions unfold without affording class members 
a sense of physical proximity to each other.  Such interaction also 
obscures social cues. As a result, these modes of class engagement 
do not readily lend themselves to class discussion and bonding 
(Johnson, 2016, p. 1485). These circumstances can easily give way 
to feelings of isolation, which can discourage student motivation, 
critical thinking, and collaborative learning—all of which contrib-
ute to student-centered inquiry (Johnson, 2016, p.1484). By issu-
ing students group tasks, PBL prompts students to collaboratively 
construct class content, motivating them to participate in class 
exchange and learn coursework (Johnson, 2016, p.1498; Simmins, 
2008, p.126; Yang & Cornelious, 2005). As a result, this peer-to-
peer problem-solving can help students get to know each other, 
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build collective competences, and perceive class engagement as a 
communal endeavor (Donahue-Wallace, 2008, p. 114: Budhai & 
Skipwith, 2017, p. 61-62).

 PBL also constitutes an effective tool for counteracting the 
bad habits of art history pedagogy. Classes in this discipline often 
neglect higher-order thinking and creative approaches to course 
content that would facilitate student-centered inquiry, but PBL 
supports both. As much as art historical study privileges cre-
ative production and theoretical models, on the whole art history 
teaching practices are insufficiently theorized and unimaginative 
(Cason, 1993, p. 87, p.93; Gasper Hulvat, 2017). These pedagogi-
cal leanings stem at least partly from the primacy of content and 
lecture-based content delivery in undergraduate art history cur-
riculum. Despite the established drawbacks of this orientation, 
art history courses, especially introductory and survey offerings, 
often cover a wide range of content at the expense of allocating 
class time to skill-building and higher-order thinking (Sienkewicz, 
2016). 

 To topple these priorities, Laetitia La Follette advocates 
art history survey courses with learning objectives informed by 
Bloom’s Taxonomy and assignments designed to usher students 
through all six skills of this taxonomy’s lower- to higher-order lev-
els of cognition (remembering, understanding, applying, analyz-
ing, evaluating, creating) through Team-Based Learning (TBL) (La 
Follette, 2017). TBL shifts away from the class model of students 
individually acquiring course content and concepts issued by an 
instructor. Instead, TBL centers class activities of students working 
together in teams to actively apply and interpret course content 
and concepts for themselves (La Follette, 2017). These approaches 
position students to be responsible for their own learning and that 
of their peers. Furthermore, Bloom’s Taxonomy and TBL-oriented 
classwork facilitates students’ ability to process course material 
through higher-order thinking and to respond to that material in 
more discerning and innovative ways. TBL assignments are simi-
lar to PBL assignments in that both prompt students to collabora-
tively apply their knowledge. Generally speaking, unlike the small 

student groups of PBL activities, TBL groups (i.e., teams) stay 
together throughout the duration of a course. For TBL, students 
work within their respective teams by tackling different stages 
of class material in conjunction with a series of “readiness assur-
ance” tasks to gauge mastery of content at each stage. In contrast, 
PBL group members work together for the duration of a specific 
group project, which culminates in a presentation of a case study, 
borne out of more student-led and open-ended inquiry with min-
imal instructor guidance (Hopper, 2018). Like TBL assignments, 
PBL ones can be formulated to align with Bloom’s Taxonomy, so 
as to encourage student groups’ self-guided, creative, and critical 
synthesis of art history course material.

III. My Case Study

https://app.milanote.com/1LxRp71aTgnH7D/case-study

Figure 1
“Overarching Conditions & Concerns of My Case Study” Milanote Board
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Figure 2
“Case Study Context” Milanote Board
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Figure 3
“Case Study’s Discussion-Facilitation Assignment” 

Milanote Board

Figure 4
“Bloom’s Taxonomy Dimension of Case Study” 

Milanote Board
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2 cards
Self-Determination Theory

Along with Bloom's Taxonomy, I 
calibrated this Problem-Based Learning 
"Facilitation Discussion Assignment" to 
enhance student-centered inquiry within 
my online art and design history class. To 
this end, I built in elements targeting the 
psychological needs that, according to 
self-determination theory, help people  
transform externally motivated or 
regulated activity (such as coursework) 
into activity that is self-determined. 

Photo by Justin Veenema

Relatedness

By variously asking students to coordinate and 
collaborate with fellow class members and 
myself, the professor, steps 2 and 4-7 are 
designed to promote student's sense of 
relatedness, which could also be described as a 
sense of belonging. In this case, I refer to 
relatedness or belonging in terms of students' 
ability to personally connect to class content, 
classmates, and the professor. 

Competency 

I gauged this in terms of how well students 
demonstrated and reported their own 
experience of the cognitive skills covered by 
Bloom's Taxonomy of higher-order thinking 

Autonomy 

Steps 1-7 prompt students to self-direct by 
making decisions about their facilitation 
preparation and its execution based on their 
interests. These steps also give students 
opportunities to express themselves. 

 

Self-Determination Theory

 Self-determination theory specifies that autonomy, competence, and relatedness are the fundamental 
psychological needs that must be satisfied for people to transform an activity that they initially perceive as 
externally motivated or regulated into one that can be perceived as self-determined. Drawing on literature of this 
theory, I refer here to self-determined activity as that which an individual experiences as part of their own 
personal growth and intrinsic motivation (Ryan &Deci, 2000). 

Below, I briefly explain how particular steps of the assignment foster the psychological conditions for self-
determination. 

0 Unsorted
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Upload file
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Figure 5
“Self-Determination Theory Dimension of Case Study” 

Milanote Board

IV. Findings

 To measure whether the PBL discussion-facilitation assign-
ment encouraged student self-determination in conjunction with 
higher-order thinking in our online class, I conducted student 
questionnaires. These asked students about their overall experi-
ence of carrying out the steps for the group’s facilitation session 
as well as their overall experience of participating in other class 
members’ group facilitation sessions. The questionnaire included 
short multiple-choice and open-ended questions. Below is infor-
mation that encapsulates data generated by the questionnaires.

Table 1
“The Questionnaire’s Multiple-Choice Questions & Students’ Responses”

Condition of 
self-determina-
tion question 
gauged

 Questions % of stu-
dents who 
responded 
“Yes” 

% of stu-
dents who 
responded 
“Some-
what”

% of 
students 
who re-
sponded 
“No”

Competency
(understanding)

1.     Did the chance to 
summarize an assigned essay 
related to your group’s session 
before designing that session 
improve your understanding 
of that essay?

94.7% 5.3% 0%

Autonomy & 
belonging

2.     Did consulting with the 
professor about your group’s 
session before designing it 
help make your preparation 
of the session personally 
interesting?

84.2% 15.8% 0%

Competency (un-
derstanding)

3.     Did approaching the 
reading for your discussion-fa-
cilitation session through a 
case study deepen your think-
ing about the reading?

89.5% 15.8% 0%
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Condition of 
self-determina-
tion question 
gauged

 Questions % of stu-
dents who 
responded 
“Yes” 

% of stu-
dents who 
responded 
“Some-
what”

% of 
students 
who re-
sponded 
“No”

Autonomy & 
belonging
(applying)

4.     Did approaching your 
discussion-facilitation session 
through a case study clarify 
the reading’s relevance to 
your personal interests?

63.2% 36.8% 0%

Control question 5.     Did you carefully review 
the discussion-facilitation 
assignment guidelines while 
working on the assignment?

89.5% 10.5% 0%

Competency
(understanding)

6.     Overall, have your class-
mates’ facilitation sessions 
(i.e., sessions by groups other 
than your own) enhanced 
your understanding of the 
required reading’s content?

78.9% 21.1% 0%

Competency
(applying)

7.     Overall, have your class-
mates’ facilitation sessions 
enhanced your understand-
ing of the required reading’s 
possible applications?

84.2% 15.8% 0%

Competency
(analyzing & eval-
uating)

8.     Overall, have your class-
mates’ facilitation sessions en-
hanced your own evaluation 
of the required reading?

78.9% 21.1% 0%

Belonging 9.     Overall, have your class-
mates’ facilitation sessions 
made you feel closer to other 
members of the class?

42.1% 57.9% 0%

Autonomy & 
belonging

10.   Overall, have your class-
mates’ facilitation sessions 
encouraged you to express 
yourself in class?

42.1% 47.4% 10.5%

Control question 11.   Overall, have you done 
this class’s required reading 
on time?

84.2% 15.8% 0%

Note: 19 of the class’s 20 students completed responses.

Table 2
“The Questionnaire’s Open-Ended Questions”

1.     Overall, how do you feel about your discussion-facilitation session? Write 
at least five words (or full phrases if you prefer) that describe these feelings.

2.     What could you have done differently to improve your experience of pre-
paring the facilitation session?

3.     What could the professor have done differently to better help you prepare 
the facilitation session?

4.     What could you have done differently to improve your experience of facili-
tating your group’s session?

5.     What could the professor have done differently to better help you prepare 
for facilitating your group’s session?

6.     What have been your favorite aspects of the facilitation sessions? Write 
at least five words, (or full phrases if you prefer) that describe these favorite 
aspects.

7.     What aspects of the facilitation sessions have frustrated you? Write at least 
five words, (or full phrases if you prefer) that describe these frustrating aspects.

8.     Overall, what feelings have you experienced during the facilitation ses-
sions? Write at least five words, (or full phrases if you prefer) that describe 
these feelings.

9.     Overall, how have the facilitation sessions affected class conversation?
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Summation of Student Responses Reflecting the PBL Discussion-
Facilitation Assignment’s Strengths

 According to student questionnaires, overall the assignment 
did promote student autonomy (at the level of harnessing stu-
dents’ personal interests) and competency in terms of higher-order 
thinking. Indicators of these sentiments emerged in student re-
sponses, where the vast majority of the class affirmed with a “Yes” 
that the assignment deepened their understanding of assigned 
course content and their ability to apply, evaluate, and relate it to 
their personal interests. As suggested below, many also remarked 
on various ways the assignment spurred dynamic in-class analysis 
online and a greater diversity of perspectives.

Select Responses to Questionnaire’s Open-Ended Questions that Re-
flect What Students Most Consistently Identified as the PBL 
Assignment’s Strengths

(The MCQ followed by a number designates the Multiple-Choice 
Question to which the quotations below respond)

• “…for me, readings were sometimes frustrating as some of the 
contents are little difficult for me and the reading presentations 
and explanations of my classmates helped me understand the 
text better.” [MCQ9]

• “[Favorite aspects of the facilitation session:] Diverse points 
of view, knowledgeable, more in-depth analysis, applying the 
readings into case studies and re-contextualizing them to us as 
designers, engaging.” [MCQ6]

• “[Favorite aspects of the facilitation session:] Working together 
as a group. And the idea of talking and raising questions that 
were our own and not just something from the reading or for 
the sake of the assignment.” [MCQ6]

• “It is a very new experience for me to deconstruct and extend 
an article with other people together. I am also surprised about 

how much new information I learned about during the re-
search process, which is beyond my expectation.” [MCQ8]

• “Although we can’t actually meet right now, I thought it was 
interesting to see other perspectives.” [MCQ9]

• “It definitely helps a lot in enhancing the collaborative and 
interactive atmosphere of this online class. We get more oppor-
tunities to express our own thoughts to the class and receive 
their feedback.” [MCQ9]

Summation of Student Responses Reflecting the PBL Discussion-
Facilitation Assignment’s Weaknesses

  Overall, the student questionnaires show that students felt 
that the assignment fostered their sense of belonging and aspects 
of autonomy (in terms of feeling closer to other class members 
and expressing themselves in class), but only promoted these dy-
namics to a limited extent.

Challenges of the assignment based on students’ feedback in the 
questionnaires:

• The logistics of online coordination across time zones straining 
the flow of exchange among group members and even leading 
to stress

• Realizing that their facilitation group’s mode of delivering a 
case study would have been more engaging had they made it 
more interactive

• Feeling that meeting synchronously online with group mem-
bers (after and beyond my in-class meetings with their group) 
to review the breakdown of their facilitation would have im-
proved their group’s facilitation

• Regretting that they did not have the chance to meet in person, 
feeling this would have made for a more organic and intimate 
collaboration
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Select Responses from Questionnaire’s Open-Ended Questions that 
Reflect What Students Most Consistently Identified as the PBL 
Assignment’s Weaknesses

(The MCQ followed by a number designates the Multiple-Choice 
Question to which the quotations below respond)

• “I think the biggest thing was the time difference between me 
and my group members, but other than that I thought that it 
was overall really fun, and I liked everyone’s facilitation ses-
sions. I think that with there being time differences between 
group members it could sometimes be hard to communicate 
quickly, because one of us seemed to always be asleep, but we 
had everything figured out by the end.” [MCQ7]

• “[What you could have done to improve your experience of the 
group facilitation session:] Maybe a better time coordination 
with my group partners but it is also just because this class 
was online through zoom.”[MCQ4]

• “I think perhaps finding a better mode of communication or 
even meeting once over Zoom could’ve helped our session flow 
more smoothly.” [MCQ 4]

• “I wish I had connected with my group a bit more, since our 
mode of communication was a bit strained and slow.” [MCQ4]

• “I think maybe the sessions could have been more interactive. 
Especially with online school, it can be hard to stay engaged 
during presentations.” [MCQ4]

• “Maybe we could have included a game that made people in-
teract more with us and learn about the topic we researched.” 
[MCQ4]

V. Analysis of Findings
 My conversations with students and observations of their 
group work reinforce my findings from the student questionnaires. 

All this data indicates that students’ most consistent regrets and 
frustrations associated with this discussion-facilitation PBL assign-
ment largely stemmed from the challenging task of coordinating 
online group work across multiple time zones. This core logisti-
cal challenge of the assignment seems highly attributable to the 
specific learning environment of the class during the fall of 2020. 
After explaining this learning environment’s difficulties and how I 
initially tried to preempt them through my PBL assignment guide-
lines, I will consider active-learning online literature’s recommen-
dations for further mitigating these difficulties. In my view, these 
recommendations present a mixed bag.

 During this semester, students in my art and design his-
tory class participated entirely online, a modality which, as not-
ed earlier, impedes interpersonal communication and a sense of 
familiarity among students. An in-person class setting is far more 
conducive to such interaction and familiarity. Sharing a physical 
context during class and the same campus throughout the semes-
ter ensures students can coordinate within the same time zone. 
This in-person campus-oriented arrangement also gives students 
more common ground and potential to meet outside of class for 
course-related and social reasons. It is therefore unsurprising that 
without a shared physical context my fall 2020 students found it 
difficult to fluidly collaborate and connect with their facilitation 
group members, especially given their wide-ranging orientations 
in time and place. In contrast, when, during the spring semester 
of 2020, I implemented an in-person iteration of this PBL assign-
ment for eight weeks prior to Pratt’s move to virtual learning amid 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, these challenges did not 
come to my attention. To be clear, due to the pandemic, I was 
unable to complete a formal data-based study of this in-person 
iteration of the PBL assignment. Even so, I can say that during 
that entirely in-person stretch of the spring semester when most 
of the students lived on campus and all lived within commuting 
distance, students’ self-directed group coordination seemed to be a 
manageable aspect of the assignment that also connected students 
to an impressive extent and more noticeably encouraged their 
self-expression in class.
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 I anticipated that the class’s online modality and students’ 
different geographic contexts would put a strain on the groupwork 
aspect of my PBL assignment and by extension its self-determina-
tion and higher-order-thinking goals.  I designed the assignment 
to work around these challenges in the following ways:

1. I crafted the assignment to give students some choice about 
which week’s content they would facilitate

Students seemed to make their selections based on which  
weeks suited their schedules best and which weeks’ content they 
found most personally intriguing. With a few exceptions, I was 
able to put students in the facilitation groups that they ranked as 
their first or second preference. My hope was that this ranking 
process set up students to experience the work for this facilitation 
assignment as self-driven, rewarding, and relatively convenient.

2. I tried to ease student group coordination by carving out 
two meetings for each facilitation group during the last 15 min-
utes of our Zoom class period.

• One meeting took place two weeks prior to the group’s 
facilitation session.

 During this first meeting, I reviewed the assignment guide-
 lines with the group, giving special emphasis to the upcom-
 ing step that required each member of the group to summa-
 rize a different essay assigned for their group’s week. I told 
 students a bit about each essay for that week and helped 
 them divide the essays among themselves.

• The second meeting was one week prior to the group’s fa-
cilitation session.

 During this meeting, I reinforced the guidelines for the 
 facilitation session while helping the group members to 
 identify ideas from their week’s assigned essays that 
 sparked their interest. We also brainstormed possible case 

 studies and thought through options for collaborating 
 online outside of class as well as divvying up group mem-
 bers’ tasks. Once I got a sense that the group members had 
 a grasp of the facilitation session’s parameters and feasi-
 ble preliminary ideas for how to move forward together, I 
 would leave these members on Zoom to spend as long as 
 they wished to discuss their plans among themselves. In  
 short, I walked students through the expectations and 
 goals for the facilitation assignment and initiated a prelimi- 
 nary conversation with them about how to approach it. In  
 so doing, I tried to equip students to carry forth the group  
 collaboration, so that it would be a product of their own  
 interests and problem-solving.

 Literature on active learning for undergraduate online 
classes endorses my strategy of creating student groups based on 
students’ ranked preferences and convening a forum with students 
to help them initiate their group work. Some such literature in-
sists, however, that to overcome the challenges of student group 
work online, I should have created more virtual tools for group 
members’ collaboration and supervised it to a greater extent. For 
instance, the book, Best Practices in Engaging Online Learners 
through Active and Experiential Learning Strategies recommends 
that the instructor create a virtual team space for students’ group 
work. The authors Stephanie Smith Budhai and Ke’Anna Brown 
Skipwith write:

 At a minimum, the shared virtual team space should include 
 a discussion board, a file sharing area, and a space for live, 
 real-time sessions or chat. Instructors should provide an 
 overview of each feature of the virtual shared space and 
 make suggestions for how it should be used… Be sure that 
 all learners know how to access and use the virtual team 
 space to support the teamwork. (2016, p.63)

Furthermore, Budhai and Skipwith assert that the instructor 
should monitor the virtual team space and regularly offer input as 



10

/i.te’ra:.ti.o/ Issue 2 | Fall, 2022Bobier
the group members develop their work there and even potentially 
hold individual meetings with each group member to gauge their 
role and to hear their voice in the collaboration process (2016, 
p.67). In contrast, I did not create a virtual team space, nor did I 
attempt to supervise students’ group work outside of each group’s 
two brief in-class meetings. I alluded to virtual means of com-
munication (e.g., GoogleSlides, a GoogleDoc, and our class Zoom 
link) and ensured that these options were available to all students, 
but I did not prescribe any and invited students to use whatever 
virtual tools most appealed to them as a group. 

 I take the literature’s point that preparing more models and 
tools for student group work could assuage such work’s logisti-
cal obstacles while bolstering student communication. I would 
caution, however, that an uncritical implementation of extensive 
assignment guidelines and instructor supervision of student group 
work threatens to detract from students’ agency and potentially 
impede their creativity and ability to connect with each other.
 
 My experience with an earlier 2019 in-person iteration of 
this study designed around a similar, though not identical, facili-
tation assignment demonstrated that too much direction from an 
instructor can overwhelm students.

• For this 2019  assignment, I created very detailed five-
page guidelines. They backfired.  In this instance, my attempt to 
provide thorough information overwhelmed many students—de-
terring them from carefully reviewing and absorbing the assign-
ments’ various steps. As much as my intention was to empower 
students with a thorough understanding of the assignment that 
would enhance their sense of competence, the information over-
load seemed to have the opposite effect (Bobier, 2021). 

• After identifying this problem from my 2019 study, I adjust-
ed my assignment guidelines to be more concise and streamlined, 
making my assignment more accessible and less daunting for 
students.

 In addition to sacrificing the accessibility of an assignment, 
unnecessarily specific and overdetermined guidelines or directives 
from an instructor for a PBL assignment can impinge on the active 
learning that PBL is supposed to promote. According to Scholar-
ship of Learning and Teaching (SoTL) researchers, active learning 
prioritizes students’ “interpersonal interactions… agency, autono-
my, and self-regulation” (Carr et al., 2015, p.174; Gasper Hulvat, 
2017, p.4). Thus, along with well-defined yet succinct guidelines 
for PBL online group work, it is important to build room within 
the assignment design for student choice and experimentation as 
well as self-management. The constant instructor management 
that Budhai and Skipwith advise, however, could compromise 
these dynamics. I worry that if I were to consistently monitor 
my students’ collaboration and assert my presence within their 
group exchange, this involvement would hinder their embrace of a 
collective-problem-solving mindset. At the same time, I agree that 
instructors who implement PBL assignments should develop open 
lines of communication with student groups and other strategies 
to recognize when members could benefit from extra assistance. 
Yet I should not assume that all of my efforts to supervise student 
group work will support student learning. My teaching experienc-
es and SoTL research indicate that to foster students’ self-deter-
mined inquiry and higher-order thinking it is important for me to 
afford students time and space to negotiate their collaboration on 
their own terms.

VI. Conclusion

 The question is not whether online PBL requires clear as-
signment parameters and responsive instructor supervision to pro-
mote student-centered inquiry. Scholarly research and this study’s 
findings corroborate the importance of this guidance. The question 
is how and to what extent should instructors offer it. I propose 
that this guidance should be deployed selectively in response to 
the particular circumstances and needs of a class as well as the 
capacity of the instructor.

 For my own PBL discussion-facilitation assignment, I be-
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lieve I could selectively harness some of the active learning litera-
ture’s advice by presenting student groups with more ready-made 
resources for designing and coordinating their facilitation session. 
Without other vivid models for conducting their online facilitation 
sessions, student groups usually decided on a slideshow format 
that intersperses points and images related to their reading and 
case studies with questions for class discussion. This model works 
well. Even so, it is not necessarily the most interactive approach 
and could feel rote when nearly all the groups used it. If I created 
an inventory of other models for sharing content and prompting 
class conversation (such as games, thought experiments, tactics 
for integrating more media and senses into group activities, etc.), 
this reference point may inspire student groups to play with a 
greater diversity of facilitation approaches. Testing out different 
facilitation approaches together might encourage students to make 
more deliberate decisions and express themselves in the process. 
Experimenting with novel models may also boost their sense of 
autonomy and perhaps even bond students in ways that deepen 
their sense of belonging in class. Preparing more digital tools and 
online spaces (such as digital scheduling programs and interactive 
work platforms like Milanote and Miro) for students would likely 
improve their asynchronous collaboration as well. A greater vari-
ety of these readymade means of coordinating and collective con-
tent creation should supply a more inclusive array of group work 
options for students. In sum, providing, but not requiring, more of 
such operationalizable models and tools for online student group 
work is likely to fuel rather than thwart the creative problem-solv-
ing that animates student-centered inquiry.

Appendix 1: Case Study Takeaways

Online Problem-Based Learning:  Where Does the Instructor’s 
Problem-Solving End and the Students’ Begin?: An Art & Design 
History Class Case Study

CASE STUDY TAKEAWAYS

When it comes to Problem-Based Learning (PBL) group assign-

ments in a partially or fully online class, what is the instructor’s 
role? How much and what kind of responsive guidance should the 
instructor offer students?

1. Instructor supervision should be strategic, selective, and 
specific to the needs of the class.

WHY: PBL literature shows that clear assignment parameters and 
responsive instructor guidance are vital. Even so, instructor over-
sight and overly prescriptive guidelines can curtail students’ sense 
of agency and by extension the student-centered inquiry that PBL 
targets.

2. Hold at least one or two brief meetings with each student 
group about the assignment.

 For example:
 - One 15-minute meeting to both review assignment guide-
 lines and help students get set up to coordinate with each 
 other 
 - A second 15-minute meeting to both check in with stu-
 dents about their progress and suggest some possibilities for 
 further developing their work

WHY: These brief meetings should get group members on track, 
by clarifying expectations for their assignment and assuring 
students with instructor feedback. Checking in through such a 
meeting also affords the instructor an opportunity to gauge group 
progress and dynamics in a relatively noninvasive way. If, during 
a meeting, it seems the group members face obstacles, which may 
derail their progress, the instructor can help students efficiently 
resolve these obstacles.

3. Provide student groups with a number of optional digital 
tools for asynchronous group coordination and collaboration.

 For example, some such digital channels could include Dis-
 cord, GoogleDocs, GoogleSlides, milanote, Miro, and Zoom
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WHY: Offering a diversity of these readymade means for coordi-
nating and collective content creation can help each group accom-
modate its members’ needs and preferences for working together, 
thereby promoting a more inclusive arrangement.

4. Create an inventory of different models that students can 
consider for both sharing their group work with the rest of the 
class and for facilitating class conversation around this group 
work.

 For example, models for dynamic and interactive presenta-
 tions or facilitation sessions, such as games, thought exper-
 iments, and tactics for integrating multiple types of media 
 and/or many senses

WHY: This inventory of models may inspire student groups to play 
with a greater range of presentation and facilitation approaches. 
Testing out different approaches together might encourage group 
members to make more deliberate decisions about how to deliver 
their content and engage classmates outside their group. Experi-
menting with novel models may also boost student group mem-
bers’ sense of autonomy and perhaps even bond students in ways 
that deepen their sense of belonging in class.
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Pandemic Pedagogy
Andrew Freiband, Chantal Feitosa, Sakura Kelley

A Report on Experiments in Artists’ Education in Transition

“Conventional approaches to arts teaching and learning… neglect the crucial ethical 
dimension that distinguishes human practices from mere technical proficiency.”

 -David Elliott, Marissa Silverman, Wayne Bowman, Artistic Citizenship

“White people are mostly on ‘staycation,’ while POC are extremely at risk…”
 -anonymous respondent to ALI’s Survey of Ineffable Economics, conducted 

between April–August 2020. The question, in the context of the pandemic was: 
What is the point everyone seems to be missing?

Introduction
 As former art students, current arts educators, and practic-
ing artists, we perceived that the education of artists in the US was 
already in a state of crisis before the coronavirus pandemic struck.

 Questions of equity, purpose, the infection of art by capi-
tal, and the legacy of colonial systems of thought and education 
left many to wonder whether an arts education was either viable 
or valuable (Jahoda et al., 2014). Old institutions struggled with 
rapidly changing social mores (Strategic National Arts Alumni 
Project, 2013) (or, put more accurately, struggled with student 
demands for accountability and structural change, in acknowl-
edgement of the colonialist underpinnings of academia and arts 
academia specifically (Black Artists and Designers [BAAD], 2016), 
and the economics of education in America made art school un-
available to all but the most privileged.  

 Initiatives sprang up at arts schools around the country  to 
try and remediate the schools’ shortcomings in “diversity, equi-
ty, and inclusion” but as fast as these initiatives were launched, 
deeper levels of the crisis reared their heads (McInnis, 2020), from 
unsustainable debt accrual by students to the economic exploita-
tion of part-time faculty (many of whom had only recently been 
students, laying bare the destructive cycle that this model of arts 
education brought about).

 Then the pandemic hit, and many of these programs lost 
one of the last elements of undeniable value in an arts educa-
tion—the embodied presence of a community of critical peers and 
supportive teachers.  Classes moved online (not without a fight, 
remember—significant faculty resistance had to form at many 
schools to keep administrations from imposing dangerous in-per-
son working conditions), and thousands of students (and faculty) 
around the country wondered whether an arts education via video 
conferences was even worth it anymore—the cost, the stress, the 
uncertainty, the time. 

 A wave of students, artists included, went on leaves of 
absence, deferred their studies, or simply dropped out, unable to 
rationalize the cost of an arts education when the classes were 
moving out of the studio and onto their computers.  (National 
Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2020)  And beyond grad-
uation, the landscape of arts-related professions was decimated by 
the economic devastation of COVID-19 (Cohen, 2021).

 This interruption was felt across higher education, but as 
artists and experienced arts educators, we knew that embodied 
learning is especially crucial in art, and we doubted that conven-
tional arts education could be effectively transferred to the screen.  
This is why we launched the Pandemic Pedagogy Projects—to 
serve learning-artists whose educational support systems were in-
terrupted by the pandemic, and by arts institutions’ insistence on 

Between the Pre- and Post-Pandemic Economy
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economic “normalcy” even in the midst of global disaster.

* * * *

 This is a story of a project that is necessarily extrainstitu-
tional.  The affiliation that includes us in the community of Pratt 
practitioners (and which brings us to these pages) is, from our 
standpoint, tenuous.  One of us is a temporary part-time instructor 
at Pratt. (The adage amongst such teaching-artists in the US is that 
often our institutional affiliation goes little further than possession 
of an .edu email address. This is a project that asks what more 
is possible with that minute asset as a starting point.). That said, 
that tenuous connection is important in bringing together projects 
like ours, which we feel are extrainstitutional by necessity, and the 
institutions that already exist, and which sit upon comparably vast 
resources of capital, reputation, and cultural power.

 The work described here is done within a framework of our 
creative practice that we think of as “instituting” (Decentralizing 
Political Economic Roaming Symposium, 2021)—putting up the 
signifiers of a “real” institution that allows us to similarly deflect 
specific authorship, while also moving about with the mass and 
gravity of a larger organization. In short, it’s done with a website, 
custom email addresses, and the indiscriminate use of a collective 
“we.”  In this case, we are working as the Artists’ Literacies Insti-
tute (artistsliteracies.org)—a creative praxis turned organization 
merely by virtue of having accumulated a body of accomplish-
ments while posing as an organization.  It could be said we have 
faked it til we maked it.

 While this work is critical of institutions, it uses the exist-
ing structures of institutions in an essential way, something resem-
bling the way coral might build new living reefs on the sunken 
hulks of industrial detritus, truck bodies, subway cars, warships… 
All the parallel analogies of dismantlement and replacement, re-
building and repair, we feel apply to this work—and so it is com-
plementary to institutions, supplemental to them, requires them, 
but is ultimately hopeful of replacing them in the realization of a 

more just, more vibrant, and more viable future.

* * * *

 We began in the late summer/early fall of 2020, when 
the pandemic had been raging in the US for several months, and 
after schools scrambled to fully remote learning for the end of the 
Spring 2020 semester.  At the time of writing, we are strategizing 
for the Fall 2021 semester1. We observed—through our own expe-
rience as teachers, through knowledge sharing among teaching 
artists across the US on dedicated listservs, from news reports, and 
through direct anecdotal contacts—that the institutional planning 
for the Fall 2020 semester was prioritizing what we deemed “eco-
nomic normalcy.” This was the maintenance, as near as possible, 
of financial arrangements as well as infrastructural setups—from 
tuition payments to classroom use—as considerations granted 
equal weight to public health.  As evidence of this, one thing we 
never heard discussed in all of these various circles was the radical 
step of prioritizing public health to the extent that we might fully 
shut down the educational economy for a year, and replace it with 
basic income, assured basic resources such as food and housing 
security, and a full-scale public and private effort to eradicate the 
virus.

 In response to this equivocation between “economic nor-
malcy” and an undeniable global health emergency, we saw 
students (and teachers) making decisions to defer, take leaves, or 
even drop out (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 
2020).  We understood this movement as complex, because for 
many students of color or other marginalized status, their hous-
ing, healthcare, or even immigration/visa status was tied to their 
enrollment status—and yet the integrity of the education they’d 
be receiving was promising to be questionable at best under the 
circumstances (Serhan 2020).

1 Subsequently we did indeed offer 2 new courses through Pandemic 
Pedagogy from Fall 2021
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 In a series of conversations through the late summer and 
fall of 2020, we considered what gaps were opening up in these 
learning-artists’ experiences; we also considered what, as teach-
ing-artists, we wanted to do but felt for one reason or another 
obstructed from doing.  From these conversations, we developed 
one-page course concepts that answered four simple questions:

 •What is its name?  To acknowledge the student ritual 
of course-catalog browsing, in order to attract student interest to 
unusual learning opportunities.
 •Who is it for?  From the proposing instructors, this could 
be a question about who we wanted to serve or support in the 
midst of the pandemic.  For prospective students, we wanted it 
clear what specific student needs were being considered in the 
formation of the class.
 •What is its structure?  This gave proposing instructors 
the chance to build a course from scratch, including its duration, 
degree of synchronicity, and its format.
 •How should it economically exist?  Because the project 
was motivated in part by an economic crisis, we wanted to have 
agency over the economics of the courses, to shape the context of 
learning, and have control over the degree and direction of trans-
action not only of learning but also of material resources.  This is 
an aspect of teaching that is out of the hands of professors in con-
ventional institutions, yet as tuition rises and student debt accrues, 
it colors our interactions with students.

 This simple breakdown was meant to give teaching-artists 
the easiest path to formulating a course in the shortest period of 
time, trusting that given a platform and “institutional” support, 
they would be capable of growing the class to serve the needs they 
saw. 

 We also wanted to challenge the financial systems that are 
potentially taken for granted in American arts education, by of-
fering to each teaching-artist their ideal economic model—which 
we acknowledged impacted students’ receptiveness and learning 
approach.  At a very small scale, we wanted to see what a learning 

environment felt like when the nature of the economic transaction 
that activated it was different.

 The courses that came forward were refined down to three 
pilots (ultimately, two would be enacted in the first cycle of what 
we called the Pandemic Pedagogy projects):
 -Dimensions Variable
 -What’s in the Way
 -Systems Thinking for Social Artists (this course, developed 
by ALI director Andrew Freiband, would be deferred in recogni-
tion of our limited capacity, and the administrative needs of the 
other offerings and ALI’s other pandemic-related projects)

* * * *
Dimensions Variable

Figure 1
Dimensions Variable Syllabus Slide
Note: Image collage by Chantal Feitosa
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✨       WHAT is this course?

This remote course will carve out a supportive space for artists 
who navigate multiplicity within their identities (be it through 
race, gender, sexuality, language, borders, and beyond). We will 
explore how the role of digital spaces, the camera lens, and the 
glitch can coexist with the practice of social shapeshifting or nav-
igating otherness. As levels of exhaustion in 2020 begin to hold a 
heavy presence in both the physical world and through our devic-
es’ screens, this class will give students the opportunity to dream 
and scheme their way into affirming relationships with space and 
time. What can our personal definitions for storytelling through 
technology look like? How can it be sustainable or joyful? How do 
we keep in mind our physical bodies in these digital processes? 

       WHO is this for?

This course will serve as an independent study/support group for 
up to FIVE (5) individuals who are: 

Students of color currently working in time-based art forms and/
or digital media (film, video, net art, programming, performance, 
etc). 
              AND

Undergraduate Juniors/Seniors who are taking a leave of absence 
due to COVID-19 or other extenuating circumstances

       HOW is it done?

This class will alternate bi-weekly between seminars and critiques 
over SEVEN (7) sessions. 

Each session will be 90 minutes long. Seminars & Critiques will be 
held remotely and synchronously over video. 

• SEMINARS will reference critical texts and contemporary 
art projects in order to address a specific Focus Question around 

identity and digital media such as:
 How do you see digital media serving as an extension of 
your multiple identities? 
 How is your technology/digital platform of choice allowing 
you to express love and care for your body and spirit? How can our 
multiple selves inform us in becoming polymaths? 
 How has your relationship to digital media taught you 
about your place (or lack thereof) in the world*? 
 Is your work’s relationship to technology* informed by the 
past, present, or future? 

Students will have the opportunity prior to seminar days to pro-
vide a response to the Focus Questions of the day in whatever 
format feels most comfortable to them (writing, audio recording, 
sketches, etc). We will use these responses as a starting point for 
class discussions.

• CRITIQUES will serve as feedback check-ins for students to 
present their own independent research, ideas, and projects. 
Each critique session will also rely on a Focus Question from 
the previous seminar as a catalyst to direct discussions and 
feedback.

  
Students will receive a Welcome Packet  prior to the first day of 
class outlining readings, focus questions, and other resources.

        What about the      ?

• Students must pay a $25 deposit, which they will receive back 
upon concluding full commitment to the course.

• For completing the course successfully, students will also be 
awarded an additional Learning Honorarium of $105.

✨

✨ 💸

✨
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Figure 2
Dimensions Variable Curriculum Structure

Note: Image by Chantal Feitosa
 
 Dimensions Variable was a six session course, consisting of 
alternating seminars and critical/feedback discussions centering 
the participating artists’ work.  It was developed by teaching artist 
Chantal Feitosa to address a gap in arts education not unique to 
the pandemic, but certainly exacerbated by it: the question of ad-
dressing a student’s sense of multiplicity in both their practice and 
identity. From the syllabus:

 We will explore how the role of digital spaces, the camera 
 lens, and the glitch can coexist with the practice of social 
 shapeshifting or navigating otherness. As levels of exhaus-
 tion in 2020 begin to hold a heavy presence in both the 
 physical world and through our devices’ screens, this class 
 will give students the opportunity to dream and scheme 
 their way into affirming relationships with space and time. 

 What can our personal definitions for storytelling through 
 technology look like? How can it be sustainable or joyful? 
 How do we keep in mind our physical bodies in these digi-
 tal processes?

WHY WAS THIS NEEDED

 It was not the pandemic alone that made such a course 
seem necessary—art schools and arts programs have struggled to 
meaningfully address human multiplicity as much as they have 
struggled to address interdisciplinarity.  The authors have shared 
frustrations over the clumsiness and misapplication of many 
“DEI” initiatives, which we see as being rooted in the taxonomi-
cal thought of Western/colonial institutions in which most artists 
learn.  The pandemic did, however, present a moment when the 
young artists most affected by these systems were suddenly more 
visible than they had been, because people were paying attention 
to the effects of the pandemic, and the pandemic was dispropor-
tionately impacting the communities from which these students 
came.  They also had more time than ever to explore alternatives 
to their institutional educations—because at a wider level than 
school, they were responding to the pandemic by taking leaves 
of absence, reducing course loads, or opting out of institutional 
learning altogether.  If it could do nothing else, Pandemic Peda-
gogy could provide a kind of continuity of engagement for these 
learning artists, and while doing it explore new structures that 
might “serve” students of color and artists of multiplicity more 
meaningfully.

 Because Chantal knows these systems firsthand, this was 
also an opportunity to translate her own practice’s inclination to 
activism and agitation into an actionable curriculum in service to 
students whose experience she closely relates to.  As a laborato-
ry for pedagogies, the teaching-artist’s learning within Pandemic 
Pedagogy is as valued as the students.  While so many faculty 
in conventional institutions spent their 2020-21 learning how to 
adapt formerly embodied curricula onto the Zoom screen, here 
was a unique chance to build a course natively within Zoom that 
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might also be able to address some of the alienation that multiplic-
itous students feel even when classrooms are open.

HOW IT WENT

 The students were recruited through an open call and ap-
plication process, followed by an interview and selection process 
conducted by Chantal.  The cohort consisted mostly of students 
who were presently enrolled in conventional educational institu-
tions elsewhere—typically they were graduate level students, with 
some exceptions for older/early-career students who were attract-
ed to the course as a professional development opportunity. They 
all had in common a sense that the gap in attention during their 
conventional studies described above merited addressing, and Di-

mensions Variable offered something in that address.
The curriculum was prepared in advance, in detail, by Chantal, 
with structured slide presentations (illustrations attached) alter-
nating with open critique and opportunities for participants to 
lead. This contributed to significant learning described by Chantal 
herself—an example of the bidirectional learning we hoped would 
arise for the instructors.  As it was posed in our evaluative conver-
sation after the class had run:

Figure 3
Dimensions Variable Presentation Slide

Note: Image by Chantal Feitosa

Figure 4
Dimensions Variable Presentation Slide

Note: Image by Chantal Feitosa

Why don’t we more often consider/evaluate the extent of learn-
ing experienced by the teacher during a course? In what ways 
can we formalize a “course” that serves both teacher and learn-
er? Is this an exploration of the boundaries between “classes” 
and “discussion groups”?  Alternatively, perhaps this is a key 
role for ALI in supplement to other sites of teaching, to support 
teachers’ learning in each iteration.
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The course proved to feel especially nonhierarchical—horizontal” 
in Chantal’s description—related to aspects of pedagogy that often 
(invisibly) impose hierarchies such as age, experience, “expertise,” 
and of course race, class, and gender.  This horizontality impacted 
several aspects of the course: 

• The level of “performativity” inherent in teaching (in this 
case, our postmortem exit interview suggests that this course was 
the most “authentic version of self” that the teaching-artist had 
experienced). 
• The diminishment of the concept of “service” in the struc-
ture of the course (this was also impacted by the financial struc-
ture of the course, as students weren’t paying for an educational 
product, but were responding with their presence to a very small 
deposit they’d paid, and in anticipation of a slightly larger but still 
not exorbitant payment that they’d receive upon completing the 
course).
• An increased awareness of the issue of access—concerning 
students whose sense of individual multiplicitousness does not 
mesh with the taxonomies of standard “DEI” initiatives.
• An altered expectation of how we can expect to behave 
when in “school” or in a classroom, who “belongs” there, and 
how the accepted behaviors themselves are imposed by deep con-
vention.

Figure 5
Dimensions Variable Presentation Slide

Note: Image by Chantal Feitosa

 Finally, as a part of this laboratory for pedagogies, we 
conducted exit surveys for the participants, as well as ones for the 
teaching artists (many of the observations recorded above emerged 
in this “postmortem” discussion). We feel that this is essential to 
lend intentionality to each iteration of this project, so that courses 
can grow, evolve, and adapt with real nimbleness. Rather than es-
tablish a class that is repeated semester after semester, we believe 
the educational and developmental resources that learning-art-
ists will need in the pandemic and postpandemic era must be as 
changeable and adaptable as we have all had to be.

Figure 6
Dimensions Variable Presentation Slide

Note: Image by Chantal Feitosa
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Figure 7
ALI “Post-Mortem” Evaluation Analysis of Dimensions Variable

Note:The dialogue of our mutual course review was ‘coded’ for themes and ideas to inform future iterations. Image by 
Artists’ Literacies Institute. Full visualization available at miro.com/app/board/o9J_l6sG7uM=/
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What’s in the Way

Figure 8
What’s in the Way

Note: Image by Sakura Kelley
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Can the discipline of meditation aid in building a sustainable 
art practice? Can a sitting practice help artists work with ob-
stacles in their creative practices? 

Upon completing this course, participants will be able to meditate 
using mindfulness techniques and identify how the meditation 
practice relates to their practice as an artist. Talks given by the 
instructor will elaborate on the mediation practice, particularly 
as it relates to an art practice. Additional exercises, in the form of 
writing, discussion, and other contemplative acts, are designed to 
work in tandem with insights gained from meditation. Outside of 
class, students are encouraged to establish a regular time to medi-
tate independently.

This course is open to artists of all stages and media. While 
the course is designed to introduce meditation, it would also 
be appropriate for artists already familiar with meditation.

Participants will be asked to respond to two surveys, one at the 
beginning and one upon completing the course. The data will be 
gathered to assess the effectiveness of the course. 

For participation in this study participants will be compensat-
ed $250.

* * * *

What’s in the Way was a short (six week, three meetings a week) 
online-intensive curriculum developed by teaching artist Sakura 
Kelley in which artists of color were guided in developing a prac-
tice of sitting meditation in order to support their creative work in 
the midst of the pandemic.

Why Was This Needed?

 The central concept for this course was the question: giv-
en everything that gets in the way of an art practice, how can we 
continue? In our experience as students and teachers, many, if not 

all, conventional art classes start with the premise that everyone is 
arriving on equal footing. It is not true, though, that artists arrive 
to class, the gallery, the work space, with the same obstacles to 
creating. These obstacles are highly individual and contextual. 
This course aimed to get artists to acknowledge the reality of those 
conditions, not purely for self-compassion (although that alone 
would be enough) but also so that precisely those points of con-
flict could be worked upon. Each week covered a category of com-
mon obstacles: space, time, fire (a general category that encom-
passes anxiety, doubt, fears), courage, and a section titled “every 
seat is your seat” which is about accepting one’s rightful place as 
an artist. While these topics could be relevant to all artists, the last 
one is particularly important to artists of color who are constantly 
undermined and questioned in predominantly white art institu-
tions and spaces.  

 The larger scope of ALI’s Pandemic Pedagogy program was 
built to support “learning artists” (whether these are enrolled un-
dergraduate or graduate students, early career artists, or any artist 
who has put themself in a receptive position within a pedagogical 
context) in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic. 

 Sakura’s proposal for What’s in the Way was intriguing be-
cause it sought to deal with aspects of the artist that were beyond 
the reach of most conventional arts pedagogies, but aspects that 
are clearly a part of many contemporary and embodied creative 
practices.  It also acknowledged that a) communities of color were 
and are disproportionately impacted by COVID-19, (Tai et al., 
2021), and therefore artists within those communities were find-
ing their lives, educations, and creative practices more severely 
interrupted and b) the mental-disciplinary challenges of being an 
artist within an exploitative capitalist context had been elevated 
even further by the onset of the pandemic (and its mishandling 
by the authorities), meaning that before an artist can even hope to 
improve their practice from a technical or conceptual standpoint, 
they needed new skills of healing, resilience, and maintenance.  
Sakura’s proposed community of meditation and consideration of 
the nature of creativity felt like a life preserver we could throw to 
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artists in need.

 Upon registering, learning-artists responded to a question-
naire to establish some baseline understanding of their attitude as 
regards their creative practice in the context of the pandemic:

• How would you describe the space you use for working on 
 art? 
• Of these statements, which best describes the quality of 
 time you spend making art? 
• When something “hot” (for example something intense or 
 overwhelming) comes up, how do you respond?  
• How would you describe your response when you 
 encounter something that feels risky? 
• What “seat” (i.e. title, position, place in the world) do you 
 feel most comfortable in? 
• What “seat” do you feel most uncomfortable in? 
• If your mind and body were athletes, what best describes 
 their relationship?  
• If your art practice was a plant, what condition is it in at 
 this moment?  
• What are three things you consider to be an obstacle to 
 fully being the artist you want to be?  
• How confident are you in your ability to handle these 
 obstacles?  
• What are your top needs right now as an artist and 
 human? 
• What is your familiarity or level of experience with 
 meditation? 
• What do you hope to get out of this class?  
• Can you think of anything that might be an obstacle to 
 getting this?

The class then proceeded to meet online, three times a week 
for six weeks, during which time Sakura would introduce some 
thinking or writing prompts, and then guide the cohort in a 
45-minute sitting meditation.  Though it was a class of artists, art 
wasn’t discussed; participants weren’t asked to share writing or 

respond to ideas. There was no need, therefore, to perform “class-
room smartness” or feel anything other than community with oth-
er members of the cohort.  The significant investment in time was 
the participants’ one commitment, which the course intended to 
offset (in part, at least) by providing the students with a financial 
honorarium upon their completion.

Figure 9
Sakura’s Flight Instructions

Note: Syllabus for a session of What’s in the Way, created by Sakura Kelley.
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Outcomes

 The class culminated with each participant presenting how 
they related what they learned from the class and their experience 
with meditation to their personal art practice. This was the first 
time each participant specified what medium they worked in, or 
discussed their art work. The reason for this was that I intended 
for us to get to know each other first as people (and ourselves as 
artists) before the categorizing often used in art environments. 
The result was that many people were surprised by what people 
made, challenging their own assumptions of mediums and person-
alities. 

 One surprising outcome was the interrelatedness of peo-
ple’s sense of healing with their motivation toward making art. 
For example, one participant said because of the class, “I am 
proud of what my work is now, and I look forward to what it will 
be. I am proud of who I am, where I am, and where I come from. 
I am ready to heal.” The possibility of working with meditation as 
an art class means that healing is a precondition to making and 
does not require the person to divulge their difficulty, as opposed 
to encouraging artists to “channel” things into their art, which is 
misguided and at times dangerous advice—particularly for artists 
of color who are often unsupported by white art environments.

 Testimony and survey results from during and after the 
course suggested that one of the biggest shifts was in the cohort 
members’ confidence in their creative practice.  We don’t usually 
even consider confidence as a metric of student evaluation, but of 
course it is a crucial outcome from any progressive educational 
setting: that we enter not being sure of ourselves in some capaci-
ty, and the course helps us emerge with increased self-assurance.  
What is of interest is that a course developing a discipline of med-
itation would have such a corresponding effect on a different part 
of an artist’s life—their making. It has certainly been my intuition 
that there is a nonlinearity in promoting artistic practice through 
pedagogy, and this correlation seems to support that hunch.

In a year of isolation, the course also contributed to a crucial 
sense of community and group bonding. “It was as though we had 
all gone on a trip together, faced challenges together, encouraged 
each other and beared witness to pain, all through respectfully sit-
ting in silence. In this art class there was no performing thoughts, 
ideas, feelings, concepts, nor evaluation of how one expresses 
them.”  

 This may also have something to do with the nature of 
recruitment: the artists were self-selecting in their enrollment, and 
so likely had some common ground going in.  This same self-se-
lection also contributed to a degree of ease or comfort for Sakura, 
the facilitator,  lightening the “burden of proof” that instructors 
within prescriptive institutions carry with new groups of students 
each semester.

Note: Image credit Anastasia R. 

“This course will be exactly what you need if you are in a period 
of uncertainty or change. It truly helped reinforce my art practice 
and motivated me to be a better human.”
 -from What’s in the Way cohort member’s exit survey

Figure 10
From Student Presentations at the end of What’s in the Way
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What’s Next

 After both courses of this first “cycle” of Pandemic Pedago-
gy completed, exit questionnaires were completed by the students, 
and we held a series of “postmortem” self-evaluations to develop 
directions for new iterations of the project. We have come away 
with a number of directions and initiatives going forward.

 Fall of 2021, within US academia, is scarcely a safer or 
more equitable place than it was in 2020. At the time of this 
writing (October 2021), we are offering a second cycle of Pan-
demic Pedagogy, through Sakura Kelley’s followup course Space 
Being: Studio Building for Artists of Color.  In this course, we are 
providing eight artists with $200 stipends* and a six-week course 
devoted to supporting the “transformation” of their creative work-
space—a crucial consideration in a period of time during which 
many artists are confined to working in their homes or are in the 
midst of relocation due to the upheaval in available workspace 
that the “late stage” pandemic has brought about.

 The gaps and flaws in artists’ education and support that 
we sought to address with Pandemic Pedagogy remain, and the 
momentum back toward “economic normalcy” is significant.  Yet 
we are aware that we live in an epoch of stark transformation, and 
while one pandemic may abate, it is a natural certainty that new 
disruptions will arise, and that by choice and necessity, we are 
never going back to normal.  As such, we look forward to main-
taining this laboratory of pedagogies and its emphasis on prepar-
ing artists for an economy of care** that we believe is the present 
and future of not only art but human culture generally.  We look 
forward to new collaborations, new entanglements, and expanding 
community in these Post-Pandemic Pedagogy projects.

Notes

* Where does the funding for paying learning-artists come from?  
ALI, as a nominal “institution,” seeks grants and philanthropic 
funding for its programs—including ones that may be available to 
organizations but not individuals. At the same time, other projects 
within the “institution” have been realizing some small income 
through 2020-21, which we plow back into “lossy” but necessary 
projects like Pandemic Pedagogy. The budgets for these courses 
is comparatively miniscule to setting up a course within a more 
conventional institution, with our priority on teacher and student 
compensation alongside minimal administration and overhead.

** An economy of care—here we use this term to describe an 
economy where the primary currency is concern for one another, 
not capital earned through wage labor. Alternatively the “solidari-
ty economy,” the economy of care became the essential local econ-
omy for many in the worst months of the pandemic, when jobs 
were lost, rent was unpayable, children were home from school, 
and people had no recourse to a capital economy.  Instead, mutual 
aid networks rose up, food and medicine was donated and deliv-
ered, and conversations between new acquaintances (now over 
video chat) began with the question “How are you doing?” instead 
of “What do you do?” Pandemic Pedagogy is a piece of a larger 
aspirational arts pedagogy that might direct artists into an econo-
my of care and away from an economy of capital, commodity, and 
competition.
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On Complicity
Bethany Ides

 I used to play a game with students. After reading and 
discussing the “Docile Bodies” chapter from Michel Foucault’s 
Discipline and Punish documenting the systematic and ubiquitous 
measurement and management of human movement practiced, 
produced, and enforced across the major institutions that organize 
modern life—institutions like hospitals and prisons and schools 
that condition and order individuation as a requirement for social 
life under capitalism—I would turn to the class and announce 
that the remainder of our scheduled meeting would be dedicated 
to “dismantling the structures of authority” present right here, in 
this space, right now1. This game demanded of students that they 
not only conceive of their immediate context as changeable, but 
also hypothesize about latent and emergent hegemonies therein. 
In order to attempt to dismantle present structures of authority, 
students must consider how nonapparent structures may have 
produced the conditions of the current classroom. Further, they 
must interrogate these given conditions to understand how they 
might reproduce structures of authority. The game reconfigures 
the classroom as sociopolitical obstacle course. Reading Foucault 
was just the warm-up.

 From outside the doorway, I’d witness some students greet 
this challenge with delight while others appeared worried that 
it was somehow a trick.  Often, a confident voice would emerge, 
encouraging everyone to start with the furniture. It is exciting to 
disrupt the furniture, that which is readily moveable and which 
no participant has any particular claim to or special feeling for. 
Keeping in mind my sole caveat, that the classroom remain acces-
sible and fire-safe, students would find ways to reject the class-
room’s absorptive qualities, revealing its theatricality. Usually after 
twenty or thirty minutes of accelerated debate, the entire group 
would start to look breathless and wide-eyed, flush with acceler-

1 I am grateful to David Buuck, who first taught me the general parame-
ters for this “game” and whose phrasing I borrow here.

ated feelings of liberation. This game had an edge to it that might 
be called either optimistic, or cruel, or both. Even in reflecting on 
it now, I maintain a certain ambivalence about whether the effort 
I coax out of students in activities such as this is cynical, delu-
sional, impractical, or whether it energizes vital and real senses 
for solidarity, mutuality, and political autonomy. This is the rub 
of acting complicitly. In order to engender possibilities for change, 
I must situate my provocations within a system that relentlessly 
expropriates those changes in order to consolidate authority.

 Part of adapting to the ethos of the modern educational 
institution involves becoming accustomed to its terminology and 
the precepts according to which it derives its significance. Con-
cepts like “directives” and “objectives” only gain credibility within 
a learning environment when methods of measurement are im-
posed. The long shadow of the ledger looms over all classes and 
potential classes even before they’ve begun. That gridded order 
of control and microgovernance in cellular spatial division, tem-
poral measurement and management systems, and surveillance 
knowledge-power technologies described by Foucault is effectively 
the prototype for every college course.  We issue and are issued 
schedules, rubrics, and contracts, each of which is contingent on 
the others, all tightly interlaced as every gear must be to make the 
system chug and puff.

* * * *

 In the initial moments of meeting a group of students, I like 
to commence activities straightaway, to underscore the potential 
inherent in our evented togetherness. Even before introducing 
ourselves or reviewing the syllabus, I insist that we get right to 
experiencing experimenting together; writing and reading togeth-
er; intermingling voices and ideas; trying out tactics that might 
feel strange, or new, or perhaps somehow not-serious-enough; 
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and, discussing what’s really at stake in what we’re studying, 
what we’re attempting to make possible. This energy—this ur-
gency—is my workaround, my means of downplaying the drudg-
ery of so many policies and deadlines, slots and grids.  I give my 
courses evocative names like “Adults Playing Kids Playing Adults,” 
“What Makes Sense,” and “Para- Co-/Syn-” to demonstrate how 
we might meaningfully combine whimsy and earnestness in our 
study. Before I had to teach online (as I have for nearly two years 
now, since the beginning of the pandemic), I would typically 
make some quip about how remarkable it was that we all shared a 
common period of time each week dedicated to our mutual in-
vestigations, and—wow, hey, look!—we even have access to this 
swanky Brooklyn real estate as our “clubhouse.” I need for them 
to know that it’s not only possible, but invited, that we make a 
little ruckus. That this is a heads-up, that we are probably going 
to sing and/or dance together at some point, or maybe leave all of 
our cell phones in a drawer and go outside to search for four-leaf 
clovers, and that this need not be a simulation of some corporate 
“team-building” exercise when we do this. Rather, we’ll be do-
ing something human together that we first learned in dreaming, 
that requires no training. And finally, I promise students that for 
as long as I’m able and as long as they’ll let me, I will be wholly 
invested in supporting their writing process. I will enter into the 
process with them, offering copious feedback and insight as a 
colleague-mentor in a style that welcomes dynamic interchange… 
but that I won’t grade them.

 I tell students what I earnestly believe to be the case: that 
writing is active, emergent, and regenerative. In writing and in 
reading, we become capable of reorienting our geometries of at-
tention (quoting my favorite turn of phrase from Joan Retallack, 
2003). And, this is a renewable opportunity, with innumerable 
variations. Writing is continually rendering the invisible visible, 
so it is no wonder, really, that it has so often been considered 
mystical. Language marks the brink—between knowable and 
unknowable as well as between self and world. Language is the 
scene of the encounter and the evidence of it having occurred. I 
tell students that learning is generative, and that this mystical be-

getting stems from rupture. A learning process welcomes the new, 
which also involves reckoning with not-yet-knowing. We learners 
set forth from the familiar only to find ourselves in a thicket of 
confusion, disoriented and wondering whether the difficulty was 
worth the worry, sweat, ache, and toil of the foray. As a teacher, I 
can prepare students for this difficulty and support them through 
the process by validating their feelings of frustration as informa-
tive and by helping students sustain focus, but that any apparatus 
that purports to render the learning process more efficient denies 
student autonomy, curbs critical engagement, deprives people of 
the exhilarating sensation of change-in-the-making.  Things that 
are new can also feel frustrating in the sense that they are ineffi-
cient—that is because they haven’t been managed yet. I tell them 
that things that are as-yet-unmanageable are definitely worth 
being curious about.

 Once we have awakened our intuitions for sensing mutuali-
ty, we can turn our attention to the syllabus. We have initiated the 
tone for informal discussion, and hopefully enough willingness to 
discuss the statement on grading that I have printed there in place 
of some neatly categorized division of labor and/or affect with 
corresponding percentages, indicating each labor/affect’s relative 
value:

 Grading is a means of organizing relation 
that reverberates across so many sectors of our lives. 
We rate a purchase or service. We assess the value 
of something in dollars that may have been loved 
with real tears. A grade is a kind of communicational 
shorthand between distant educational institutions 
and/or workplaces. Much in the same way a ship sig-
nals to another ship over an ocean––without nuance 
or context––a basic message is conveyed about a per-
son’s record of success. Sometimes very much depends 
on a single letter or number, and it is too often the 
case that those who are already subject to conditions 
of greater precarity (in terms of socioeconomic status 
resulting from systemic racism and colonialism, for 
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example) find the stakes involved disproportionately 
high.
 Typically, a grade is determined either by a pu-
pil being judged in contrast to their peers (by estab-
lishing a kind of relative zero-point, then measuring 
degrees of gradation ascending or descending away 
from that), or according to a rubric of predetermined 
objectives describing an abstract expectation for excel-
lence. While different in their approach, these meth-
ods have much in common. Both methods are subject 
to bias, either by the teacher or by the conventions of 
correctness that the curriculum espouses. Both meth-
ods incentivize “learning the rules” and abiding by 
those, even if that comes at the cost of a revelato-
ry learning experience. Both methods prioritize the 
product over the process, which leaves learners more 
prone to feelings of anxiety than feelings of wonder, 
enjoyment, and human connection. And, both meth-
ods depend on the idea that excellence and failure are 
fixed standards, suggesting that all learners’ experi-
ences ought to fall somewhere on that quantifiable 
scale.
 What I have found in my 16+ years of teach-
ing graduate and undergraduate students at colleges 
and universities across the country is that grades 
and learning experiences don’t match very well. I’ve 
worked with students who dedicated themselves so 
completely to piecing together a complex puzzle, or 
who boldly exceeded the parameters of an assign-
ment in such a profound way that they will never 
forget that class, just as I will never forget their ad-
mirable verve. And yet, by the standards of grading, 
those same students did not always excel. That tells 
me that something is faulty in the system.
 My goal as a teacher is to foster ambition––not 
carelessly, not heedlessly, but meaningfully. I want 
to embolden students to organize their own relation, 
both to the subject and also to each other as collabora-

tive colleagues and interlocutors. With that in mind, I 
commit my efforts toward developing students’ think-
ing and writing by offering engaged feedback, posing 
difficult questions, and facilitating opportunities for 
students to identify skills they would like to sharpen. 
In individual meetings, I help students conceive of 
their work in a continuum of learning. I emphasize 
improvement based on how something learned in one 
project is applied to another. And, I ask students to be 
a part of the process.
 This semester, I will work with each student 
to devise a distinctive grading strategy that both in-
spires and reflects intellectual rigor and artistic in-
novation, while also supporting the objectives of the 
course. Final grades will be determined with input 
from the student, following ongoing progress check-
ins throughout the course.

 Then, by the conclusion of the course, I will have submit-
ted a set of grades.  These grades are neither mine nor the stu-
dents’, though both parties are implicated in them just as we are 
both conscribed by them. It is so tempting to declare that they 
have nothing to do with us.  They represent neither our keenness 
nor our exhaustion. However, we would be ignoring the legacies 
of oppression that informed the duties we assume and the tools 
we are expected to use as teacher and student if we do not address 
them. In one-on-one conferences with students, we reflect on this 
conundrum. Often a student will ask me what grade they deserve, 
and I reply by saying that I don’t believe anyone deserves to be 
graded. But I do it anyway—in a way, I do.  For now I must, be-
cause their credits and my paycheck depend on these marks being 
filed for the record that tallies our extracted labor. Every semes-
ter, I do not prevent grading from occurring. So far, I have only 
suggested to students some ways that it might be—temporarily, 
provisionally—circumvented. This is not meaningless, however. 
Because, every semester we become more interested in the diffi-
culties that gain prominence, become more noticeable, perhaps 
even more potent, by way of circumventing grading. These dif-
ficulties are worth tending to. When these mechanisms for mea-
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surement, standardization, and control are deprived of the privilege 
of transparency; when they are scrutinized as biopolitical technol-
ogies; when we open up and talk about these constraints and how 
they got here, we question their influence on our learning. We re-
consider the range of affects that are natural to the act of learning. 

* * * *

 Only halfway through the first full semester of conducting 
class solely online, everybody was already inured to the negligible 
difference between “synchronous” and “a-synchronous” instruction, 
or the fact that both essentially indicated the same terminal lack of 
co-presence. Our meetings had been marked and mired by so many 
colluding forces of alienation. I led the students through a work-
shop in which we returned to Saidiya Hartman’s prologue to Lose 
Your Mother and Mónica de la Torre’s poem, “How to Look at Mexi-
can Highways,” which they had all just read during the week prior. 
In small groups, students experimented with placing fragments and 

passages from these texts into dynamic, poetic arrangements with 
fragments and passages from Audre Lorde’s “How I Became a Poet” 
(from Zami: A New Spelling of My Name). I urged them to “think of 
it like a jigsaw puzzle left out on a table that everybody has access 
to, except there is no one ‘right’ way to solve the puzzle. This is 
not work you can do all in one sitting or all at the last minute,” I 
reminded, asking them to keep the doc open in a tab that they’ll 
return to often throughout the week.

 Interspersed within these re-configurations of Lorde, de la 
Torre, and Hartman, I asked them next to insert their own annota-
tional commentary. As I did not specify any specific stylistic pa-
rameters for this, students developed their approaches to writing in 
this complexly collaborative voice of intermingled valences. Some 
color-coded the textual voices to distinguish these from their own. 
Some groups seemed to embrace a more unified poetic tone, while 
others embraced rupture.

I wanted to engage the past, knowing that its perils and dangers
still threatened and that even now lives hung in the balance.

You are not going anywhere
The use of “you” with short imperative sentences slows you down 
as if you were actually stuck in traffic.
In case someone is waiting for you, you can always explain
the delay later.

Stay there a bit longer; remember no one is waiting for you.

Blame it on the traffic, no one else knows that you chose to walk.

There is a conflict between not going anywhere and walking to see 
somebody late and “in case someone is waiting for you” and “no 
one is waiting for you,” which made me confused at the first 
second. Also, the tone de la Torre used in this poem is urging, 
especially with the numbers through the poem; it feels to me like 
an order check-list.
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purpose to their movement.

Desire is a Federacy.
I don’t really understand this sentence in the poem. It feels to me a 
bit wired  to fit in this poem but also perfectly fit in the poem. 

I nuzzle against her sweetness, pretending not to hear.
I think this the sentence below transitions well in terms of its 
connotations from “sweetness” to “flowers.”
With Flowers growing out of them
With Cactuses growing out of them

* * * *

Old and New worlds stamped my face

I was the proverbial outsider. My customs belonged to another 
country

I am a reflection of my Mother’s secret poetry as well as her 
hidden angers

With the thought of being a portion of our parents, our identity is 
something that has to be built on by the foundation of your parents 
but something that has to be ours. 

Contrast between two areas of childhood memory: beauty in her 
mother’s “secret poetry,” anger and fear within her “hidden angers”

I often imagined that the singer Johnny Hartman was my father 
because we shared the same last name 

2

2 Here, it is likely that the student intended the word “weird,” however I’m interested in how the imagery of circuitry introduced by the word “wired” illumi-
nates correlations between federation and the poem’s own assemblage that a reader might not have otherwise insinuated. If this line is wired to fit the poem, is it the 
reader’s desire to defer to the poem’s authority that necessitates this fix?
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Interesting connection between the above four excerpts with 
family, nostalgia, generational trauma, etc.

Our interests are what make a person. It’s what drives our interest.

There is a purpose to their movement 

No one is waiting for you. 

Through the rails you will see stories unfolding on the street.

“Through the rails” - Rails usually guide or connect a person to the 
ground. Sort of contrasting the ideal of being free to find one’s 
identity. 

Somehow all the cousins knew that Uncle Cyril couldn’t lift heavy 
things because of his “bam-bam-coo” 

“...and the intimacy of our physical touching nestled inside of the 
anxiety/pain like a nutmeg nestled inside its covering of mace.” 

No one is waiting for you.
I had come to Ghana in search of strangers 

Neither blood nor belonging accounted for my presence

In what sense(s) are blood and belonging the same in this context? 
Does blood (ancestry, family) hold a role in one’s belonging here?

The euphemisms of body were equally puzzling

The sensual content of life was masked and cryptic but attended in 
well-coded phrases.

* * * *
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Stop it
No one is waiting for you.
You’re not going anywhere

2.1. Water towers 
Look down
[2.1.] It was late spring because my legs felt light and red 
colorful and confusing
Pay attention
[2.1.] Who else sported vinyl in the tropics?
If there’s too much pollution, look down again.
A melancholia I would never be able to overcome 

Brooklyn brogue 
My studied speech 
Euphemisms of the body 
No one else knows
Secret relationship with words
Pretending not to hear
But much more comfortable
Neither blood nor belonging 
Disappointment awaited me 
They are one plus one, indefinitely.

3

3 These are samples of collaborative texts collectively composed by small groups of 3-4 students during the week of October 6-13, 2020. Lines from works by 
Mónica de la Torre, Saidiya Hartman, and Audre Lorde are shown collaged, interspersed with lines by students. My guiding prompt for this activity asked that stu-
dents set the passages from the texts and their own annotations to the texts “into conversation with each other.” 
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 This somewhat oblique approach to teaching techniques of 
close reading and analysis is, as I understand it, part of the overall 
project of endeavoring to foreground a struggle with a more perva-
sive pattern of resignation and disaffection that grading functions 
to perpetuate. I want to embolden students to enter into a dis-
course that is essentially social and interdependent, that doesn’t 
revert back to conventions of private property ownership. I teach 
how canonization operates by conferring value to the few who 
extract from the many, to dominate narrative authority. Teaching 
against the grain of grading can entail compiling a curriculum 
entirely of writers who use she/her or they/them pronouns, the 
majority of whom are people who would be termed “minorities” 
by conventional canons, and not fetishing demography by draw-
ing extra attention to this, but rather offering that these are im-
portant texts that will advance our pursuit of the questions posed 
in the course description: “What must I risk in order to conceive 
of things differently, and is that risk worthwhile? What must first 
be considered stable and secure in order for experimentation to 
happen effectively? Does a willingness to imagine things different-
ly distract from seeing things as they are?”

 
 Back in the Zoom session that functions as a just barely 
usable enough prosthesis for a class, we have dipped into Yoko 
Tawada’s poly-translational text, “Akzent,” and lingered with the 
pleasant senses for variation that it welcomes. To close the class 
meeting, I proposed a strategy for de-centralized conversation. I 
said (according to my notes): “As we continue our theme of re-
turning and tracing the roots of a matter in order to figure out 
how we might do things differently, I want to invite reflection 
about the kind of belonging that’s involved in being a student. 
How your history informs your understanding of that.” Then I 
read a series of prompts aloud, and in the chat log they posted 
their responses in a quiet ruckus:

 What characteristics define being a student?
 
 Obey

 Humble

 
 

 Messy-Organized

 Balance

 Community, shared sense of purpose and belonging, shared 
 challenges relating to work, pressures

 Polite

 thirst

 tutor and taught

 “Being a student” is a weird idea, I think, because consider-
 ing that attending school is a legal necessity, it’s almost like 
 “student” has the implication of being a life stage. “Stu-
 dents” in my head, are youths attending school, but this 
 does not require that a student be necessarily “studious.”

 Expectation

 Organized

 When do you most feel like a student?

 Intellectual independence

 (re)acquiring knowledge

 To question

 Honest

 Leading Leader

 learning on my own

 Curiosity
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 When I’m pursuing an interest independently

 Peers

 Independent in the sense that it was chosen as opposed 
 to assigned.

 Being a student is also being categorized as unskilled, 
 no matter what level of student you are. There’s always 
 a slight negative to learning… despite the most 
 positivese

 Growing connections

 Keeping some sort of consistency/routine

 What motivates your curiosity?

 passing of time

 Personal passions

 Emotional impulse. It sort of naturally develops as a
 result of whatever I’m consuming.

 learning helps give me resources to inform someone   
 else

 abstract goals

 Success

 boredom

 Recognition

 pressures

 Achievement

 acknowledgement of progress

 What about being a student incentivizes passivity or
 inhibits self-motivation?

 the societally constructed importance of a degree

 Wavering risk to reward chances

 Fear of failure

 Thinking about life after school

 Comparison

 Peer pressure
 
 expectations of what to gain

 expectations in general

 the idea that you need to understand at first try

 What you want to learn and what you actually learn

 I don’t think that being told you must study something 
 creates the same sense of urgency as when you want to 
 know. Looking at things you don’t care about can feel 
 like wasted time

 I wonder if my perception of the word “student” may 
 have been diverted from its initial meanings. I feel being a 
 student should mean being a person that longs for know-
 ing things that are yet unknown to the person itself. But 
 now I just feel like rushing in works and meeting deadlines 
 became the whole purpose of “being a student.” I felt like 
 the pressure of work and the consequences comes with 
 it—degree, jobs, has taken the joy and the initial incentive. 
 The by-product of education has replaced the initial 
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  meaning of studying.

* * * *

 What’s going on in this exchange? Are these insights evi-
dence that this group of students trust each other and me enough 
to be reasonably assured that their sentiments of wariness and 
anxiety will be believed and not held against them? That their ex-
pressions of aspiration will be embraced and supported? Are they 
feeling generally assured that our discourse allows room for not 
being sure? What might these students be holding back? What else 
might they be willing to posit if they trusted me and each other 
more?

 I tend to look for correlations to these problems in every-
thing I see and read and listen to, to an almost apophenic extent, 
especially when a semester is in session. I listen to the podcast, 
Ear Hustle, recorded both inside and outside San Quentin State 
Prison, which is hosted by formerly incarcerated people, current-
ly incarcerated people, and a former volunteer who taught in the 
prison for several years. Each episode must be approved by the 
exceedingly friendly sounding Public Information Officer, whose 
warm tone betrays his allegiance to the podcasters as his commen-
tary affirms that he understands himself to be doing good work 
by being affiliated with the podcast. I think about these various 
roles—which do I see myself electing to play within the institu-
tion of academia, and how does that conception of myself contrast 
with how I am interpellated by it? In which instances am I known 
or knowable as the Information Officer? In which instances do I 
picture myself as virtuous as a volunteer? When do I act as though 
my consent were inconsequential, or evade my own complicity in 
a system by imagining myself as one whose power were as com-
promised as an archetypal prisoner? And, why do I pretend some-
times not to know what it is like to fail a course; or, to meet with 
the Dean seeking help when a student who wrote a fictional story 

4 I have removed the names of the student contributors to this chat log 
generated during a class conducted online over the Zoom platform, October 13, 
2020. Spaces between remarks indicate separate contributors.

4 about me being raped (which he then requested that I read aloud 
on his behalf in front of the class) was now following me around 
campus; or, to be denied access to counseling when a friend 
was murdered by another student; or, to be asked by a professor 
whether I was aware that someone he understood to be my boy-
friend (he was) had submitted a psychotically incoherent tirade 
about me instead of a final paper? (I wasn’t aware, but it didn’t 
surprise me to hear. And, as a professor myself, I have often won-
dered how that professor could acknowledge that I was in danger, 
and yet conveniently, immediately absolve himself of helping me 
access any help. As a student, I still had no idea that help from 
sexual violence and abuse was even a possibility, let alone man-
dated under Title IX.)  

 My own college experiences were traumatic, and perhaps 
extremely so, but I’ve been reminded of these memories so many 
times when similar events occur in the lives of the students I work 
with. And yet, I catch myself conveniently assuring myself some-
times, thinking: Well, I got through it and so will they. But, what 
about the traumatic events situated within the educational arena 
that I have no experiential reference for? I am a white cis-woman 
who attended only private schools. It is fair for me to evaluate 
with some certainty, given the makeup of my MFA cohort for 
instance, that it’s very unlikely I would have been admitted into 
graduate school at all, despite having dropped out of college with 
no bachelors degree, if I did not present to the world this way and 
if I did not have the confidence/entitlement-of-privilege that led 
me to apply for an MFA anyway. I may have gotten through not 
passing a course, but I can’t be so sure about students who navi-
gate the system without the benefits that I have. That’s part of the 
reason why I think it makes sense to examine how grading op-
erates similarly to policing in terms of who we are “serving” and 
what we are “protecting” when we act as agents of that system. 

* * * *

 Inasmuch as grading is an administrative obligation, it re-
flects an entire historical ethos of the state’s deployment of rights 
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and conferring of value to that which is legible and usable by 
it. Grading is a menial task that requires little skill. It requires a 
tacit acceptance of criteria for merits and demerits, and an oblig-
ing attitude about standardization inherited from British imperial 
education. It requires that the teacher be amenable to the indus-
try-consciousness that the eminently scalable enterprise of instruc-
tion and evaluation perpetuates. The division of skills detailed in 
a typical grading rubric reflects the division of labor that pleased 
Sir Thomas Bernard when he wrote in 1809 that “the principle in 
schools and manufactories is the same” (Hager, 1959, p. 166).

 Historians Keith Hoskin and Richard Macve observe that 
while premodern techniques for assigning calculable value to 
human intelligence (and human life) engendered the idea of 
“book-keeping” on pupils, educational discipline culminated in 
the elaborate system of rules, punishment, and rewards in the 
monitorial instruction system designed by Andrew Bell and Jo-
seph Lancaster at the turn of the nineteenth century. “The mark 
[or grade] is a construct, like examination itself, which seems so 
self-evident once invented that its prior absence is perplexing,” the 
authors muse (Hoskin & Macve, 1986, p. 126). Although a grade/
mark is not fundamental to the process of reviewing or testing 
knowledge, its insertion into the educational sphere would seem 
to retroactively insist the opposite. Hoskin and Macve suggest that 
the grade’s genesis belongs just as much to the history of business 
accountancy as it does to education practice. Profitability is acti-
vated at this intersection, he argues, and is thereafter disseminated 
as a principle in both sectors (Hoskin & Macve, 1986, p. 127).

 Cultural anthropologist Marilyn Strathern describes a larger 
pattern of “the conflation of measures and targets” in higher edu-
cation. Markers of academic quality are essentially self-referential. 
An institution assesses its own assessment procedures according to 
the degree to which one model conforms to the aim of its prede-
cessor. The exercise of the audit is ubiquitous in academic culture, 
Strathern observes. Diverse and conflicting aims may be “the en-
gine of intellect,” but the modern educational institution demands 
over-simplified consensus in order to function, precisely because 

it is in the business of standards, and standards must be unified 
in order to be operable. Within such a system, external agency 
preempts internal agency. Strathern imagines producing insights 
that can only be excavated “when the context is right”—“delayed 
reaction comprehension”—so as to subvert the ever-present expec-
tation to immediately quantify and quality one’s intellectual labor 
(Strathern, 1996).

 Within a culture of quality standards and standardization, 
the threat of failure is ever-present. Any teacher who has promised 
herself that she will never again submit to the needless humilia-
tion of reading course evaluations already knows that “constant 
examination and constant marking together maintain and maxi-
mise value from the present into the future, while they maintain 
and maximise disciplined work and workers along the same 
continuum” (Hoskin & Macve, 1986, p. 129). The teacher is under 
no illusion that her pedagogical practice might be meaningfully 
improved from the information implied in these numeric ratings. 
Rather, these outgrowths of constant examination’s constant ac-
celeration make clear that there is constant demand to render her 
efforts reducible and calculable.  So the teacher learns to adapt to 
the constant noise of “quality control” as she earnestly attempts to 
attune herself more attentively to the qualities of learning pro-
cesses.  In order to interrogate the technologies for consolidating 
and expropriating knowledge-power that teachers and students 
are both subject to, she must imagine these structures as disman-
tle-able. She must conceive of her efforts as hypothetical at the 
same time that she considers them practical. This is a complicity 
that’s animated the cognitive dissonance between the rhetoric and 
the reality of private, for-profit education. It is borne of resistance, 
of complaint, and synthesized by the acknowledgement that, as 
Sara Ahmed put it, “to locate a problem is to become the location 
of a problem” (Ahmed, 2017).

* * * *

 When, in 2019, multidisciplinary scholar and writer Stefano 
Harney gave his entire class of 169 business students “A”s, Singa-
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pore Management University recognized this data as “bogus.” Har-
ney said that he was in a position to do so because, having already 
been informed that his contract would not be renewed, he did not 
fear further consequences from the school (Koay, 2019, referenc-
ing original article in The Straits Times). While I’m not suggesting 
his actions were heroic, they certainly function to expose another 
aspect to this biopolitical technology, which is authenticity. It is so 
easy to become inured to the assumption that an accredited edu-
cational institution represents an implicit social good, and further, 
that it is itself a purveyor of legitimacy! But these grounds for 
Harney’s termination (“bogus” grades) serve to remind how perva-
sive that subtextual dictum really is. The university’s declaration 
establishes that an authentic grade authenticates calculable perfor-
mance, reproduces individuation. More interestingly, the grade’s 
authenticity would also seem to be proprietary to the institution, 
the product that must not be tampered with. We employees of the 
academic-industrial complex need not ask the institution exciting 
questions like “what counts as a grade?” because we already know 
that what counts is the counting. 

 We guard access to value much more so than knowledge. 
Inasmuch as “organizations can be considered as modes of at-
tention,” as Sara Ahmed suggests—that “what is attended to 
can be thought of as what is valued, [meaning that] attention is 
how something comes into view (and other things do not)”—it 
becomes clear how important this power to authenticate is to 
the way an educational institution arbitrates what is perceivable 
(Ahmed, 2012, p. 30). Systems of so-called “un-grading” that 
mandate students perform calculation procedures on their own 
learning (i.e. “grade themselves”) only serve to obscure disci-
plinary structures from view. Just as institutionalized diversity 
work has historically operated by way of a similar optic corrective, 
by “generating the ‘right image,’” as Ahmed puts it, to replace the 
wrong one, the effect is to make grading seem more palatable. It is 
a stop-gap with disastrous implications. For students, a simulation 
of empowerment is temporarily achieved by reifying the teacher/
authority’s role as accountant as the student is made to temporar-
ily assume this role, even though no real autonomy has occurred. 

This is the same method that has been deployed in institutional 
diversity work, to “change perceptions of whiteness” such that 
it “exists but is no longer perceived” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 34). The 
reframing has not altered either the viability of the technology or 
its effect. Ahmed notes that “inhabiting whiteness (...) can be a 
survival strategy to learn how to not see it, to learn not to see how 
you are not reflected back by what is around” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 
35). This is not the same as being somehow inured to whiteness 
or other similar methods of hegemonic authentication. We may be 
officially and unofficially constantly alerted to the institution’s vo-
racious attentiveness, but we cannot concede our own experience 
of being affected by it.

 Harney and his frequent collaborator, Fred Moten, have 
introduced a striking term in recent lectures and discussions 
revisiting their influential 2013 book, The Undercommons: Fugi-
tive Planning and Black Study. “Radical complicity,” they argue, 
is necessary in acknowledging the “increasing number of unseen 
accomplices” working cooperatively within the academic environ-
ment. In radical complicity, Harney explains, “we know that we 
can only leave together, because whatever wealth we have, what-
ever means of production we have, we only hold those in com-
mon” (Harney & Moten, 2020).

 Videos of conversations with Moten and Harney, together 
and separately, have become touchstones in the conversations 
I’ve been having with teachers and students, people I met within 
the educational institutional sphere. There is one of Fred Moten 
visiting the Woodbine experimental hub and mutual aid collec-
tive in Queens in 2018 that I have watched so many times. I’ve 
transcribed long sections of it, starting and stopping the stream-
ing player, slowing down the rate of information so I can crawl 
into its interstices. In it, Moten insists that complicity “that can go 
either way, is the point.” I try to write through this, to intersperse 
my reading of his lines with my own annotation, the way I asked 
the students to do.
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 In conversation, tending to shifts and response, 
and there’s a different valence, 
all the ways we find ourselves reoriented by desire to understand, to happen upon
that peculiarity as it is happening to us.
even though the university is all fucked up and you know it, you found your own 
individual way through this shit that allows you not to be complicit.  Well, what we 
been thinking – and Stefano, especially – is like, no, that desire 
for some kind of individualized avoidance of complicity is false. 

How do we feel when we feel like “school?” 
my capacity to literally own the conditions of my labor and set 
those conditions are under such duress, and now I’m just going 
through the motions, I hate it
I could say, “transform the transformer,” 
a mode of being-with people in some sort of condition of sharing 
that can go either way, is the point.
How, justice has always been “transformative,” just not in any sort of egalitarian 
or positivist, let alone liberative, sense. 

I could write, “decolonize the colonializer,” 
some individualized flight
but then I am only writing words as if their meaning were conferred by abstract 
images, dislocated from social histories.  
the study of what people call alienation.
Neutralize the neutralizer,
alienation that manifests itself in that moment of:
Frictionless the frictionless.

I heard Fred Moten talking about how alienation probably always precedes our 
recognition of it.  How in retrospect, we notice that it was present in the very 
same kernel 
that the initial impetus to teach/aid/cooperate came from.  
How, that ambition to learn together in some kind of radical way was always 
bound up with the 
inevitable romanticism of radicality.  How radicality feels urgent, and how 
easy it is to become recklessly compelled by that feeling of suddenly being 
impervious to whatever might seem insurpassable to everyone else.  Radicality 
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 What I’ve been figuring out about fostering learning com-
munity that intensifies a possible condition of immeasurability is 
that it is necessarily inefficient. It requires active resistance to the 
probable and to, as Isabelle Stengers put it, “subscribing to the 
irresistible nature of unbounded capitalism as if that were our im-
mutable destiny” (Stengers, 2017). What used to make sense may 
not make sense anymore. When coercive tactics are suspended, 
the emphasis shifts from product to process. Though I give reasons 
for why there are benefits to staying together at about the same 
pace, discussing texts that we are reading at roughly the same 
time, work is not always submitted “on time.” Without impersonal 
rules to enforce this, motivation can occur more relationally. If I 
notice a student is participating with less vim, I’ll write them an 
email to say that I believe that the work they’re doing is deeply 
meaningful, and that I anticipate it being a joy to read when I get 
to do that. But first, I must admit to myself that this is possible. In 
class discussions, I use language that complicates the “pro/con” 
style of identifying a text’s usability or an author’s worth. Instead, 
for instance, I might pose: what kind of pleasure does this present, 
what kind of difficulty? I frequently frame matters as “puzzles.” I 
want to cultivate an appreciation for complexity and also the pa-
tience with the prolonged periods of uncertainty that requires. As 
students learn that I will only respond to their questions, insights, 

has a way of making us 
feel so gloriously exceptional.
Because none of this shit is livable.

To amplify the “we all” that can’t be abandoned 
To un-use: a prospective pedagogy that actively resists reproducing 
means/methods of valuation.  
In fact, it’s better to just deepen the fucking complicity. 
To become porous, which is to say social, moving, mingling, 
shifting, intuitive, abductive, continuous.
and figure out how to do this shit different, OK? (Ides & Rafiei, 2022, with Moten, 
2018).

* * * *

and ideas with questions, insights and ideas (instead of numbers 
and letters), revelations from one project are more easily and read-
ily applied to the next in an ongoing flow. With grades sidelined, 
projects need not be standardized in terms of expectation, weight-
ed in terms of importance, or at all symmetrical in scale between 
students. This inconsistency requires me to be more attuned to 
where each student is at in terms of their curiosity and their pro-
ficiency in writing, research, analysis, and criticality. Students ex-
periencing greater autonomy also tend to be mindfully involved in 
each other’s processes as well, I find. Kindness comes more easily 
when imposed conditions of scarcity are alleviated, perhaps. The 
refusal of drudgery is absolutely as much for me as it is for them. 
Or, the embrace of drudgery, as it were, as much for the “we” that 
we’re capable of becoming.
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The Importance of Metacognition in First-Year Art and Design Higher Education
Kim Sloane

 This paper is the result of research undertaken to pursue 
a straightforward but complex line of inquiry: what is the most 
important component of first-year learning in art and design? The 
answer I arrived at is: learning how to learn (Wirth, Perkins). 
Learning is an acquired skill, and learning in higher education 
requires a different set of skills than K-12. Many students arrive in 
higher education without these skills. Learning in Art and Design 
requires its own specialized set of skills. Is there a pedagogy that 
can address all of these needs?  

 Any answer to this question will need to include and ad-
dress metacognition. Research shows that metacognitive skills 
can be taught to students to improve their learning (Teal #4). The 
achievement of metacognition is a process. Within this overarch-
ing process, we can nest other processes to bring about metacogni-
tive awareness, enhance learning, and specifically address art and 
design education. 

 I am in agreement with educators who believe that pro-
cesses must be made explicit and that educators should devise 
instructional activities that facilitate metacognitive components 
within design courses and that we should introduce “structured 
metacognitive skills on the development of creative thinking abil-
ity”(Hargrove & Neitfeld, 2015). Norbert Jausovec, in his article 
“Metacognition in Creative Problem Solving,” states that “explicit 
metacognitive instruction is necessary in educational settings to 
improve problem-solving performance” (Jausovec, 1994). Explicit 
is the key word. Students must know what they are learning, be 
aware that they are engaged in a process, and be aware of its parts 
and sequence.
  
 In first-year art and design teaching, the processes that 
must be made explicit are the overarching metacognitive pro-
cess and—nested within—the learning, design, creative, problem 

solving, and cognitive processes. While this seems daunting (and 
is!) these aspects of teaching and learning have much in common 
and much that overlaps. This has formed the basis of my study. 
First-year students in art and design must master a learning pro-
cess that will promote success in their four-year education and in 
lifelong learning. They also must combine this with the process of 
design and making, problem solving, and creativity. Integrated in 
all of this is the awareness of the thinking process, or the cognitive 
domains. 

Some Definitions
Metacognition

Metacognition is thinking about one’s thinking. It comprises the 
processes used to plan, monitor, and assess one’s understanding 
and performance. Metacognition includes a critical awareness 
of one’s thinking and learning and of oneself as a thinker and 
learner (Chick, 2013). Metacognition is critical to learning how to 
learn.

Design Process

The Design Process has been proposed in a number of ways and 
with varying vocabulary. Essentially it outlines a set of steps to 
implement when seeking a solution for a design problem. Engi-
neers have a similar set of steps. The sequence and number of 
steps differs amongst the variations. A version popularized by the 
Stanford Design School is: Empathy, Define, Ideate, Prototype, Test 
(Plattner, 2010). IBM simplifies it to: Observe, Reflect, Make, as a 
repeating loop of activity (Elmnasy). Robert McKim in his great 
book, Thinking Visually: a Strategy Manual for Problem Solving, 
describes the process of ETC: Express, Test, Cycle. McKim states 
that these steps should be “treated as distinct and sequential steps 
in a development process, and not as steps that can be performed 
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simultaneously” (McKim, 1980, p. 135).

As noted, design thinking and design process have been formulat-
ed in many ways over time. Not everyone, however, is convinced 
of their efficacy. Lee Vinsel writes in an article in the Chronicle 
of Higher Education titled Design Thinking is a Boondoggle that 
design thinking might be characterized as “floating balloons of jar-
gon,” and that teaching the process might “give students an unre-
alistic idea of design and the work that goes into creating positive 
change” (Vinsel 2018). It is important, therefore, to identify what 
the particular value of design thinking can be for one’s intended 
audience.

Self-Regulated Learning (SRL)

The value of the Design Process is underscored for me by its 
resemblance to the process of self-regulated learning. Despite the 
criticisms, I think that there is great value in the sequence, as 
McKim states, of discreet named steps. The element of sequence is 
also present in the process of Self-Regulated Learning (SRL). SRL 
is the ability to understand and then control one’s learning envi-
ronment. Planning, selecting strategies, analyzing, adjusting strat-
egies, and self-monitoring are goals of SRL. Methodologies include 
action plans such as goal setting, organizing and transforming, 
keeping records, monitoring, and environmental structuring (Zim-
merman, 1988). The goal is for students to become masters of 
their own learning process. Extensive literature exists on the con-
nections between self-regulated learning and metacognition. The 
ability of students to self-regulate is dependent on their metacog-
nitive ability (Seigesmund, 2017), and reciprocally, self-regulated 
learning strategies will enhance metacognition (Teal #4, 2010).
 
SRL and metacognition contribute to two important goals of a 
first-year learning curriculum: motivation and transfer. The TEAL 
Center Fact Sheet #3 states, “Self-regulated learning strategies help 
to prepare learners for lifelong learning and the important capac-
ity to transfer skills, knowledge, and abilities from one domain or 
setting to another” (Teal #3, 2010).  

This fact sheet also states, “Many of the self-regulated learning 
strategies are useful across various content domains. Specifically, 
self-regulated learning consists of three components: cognition, 
metacognition, and motivation.” The online resources of the Bok 
Center for Teaching and Learning at Harvard state that “metacog-
nition is an important determiner of student performance, because 
if students are aware of their own comprehension and cognitive 
processes, they are better positioned to revise or discontinue them 
when needed.” It goes on to link metacognition with both intrin-
sic and extrinsic motivation  (“Motivation and Metacognition”, 
2022). 

Bloom’s Taxonomy

Bloom’s Taxonomy of Cognitive Domains is well known: Remem-
bering, Comprehending, Applying, Analyzing, Evaluating, and 
Synthesizing. Like the Design process, it has been diagrammed 
in a number of ways and has been revised over time. Some writ-
ers have changed the order of synthesize and evaluate, and have 
replaced the word synthesize with create (Krathwohl, 2002). I pre-
fer the term synthesize. Educators have developed lists of action 
verbs associated with each stage. The Taxonomy is diagrammed 
hierarchically as a pyramid with creativity/synthesis at the peak, 
and non-hierarchically as a circle (see figure 1). The taxonomy 
may not be strictly speaking a process, but it describes stages of 
increasing complexity from lower- to higher-order thinking skills, 
which can be seen as sequential (perhaps in differing orders), if 
not hierarchical. (See Figure 1).

Metacognition and SRL and Cognitive Models for Art and 
Design Education
 Metacognition and SRL are therefore beneficial to all teach-
ing and learning, but what about specifically to art and design?

 Researchers and educators have studied the implementation 
of practices in the studio classroom known to promote metacog-
nition and SLR, such as sequence-based projects and reflective 
writing, to promote design skill development and design thinking. 
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Graphic images of Bloom’s Taxonomy. Left image is original pyramid ascending from 
lower to higher-order thinking skills. The right �gure reimagines it as non-hierachical.  

https://citt.u�.edu/resources/the-learning-process/designing-the-learning-experience/blooms-taxonomy/ https://sites.google.com/site/bloomstaxono-

Figure 1
Diagrams of Bloom’s Taxonomy

The benefits of these practices for art and design students are de-
scribed in two authors I will cite. First, The Impact of Metacogni-
tive Instruction on Creative Problem Solving (Hargrove & Nietfeld, 
2014):

[A] carefully sequenced classroom-based curriculum of se-
lected cognitive and metacognitive operations that included 
(a) teaching explicit cognitive strategies and how the strat-
egies related to creative thinking; (b) providing significant 
opportunities for students to practice planning, monitoring, 
and evaluating their thinking; (c) prompting active engage-
ment and creative thinking within specific content; and (d) 
providing practice sessions for the application of creative 
thinking in new contexts. The approaches used by Ander-
son (2002) and Swartz (2001) align well with current prob-
lem-solving studies that emphasize metacognitive prompts 
(Davis, 2003; Hoffman & Spatariu, 2008). (Hargrove & 
Nietfeld, 2014, p. 294)

Findings in the present study should be considered within 

the context of design limitations (e.g., treatment partici-
pants knowingly participating in a supplementary course) 
but suggest that creative problem solving can be enhanced 
with educational interventions that support metacognitive 
strategy instruction and regulation. Results revealed that 
undergraduates in the intervention condition outperformed 
their peers in a comparison condition on measures of
associative thinking that included the Similarities Test and 
Remote Associates Test as well as a domain-specific mea-
sure of design thinking processes. (Hargrove & Nietfeld, 
2014, p. 310)

We posit that metacognitive reflection allows designers to 
work off of progressively more formal theories to construct 
an explicit mental model (Schraw & Moshman, 1995) 
that allows for intentional attempts to apply their creative 
thinking skills to an infinite number of design applications. 
(Hargrove & Nietfeld, 2014, p. 292)

 Roy Hargrove found that students who followed a metacog-
nitive model curriculum with a structured intervention “finished 
with significantly higher levels of creative thinking” (Hargrove, 
2012).

 A second study describes an art and design teaching prac-
tice that also draws on research in SRL and metacognitive models. 
In a study titled “Modeling Metacognition in Design Thinking and 
Design Making” the authors Shabnam Kavousi, Patrick A. Miller, 
and Patricia A. Alexander (Kavousi et al., 2019) divide metacogni-
tion into three subsets:

 These three areas correlate to reflection in the cognitive 
area, the process area, then the monitoring area. Reflection is in-
cluded in all stages. 

It is those processes, organized into three key components 
and nested with Schon’s (1983) reflective practice para-
digm, that framed the present inquiry: reflective process 
knowledge, reflective process monitoring, and reflective 
process control. (Kavousi et al., 2019)
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 Vocabulary from Bloom and SRL practice can be found 
throughout this particular study: “core processes (e.g., reflecting, 
analyzing, drawing conclusions, and applying)” and, “It is those 
processes, organized into three key components of a reflective 
practice paradigm—reflective process knowledge, reflective process 
monitoring, and reflective process control”(Kavousi et al., 2019):

 Reflective Processes for these authors are tools for orga-
nizing, analyzing, evaluating and are key to the development of 
the overarching metacognitive process. We can see here that they 
share strategies with SRL and the language of Bloom’s Taxonomy. 
They apply this specifically to a design thinking and design mak-
ing process.

Reflective process knowledge (RPK) is defined as the under-
standing students have regarding their knowledge of how 
design occurs. Design learning mainly happens through 
trying different strategies and consciously or unconsciously 
monitoring the outcomes of each strategy to identify the 
successful ones and the conditions for which each strategy 
is best suited. (Kavousi et al., 2019)

My Practice of the Interaction of these Processes in the 
Studio Classroom

 The three processes I cite above, Design Process, Self-Regu-
lated Learning, and Bloom’s Cognitive Domains underlie and sup-
port metacognition. Making these explicit to the student  improves 
the thinking, learning, and making process. If metacognition and 
SRL promote transfer and motivation, so much the better.
 
 In my classroom I have implemented two strategies. One 
leads to the other. My aim is to provide a framework for cultivat-
ing metacognition and reflection (Sweetland Center, University of 
Michigan). I have adapted strategies, vocabulary, and processes 
indicated by research. The first exercise implemented is a rubric/
reflection sheet for each project, and the second is the sequence 
I call Spheres of Activity. The Spheres have their own reflection 
sheets designed for a five-week end of semester capstone project. 

One week is given for each Sphere.

 Each project of the semester, (from the beginning until 
the capstone) is introduced with both an assignment sheet and a 
rubric/reflection sheet. The assignment’s purpose and parameters 
are explained along with the outcomes it will address. The rubric/
reflection sheet is in two parts. The first part is a rubric with scale 
and dimensions. The dimensions offer a checklist of concepts to 
be demonstrated. The scale, however, is not for a grade, but for 
self-assessment. It has no numbers. The purpose is for the student 
to be able to reflect on where they are in their development and 
process. The student has the option to omit aspects of the assign-
ment if they feel it will detract from their desired outcome. The 
rubric/reflection exercise urges the student to think about every 
aspect of their work and provides a place for monitoring. 

 The second part of the reflection sheets is the five interrog-
ative adverbs posited in relation to their work: how, when, where, 
why, and who. How did they make their work, when did they 
make it, where did they make it, why did they make it, and, most 
philosophically, who was it, or what part of them was it, making 
the work? This reflection is designed to promote understanding of, 
and eventually control over, their learning environment. This is a 
key, as noted above, to self-regulation and metacognition.

Figure 2
Sample of rubric/reflection sheet scale
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 The following is an example of the first scale consideration, 
absence of concept (see figure 2):

 I didn’t do a rotating view because I ran out of time. And 
 I didn’t do an explosion because it didn’t seem to work 
 with the delicate, fairytale aesthetic of the castle.  
 Nonetheless there are a range of relationships between  
 each component of the castle. 
  (N.Berggren, reflection sheet)

 Here we can read an honest and thoughtful reflection that 
1. admits a time management problem, and 2. explains why the 
student omitted an aspect of the assignment.

Figure 3
Sample of interrogative adverb reflection questions

Here is an example, from the same reflection sheet, of answers to 
the interrogative adverbs (figure 3):

 Reflection / Interrogation:

 What did I make? What was difficult? What did I need to
 remember? For this piece, I made a massive castle on
 wheels, with two adjacent towers and turrets, as well as
 a drawbridge in the center of the whole piece. The most
 challenging aspect of making this was drawing the
 wheels. I needed to remember how to do the two squares
 technique in order to make parallel circles that could

 then be transformed into wheels that looked visually
 correct on the xyz axis. 

 How did I make it? Materials, process I made this using a
 mechanical pencil, an eraser, a straightedge, one pink
 colored pencil, and one blue colored pencil. Once I had
 sketched out the basic structure of the castle, I went in
 with the colors to do a light transparency that would
 bring out the fantastical nature of my vehicle.

 Why did I make this? What do I comprehend that is new
 or deeper? I made this in order to gain a clearer
 understanding of how designers can use the xyz axis
 to visualize and manifest anything, especially vehicles. I
 have a deeper understanding of the time and effort and
 details that go into creating product design drawings.

 When did I make it? Was my timing adequate and 
 successful? Once again, I made this the day before it was
 due. My timing was inadequate because I didn’t give
 myself enough time to fully explore and develop my idea.
 However, at the same time, one could argue that any idea
 could be developed forever, and I did the best I could in
 the time I allotted for myself.

 Where did I make it? Was I able to work efficiently? I
 started this in Fort Greene Park where I was doing some
 work with a friend. Then I moved to work in my room,
 but there was construction happening in my bathroom,
 so I moved to my friend’s room. All the moving around
 made it difficult to make a lot of progress at once.

 Who made this for whom? I made this for myself and for
 VR. Perhaps one day this answer will change but it
 seems to be applicable to all my continuing work.

(N.Berggren, reflection sheet)
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 The rubric/reflection sheets are designed to remind stu-
dents of the assignment parameters, assess their success in demon-
strating, and then to reflect on their learning environment from 
time management to their physical surroundings. As stated earlier, 
these reflections are a preliminary exercise to prepare for a final 
summative capstone project and the exercise of what I call the 
Spheres of Activity. 

 My idea in the Spheres is that we can map the three pro-
cesses I discussed earlier, the design, the SRL, and the cognitive 
domains of Bloom, into distinct stages that are complementary 
and can be practiced simultaneously. The stages form a sequence 
of five Spheres. The process is designed to give students an explicit 
pathway to problem solving, and managing complex projects. The 
desired result is the completion of a project they can recognize as 
more thoughtful, expansive,  and with a grander synthetic nature 
than they are used to.  In short, a process that can make the proj-
ect be as ambitious and as good as it can be. The question I ask of 
the students at the end is, are you proud of it?
 
 The interrelated processes that underpin metacognition are 
illustrated in the chart below (Figure 4)

      SPHERE 4      SPHERE 1       SPHERE 2       SPHERE 3       SPHERE 5

Figure 4
Chart of Spheres

 The sequences of the three areas investigated are shown 
horizontally. The top row is the design process. In the second hor-
izontal row are the stages of self-regulated learning. The third row 
is Bloom’s taxonomy of cognitive domains.
 
 Each vertical column contains one of the Spheres. I have 
chosen this term because the ideas that comprise each Sphere 
should be practiced together as an interrelated, complex, comple-
mentary, and mutually reinforcing whole. It is, as one student put 
it, a “headspace.” Students begin with research, empathy, fore-
thought, planning, and must remember and gather the knowledge 
that will be needed to begin. They then move through the Spheres, 
one week at a time. 

 Each Sphere has its own reflection sheet. A vocabulary for 
each Sphere is provided. As with the earlier reflections, this is a 
monitoring opportunity. Students are then asked to reflect using 
the vocabulary of each stage. Some of the vocabulary is taken 
from the action verbs that have been proposed for the domains 
in Bloom’s taxonomy. Students post visual work to an e-portfolio 
next to the completed reflection sheet of each Sphere. The post-
ing itself, seeing the work and reflection together, is of course an 
important moment of revisiting, contemplation, and confrontation 
with one’s work. An example of a Sphere reflection sheet (Figure 
5) and an example to an e-portfolio posting layout are below (Fig-
ure 6). 
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FDC 140_ Sphere One Reflection Worksheet 
Please write short statements on your experience that reflect on your process – how it is proceeding, challenges, 
surprises, discoveries and more. Try to use the vocabulary of the Sphere – all in bold below in your reflections. 
Please type your response in RED 

1) Research – Empathy 
How can I understand my problem from multiple points of view? What will the viewer see and  feel? Can I 
Direct this ? 
I want to create a city of magical reality. The main character will travel to this place in her sleep and observe 
the world from a high perspective. The world will consist of three plots, each with representa3ve buildings, 
which are gradually moving and colliding. I want the viewer to feel the same shock and wonder as the person 
in the picture. 

2) Planning _ Forethought 
• Outline a possible strategy for accomplishing what you need to do 

Brainstorming/ mind mapping/ listing/gathering 
 
I will show the scene of the collision of the three buildings, the disintegration of the plot, and the debris flying 
everywhere. It's kind of like the scene in Inception where the city starts to roll ing inward. 

3) Knowledge/Remembering 
• Remember previously learned skills and knowledge that you will need to retrieve 

from previous courses and your experience – this includes formal, skill based and 
process 

• Make a list 
I need to draw a sketch to determine the height of the horizon line and then decide the loca3on of the 
three plots and the loca3on of the three buildings. I need to draw a very precise two-point perspec3ve so 
that I can achieve the top view I want. At the same 3me, I also need to consider the rela3onship between light 
and darkness of the pain3ng, through the sparse lines or shadows to create the effect of large near and small far. 
Try to incorporate this vocabulary: 
Outline, Name, Identify, Select, List, Plane, Sketch, Map, Develop, Research, recall, retrieve, 
organize 
Overall Reflection 
1) State your goals and aspira3on and path forward – use the vocabulary of the Sphere 
Has this process expanded your thinking ? 

I hope this will be my most completed drawing and my first drawing that requires a good use of 
perspec3ve. Sketching on paper and putting into words the visuals I wanted to present helped me to 
clarify my thinking. 

Post on E-portolio – Sphere One Tab _ with images from research 
 

Figure 5
Sample Sphere One Worksheet—Molly Curtin

Figure 6
Example of E-Portfolio layout image and reflection
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 I have taken students through these two processes for three 
years. The Spheres sequence is followed in the first and second se-
mester. The students all have the same capstone assignment in the 
first semester. The assignment is: “Overnight, a city grows in your 
bedroom.” It must employ one-, two-, and three-point perspective. 
The imagined city must include a building from the student’s Art 
History course, a building from their home town and an example 
of twentieth or twenty-first century architecture. There are other 
components of this project that revisit assignments given earlier 
in the first semester. In the second semester, students are given a 
choice of prompts, but encouraged to propose their own content.

Measurement and Assessment of Metacognitive 
Achievement

 To measure the students’ attainment of metacognition, I 
have three areas of evidence. One is the visual work produced. 
The second are the rubric/reflection and Sphere reflection sheets. 
The third is a poll taken at the end of each semester.

 In reflections, students put into clear sentences the vo-
cabulary of the formal concepts as well as the vocabulary of 
the Spheres. They say how they used the X, Y, Z axis, how they 
planned and analyzed. The students describe adjustments to their 
working environment and time management. Students, important-
ly, often describe how they were unsatisfied and changed course. 
Students are able to correctly use the word synthesize in a sen-
tence, and describe how they arrived at the final Sphere.

 The capstone projects, almost without exception, are dense 
and thoughtful, well organized and clear. They are fully extended 
projects, serious, layered, and dense. The students are aware of 
making something both complex and ambitious.
 
 In both the first and second semesters I conducted a poll. I 
received a response rate of eighteen out of twenty and twenty-one 
students.  The first questions were to determine which Spheres 
were valuable, and the last how effective the overall process was 

(see Figure 7). I asked students if they thought the process re-
sulted in a better project. The responses have been very positive 
(Figure 7).

 Below are examples of students’ answers to the Sphere re-
flection sheets concerning their overall process. These are from the 
academic year 2020-2021.

“I strongly believe that the spheres allowed and motivated me to 
keep track of my progress throughout this project.” 

“The process of thoroughly developing and determining what 
I wanted my message to be gave room for more creativity and 
thought to go into my work. Although I tested various compositions 
and layouts I found that it wasn’t until I actually went to start 
working that it came together in my mind. In sphere five I changed 
a good amount of my planning but it came about in a way that 
felt like clarifying and assessing the weak spots. I feel like my 
final product supports my idea in more clear definitive way than 
I had initially planned but I only came to this conclusion by going 
through and investigating the spheres. To be introspective, I feel 
like I played well to my strengths, and allowed myself the space to 

Figure 7
Student Poll
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exhibit and share the aspects I was excited about, but didn’t feel 
overwhelmed or defeated by the aspects I found difficult. I normal-
ly criticize my work quite heavily but I feel like this piece was the 
perfect balance of pushing myself and doing something very differ-
ent to anything I’d done before, but also including design elements 
that felt familiar and like my style.” 

“I’m glad I was able to test out this sphere method. Sphere 3 and 
4 helped me assess myself and determine where I wanted to go 
with the drawing. I was much more critical of my work and re-
ally learned how to evaluate if I had done what I wanted to do 
and what I needed to do. Discussing with my classmates was also 
helpful. I learned to investigate with a purpose, and then translate 
that into my drawing. Then I managed to sit down for hours and 
deduct unnecessary detail from the drawing, while also appraising 
my own work as I went on.”

 The question exists, and is a good one, whether these pro-
cesses are fixed sequences, or if they can be experienced or im-
plemented in different orders. I believe that, for beginners in the 
first year, it is helpful to propose a sequence. However, it must be 
conveyed that the sequence should be questioned, experimented 
with, juggled, and that eventually students will find their own. 
Arriving at a self-designed process is the ultimate metacogni-
tive achievement and would display a complete mastery of their 
learning process.  More examples of reflection and examples of 
capstone projects can be found on Milanote (https://app.milanote.
com/1L5vUY1arBal3q?p=K286t3H0lfl , Sloane, 2021).

Conclusion: “Educating the Designerly Thinker”

 In the course of my research, two ideas I encountered stood 
out. The first is the book Design Teaching by Meredith Davis. In 
the chapter “Pedagogies and Projects” (Davis, p. 81) she discuss-
es pedagogical styles. She gives one example of signature design 
pedagogy she names the “Art Direction Approach.” This approach 
leads by faculty example and casts the teacher as the expert in the 
room. In effect, the instructor manages the student’s solution to 

problems through suggestions of how to improve the work. The 
instructor “directs students toward particular solutions through 
patterns in the praise they give for certain kinds of work.” In my 
view, teacher demonstrations and showing examples of “good” 
projects also qualify as art direction. She notes that, “it usually 
yields strong formal results. Faculty who art direct students fre-
quently have the best-looking student work at the end of a semes-
ter.” This is not praise.
 
 The limitations of this pedagogy are many.  One shortcom-
ing Davis mentions is that students will not recognize these “solu-
tions” when similar problems are posed in the future:which is to 
say—no transfer. They will not be able to apply concepts in novel 
situations. There is no cognitive component to this pedagogy, thus 
no metacognitive attainment. 
 
 A second reading that reinforces this thinking is “Educating 
the Designerly Thinker,” by Riva Oxman. She writes:

 The nature of this traditional educational process is well
 symbolized in what is perhaps the Achilles heel of the
 traditional studio, that is, that evaluation is based on the
 final product rather than on a measure of increments of
 knowledge acquired as a result of the studio. Despite the
 numerous changes in studio pedagogy which have been
 developed in the subsequent revolutionary design
 educational institutions such as the Bauhaus, HFG Ulm,
 and the Design Institute, the design studio is still
 characterized by the faults of product orientation, creative
 design as a black-box, the pedagogical distance of the tutor,
 the lack of explicit definition of the requisite knowledge
 foundations of design, and the neglect of design
 methodological process as legitimate pedagogical 
 content. (16)

She goes on to outline what she calls a “cognitive reorientation” to 
design education. She speaks of “creative cognition” and the pro-
cess of “reflection in action” and strategies of relating the visual to 
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the conceptual.
 
 Both of these texts make the point that it is imperative that 
as educators we identify what the cognitive components of studio 
teaching can be, and teach them. It is not only about making an 
impressive looking product. We cannot arrive at the metacognitive 
without identifying first the cognitive. We need to recognize this 
in all aspects of our pedagogy—from the daily classroom experi-
ence and individual project briefs to curriculum design, evalua-
tion, and finally assessment of courses and programs. We need to 
be able to promote, recognize, and assess the thinking part as well 
as the making part. If the teaching of art and design are to remain 
relevant in the twenty-first century this is a must. It should all 
start at the beginning, the first day of the first year.
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Cooperative Projects: Digital Humanities and Storytelling in Fashion
Tessa Maffucci

Introduction 

 For several years I have been interested in the possibility of 
teaching a course at the intersection of Fashion Studies and Digital 
Humanities. Both fashion and digital share an innate ephemerali-
ty, yet both are tied to enduring material realities—often neglected 
in our understanding of either form. Both fashion practice and 
digital methods are inherently collaborative as well, relying on 
networks of participation and meaning-making in motion. I was 
curious how these forces might play together in the classroom and 
what could be learned from interrogating the form as well as the 
content of digital fashion storytelling. 

 To direct our energies in the classroom, I felt it was import-
ant to connect our investigation to a sense of place and the prac-
tice of making itself. Initially I had imagined this class would be 
conducted in-person with opportunities to visit and interact with 
sites of fashion history throughout New York City and the people 
who make fashion here today. As it happened, the course came 
into being in 2020 and was adapted and re-imagined for a virtual 
setting. Luckily I found a group of willing collaborators in this 
exploration. 

The Concept: “Made in NYC: Narratives of City, Identity, &
Affect”

 This class will explore the concept of “Made In” through a
 collaborative digital humanities project investigating the
 forgotten histories of New York as a fashion capital.
 Covering the 200-year history of New York fashion,
 including how department stores and factories shaped
 the city’s built environment, stories of garment workers
 and labor activists, and the subcultures that defined

 American fashion. Students will examine the connections
 between fashion institutions, culture industries, and
 representations in media and technology of New York as a
 global hub for fashion innovation.

 Re-reading the course description above, I realize that 
my summary buried the lede—or at least understated the role 
that Digital Humanities (DH) would play in the classroom. The 
central idea of this course was to undertake a collaborative DH 
project decided upon and executed by the students. The history 
and contemporary practice of making fashion in New York City 
provided the lens for this inquiry, a sandbox to play in with some 
predefined boundaries and shared knowledge. This shared knowl-
edge had to be built in the classroom, not only because the course 
was designed without any prerequisites, but also because fashion 
histories in particular suffer from exclusion, bias, and omission. 
I wanted to establish a baseline of mutual understanding before 
the students selected their topic idea and decided on the form they 
wanted their project to take. The boundaries for shared digital 
knowledge were less defined. I assumed that some students might 
have a great deal of fluency in digital tools, while others might be 
quite unfamiliar. As it turned out, none of the students had heard 
of “Digital Humanities” before enrolling in the course and most 
self-reported knowing very little about the history of fashion in 
New York City.

 To scaffold the semester, I planned the first six weeks as 
a deep dive into the history of New York’s fashion industry and 
an overview of select research methods, weeks seven to ten were 
dedicated to framing an understanding of Digital Humanities and 
digital methods, and the remaining weeks of the semester were 
focused on project development, teamwork, and creation.  

 The first module of the course, New York City fashion his-
tory and research methods, felt insufficient and took up too much 
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time. These six weeks each anchored around a key question:

• What makes a fashion capital?
• Where is fashion history located?
• How do we uncover missing narratives?
• How can we learn about the past from extant materials?
• What can we discover in our own archives?

 The class time during this module was a fairly traditional 
blend of discussion, lectures, and group activities. We were not 
able to cover an exhaustive history, but did manage to highlight 
some areas that fashion histories tend to overlook, namely ev-
eryday fashion and fashion production. Weeks five and six cen-
tered on the same question—What can we discover in our own 
archives?—and were supported by visits from Pratt Institute Ar-
chivist Cristina Fontánez Rodríguez and Professors Heather Lewis 
and Rebecca Krucoff, who shared their project “Beyond and Be-
tween Pratt’s Gates” with the class.

 Both of these visits were invaluable for the progression of 
the course, as they began to transition our class perspective from 
an observer’s view of fashion history to a participatory engage-
ment with historical records and materials. From the students’ 
weekly journals I gained some insight into how they related to 
this portion of the course, particularly archives themselves:
 
 “The first time knowing the word archive is when Instagram
 has the new function to hide the picture from your profile
 and make them visible only to you. After going more
 in-depth into the definition, I know that archive is vitally
 important for information management and can give people
 the chance to go back and fully control the information
 processes.”

 “This ties into my concept for my other fashion classes
 since I am dissecting a letter my mom wrote while on her
 journey from Vietnam to the U.S. She escaped her country
 and in a Thailand camp wrote a five-page letter to her mom
 [...] I feel as if I am doing something similar to archiving her
 work in a collection and slowly tanslating the letter into
 English so her efforts and story do not become just another
 immigrant story lost forever.”
 
 “Through photographs and video tapes, you can find a
 whole world that you never discovered —even when it comes
 to photos of yourself as a child—there is a story behind
 every photo someone has taken of you. My mom keeps a
 whole file cabinet full of memories from when she was in
 college up until I was born and my brother was born, and
 still today we look back on those photos. My favorite ones
 are those of my parents in Poland, though they are few and
 far between —their childhood growing up there was so
 different than my childhood—or even life in general today,
 so I love being able to see photos and ask questions about
 Poland that maybe otherwise they would have forgotten.”

 “My grandmother (dad’s mom) as a book of our family

Figure 1
Screen capture of Pratt Archives visit with 

Institute Archivist, Cristina Fontánez Rodríguez
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 genealogy that could count as our own family archive, and
 my mom’s mother has items my great grandmother used in
 the sewing factory she worked at. These items are just like
 what you might find in archives like the Brooklyn Historical
 Society or Tenement Museum. These local community
 archives and family archives not only keep records or items
 that tell stories of ourselves and forgotten communities, but
 also put a spotlight on moments in history from a much
 different perspective.”

 The students were particularly interested in the idea of 
material degradation, how easily knowledge could be lost, and 
also the power (or risk) of the storyteller to craft an inaccurate 
narrative based on surviving materials. Our class discussions of 
Christina Moon’s essay “Ethnographic Entanglements: Memory 
and Narrative in the Global Fashion Industry,” as well as Cheryl 
Buckley and Hazel Clark’s “In Search of the Everyday: Museums, 
Collections, and Representations of Fashion in London and New 
York” helped to provide a framework to explore these ideas. We 
also spent time discussing the limitations and possibilities of dig-
ital, which was particularly relevant in the context of our virtual 
classroom. These conversations took place in tandem with the dis-
cussion on the archives, helping to move us into the coursework 
on Digital Humanities. 

 Attempting to provide a sufficient, but not overwhelming, 
introduction to Digital Humanities in four weeks was ambitious or 
perhaps absurd. I attempted to raise some of the existential ques-
tions that DH scholars grapple with: Is DH truly a field or simply 
an amalgamation of methods and practices? Will Digital Human-
ities become redundant when the majority of humanities research 
takes digital form? Should DH be defined at all? This self-referen-
tial analysis may have been a mistake, but also felt important as 
we were aiming to engage with both digital content and the form 
itself.  Happily, Chris Sula from the School of Information joined 
to provide a “Digital Humanities 101” lecture and share real-life 
examples of DH projects being undertaken by graduate students at 
Pratt. This was immensely helpful and also opened up alternative 

possibilities for how this course might be structured in the future 
to take advantage of collaborations between the School of Design 
and the School of Information. The students also conducted three 
“project analyses” during this portion of the course, answering the 
same questions for each:

• Summarize the project members and partners (Who made this 
project happen?)

• Audit funding and support (How did the project get off the 
ground?)

• Review digital humanities methods (Which digital tools were 
used?)

• Analyze materials included (What does this project reveal?)

 The three projects selected for analysis were the Fashion 
& Race Database, NYPL Labs and Urban Archive. These analy-
ses were very helpful in creating a framework by example as the 
students began to undertake their own project development. Based 
on their collective interest in mapping and archival photographs, 
I decided to invite a representative from Urban Archive to visit 
the class to speak about this particular project and provide some 
practical guidance about how a digital project like this one came 
together.

Figure 2
Screen capture of Urban Archive visit with Director of Community & 

Development, Sam Addeo
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The Project 

 Project work began early in the semester. In Week 3 the 
students were asked to each individually propose a project theme 
and in Week 5 they were asked to each submit a one-page project 
proposal. Each student had an opportunity to “make the case” for 
their project idea, or advocate for another student’s proposal. All 
the proposed ideas were shared via Google Forms for voting over 
the course of the following week and then the top three ideas were 
voted on in the next class:

 I was concerned that students might feel frustrated or hurt 
if their idea was not selected, but this was not the case. The stu-
dents enthusiastically advocated for each other’s ideas, interro-
gated and revised their own proposals, and volunteered blended 
approaches that could come from combining the proposed ideas. 

 Once the general topic had been selected, the reality of 
formulating the idea into a feasible project to undertake in the 

Figure 3
Live vote on project topic based on final three themes

remaining weeks of the semester turned out to be a much more 
challenging prospect. The students had exciting and expansive 
ideas, but I was concerned that they were taking on too much. 
This may have been an error on my part, but I interjected and 
advocated for a less-is-more approach. Upon reflection, I wonder 
how the students might have come to a clearer articulation of 
their project framework without my interference. Although they 
drafted individual project proposals, I did not require them to col-
lectively construct a “final” proposal for the idea they ultimately 
decided to pursue. Working through the process of collaboratively 
defining the structure and timeline of their project in specificity 
may have been a more productive approach. 

 The students were required to articulate their individual 
role in the collaborative project through a written assignment and 
they were also asked to outline their individual deliverables for 
the project. Again, I took a more active role in this portion of the 
process than perhaps was necessary. First the students completed 
a survey identifying their areas of interest:

Figure 5
Survey feedback 
about project 
roles: narrative 
vs. analytic

Figure 6
Survey feedback 
about project 
roles: historical 
vs. 
contemporary
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Figure 7
Survey feedback 

about project 
roles: content 

preferences

These survey results were utilized as jumping-off points for dis-
cussion in class. Over the course of a couple of weeks the project 
took form, the roles were self-selected and defined, and the proj-
ect work began in earnest. The students decided to form three 
sub-groups to focus the work and divide the labor amongst them-
selves. The project was given a name—“Narratives of the Garment 
District”—and two of the students were designated by the class to 
write a project statement, excerpted here:

 Narratives of the Garment District focuses on the untold
 narratives of contemporary garment district workers, framed
 by the historical context of immigration. The rise, fall, and
 modern existence of the garment district have been both
 affected by and had a significant impact on the people who
 created the district as we know it today. We digitally
 distribute their stories, making a tight-knit community
 accessible to those who have an interest in its inner
 workings.

 We, as fashion design students at Pratt Institute, feel it is
 important to give credit where credit is due. We acknowledge
 and in a small way attempt to rectify a long overdue culture
 of ignoring immigrant labor. As our population’s relation-
 ship to clothing has shifted from one of personal making
 and bespoke construction to mass-market, preproduced
 clothing, we seem to have forgotten the real lives of human
 beings who have taken on the making of our clothing.

 Facilitating the transfer of knowledge from one generation
 to another is essential to continuing the tradition of
 clothing manufacturing and maintaining these stories. Even
 those who do not wish to personally partake in making
 clothing can benefit from an understanding of time, detail,
 and craft that goes into producing clothing. We contacted a
 number of professionals within the garment district who
 were immensely helpful in reaching out to their colleagues
 and employees to help us acquire and share some of these
 narratives. We have published our collected research here, 
 publicly presenting the beauty, labor and construction
 which continues to thrive in the New York garment district.
 

 
 Based on the DH project analyses from earlier in the se-
mester, advice from class guests, and my own input, the students 
elected to create a project website utilizing Google Sites. This 
format provided an intuitive platform for collaboration and also 
allowed the students to embed some interactive features, includ-

Figure 7
Milanote board mapping out subgroup roles and responsibilities
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ing TimelineJS—an open-source tool that enables beginners to 
build media-rich timelines using Google Sheets. The website also 
included a Google Form that invited visitors to contribute their 
stories and participate in the project:

 In the open-source spirit of a digital humanities project, we
 would like to invite additional garment workers to
 contribute to Narratives of the Garment District by visiting
 the Contact Page of our website. Whether you are the owner
 of a garment production facility or a stitcher at one of these
 sites, we would love to hear from you about your exper-
 iences in this area.

 As a ready-made option, the Google Suite provided a famil-
iar and friendly sandbox for the students to collaborate within. All 
the students were comfortable working together in Google Drive, 
coediting documents, contributing to shared sheets and slides, 
and uploading materials for each other to access. In the virtual 
context, this was both a necessary and an instinctual method for 
collaboration. The students expressed satisfaction with this frame-
work, but I wonder which other tools might provide an alternative 
schema for collaboration and experimentation, potentially with 
less rigid digital architecture. 

Conclusion & Next Steps:

 Although we had many candid conversations throughout 
the semester, and I benefited from reading their weekly journals, 
more opportunities for structured feedback, perhaps one-one-
one, would have been helpful for me to get a better sense of their 
thoughts in real-time. I was unsure how they would feel about the 
collaborative project, in particular, and it would have been inter-
esting to capture their impressions at the start as well as the end of 
the course. 

 One of the most consistent pieces of feedback that I re-
ceived from the students was that they wanted more time on the 
actual project work:

 Move the timeline around a little bit so that the final project 
 coming together isn’t so crunched

 Not enough time is allowed for the project, and since it is
 entirely collaborative, it makes it much more difficult.

 Although the core idea of the class centered around this 
collaborative project, I had some hesitation about fully embracing 
this idea myself and letting go of my own expectations (and fears) 
about the outcome. My main concern, in retrospect, was that 
the students would not engage with the idea of a collaborative 
project, that the concept would not be enough to hold the course 
together. Instead the opposite was true—the course overflowed the 
time constraints of the semester. I wonder how this course might 
function if students had access to a “DH 101” course in advance, 
so that the focus of the class could build from a shared baseline of 
understanding.

Figure 8
View of the TimelineJS feature on the 

“Narratives of the Garment District” project website
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 During class discussions reflecting on the project a few 
students mentioned that they would have preferred to have the 
topic and parameters selected in advance, so more time could be 
spent during the semester on developing and building the project 
itself. Some students agreed with this, while others felt that the 
process of selecting the topic as a class was important. Potentially 
a blended approach could be developed where more structure is 
given around the framework of the project, but students retain the 
autonomy to direct the focus and content within preset boundar-
ies. 

Overall the feedback on the collaboration itself was largely posi-
tive:

 Collaborative class project is totally different from any
 other class that I’ve been in and it’s really cool to get
 to know my classmates so well and work on different
 parts of the project to collaborate.

Though there were some frustrations around equitable division of 
labor:

 Make sure that [students] are capable of doing [their  
 roles] and of interacting and moving themselves along.
 The project revolves around what they are able to
 collect and they have not been at all self-starting or
 willing to pick up their own slack. 

 This feedback made me think about how the early part of 
the semester could be better structured to develop collaborative 
working skills and create systems of accountability and mutual 
understanding. Since we generally do not have much practice 
working collectively, it was an oversight on my part not to build 
this skill development into the structure of the semester. The stu-
dents went from individual work directly into group work without 
scaffolding or support for this new way of working. Perhaps ini-
tiating the semester with small group work instead of individual 
work would have better supported this development. 

 Since this course first ran, I have become familiar with 
methodologies for workplace democracy and community owner-
ship such as sociocracy and cooperative management, which feel 
especially relevant for future iterations of this course—and provide 
exciting pathways to build a more equitable and resilient future 
for the fashion industry. Although fashion creation is collabora-
tive by necessity with designers working alongside patternmakers, 
cutters, markers, graders, sample makers, product developers, and 
production to realize a final garment, the work is often siloed and 
hierarchic. Fostering truly collaborative work in the classroom 
could begin to reframe the nature of fashion design work in the 
industry, as a new generation of creatives bring different expecta-
tions into the workplace. 

 I am excited to see how this course will evolve in the com-
ing semesters and look forward to experimenting with approaches 
around democratic decision-making, cooperative agreements, and 
exercises to foster communication and mutual understanding. The 
students were ready for it, my own apprehension was the biggest 
limiting factor.
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On Making Autotheory Karin Shankar 
Kym Bernazky, U Tong Ao Ieong, Lizbeth Miscles Rivera, 

Alana Ribaudo, Keyu Shen, and Stephanie Woods

INTRODUCTION: “The writer writes so that he no longer has 
a face” 

 

 As a multidisciplinary group of artists and writers in an art 
school, we also asked how autotheory and performative writing, 
as methods, might translate to our artmaking. And so, the texts 
and artworks on the syllabus served as calls to attentively and 
carefully make from the material of our own lives. In this essay, 
athored by my students and myself, we offer brief selections from 
a cross-media dossier of art objects, written texts, and perfor-
mative gestures that we have generated over our semester-long 
practice of reading, reflection, and making. The selection includes 
artifacts from the syllabus, “assignment prompts” (or the stuff 
of pedagogy), and fragments of “autotheory” (or the stuff of our 
lives).

The point, if there is one, is to alter the emotional 
terrain of someone’s lifeworld, including my own, 

by nudging toward the possibility of thinking or 
feeling differently.

 - Sophie Tamas, 2017, p.112

I’m not interested in my own emotions. . . in their 
individual aspects, but rather in how they intersect 

and overlap with the emotions and experiences 
of others.

- Paul Preciado, 2017, p.11

It’s not about navel gazing, it’s really about trying
to look at historical and social process and one’s

own formation as a window onto social and
historical processes, as an example of them.

- Saidiya Hartman as cited in Saunders, 2008, p.5

The writer writes so that he no longer has a face.

- TB Jelloun as cited in Trinh T. Minh-ha, 2005, p.28

 In the Fall semester of 2021, I designed and taught a course 
on autotheoretical modes of writing and artmaking at Pratt Insti-
tute in Brooklyn, NY. Autotheory, or the commingling of theory and 
philosophy with autobiography, is a “reflexive movement, connect-
ing thinking, making art, living, and theorizing” (Fournier, 2021, p. 
69). This is a mode of creating that uses “embodied experiences as a 
primary text or raw material through which to theorize, process, and 
reiterate theory” (Fournier, 2018, p. 646). Over several weeks, my 
students and I studied autotheoretical texts and art objects, includ-
ing the works of Saidiya Hartman, Narcissister, Wangechi Mutu, 
Trinh T. Minh-ha, Gloria Anzaldúa, Theresa Cha, Paul Preciado, and 
Maggie Nelson. As we read and sensed the politics, aesthetics, and 
ethics of autotheoretical methods across the works of these writers 
and artists, we encountered multiple perspectives on this expansive, 
embodied, and unstable mode of knowing:
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U Tong Ao Ieong’s response

Circle

A circle

Circling 

Circled

I am in a circle

I am circling

I am being circled

I. Perfect, flawed

When the two ends of a line meet, there is no longer a gap.

Circle the perfect human in the world, but at the same time, the 
circle will magnify that perfect person, and you will find that they 
are no longer perfect.

 

PROMPT 1. Keywords

TEXT FOR THE WEEK: Sharpe, C. E. (2016). In the Wake: On Blackness and Being. Durham: Duke University Press.
 
In the book In the Wake: On Blackness and Being, Sharpe mobilizes the keyword “wake” on multiple registers and in the “entirety of its 
meanings,” viz. “keeping watch with the dead, the path of a ship, a consequence of something, in the line of flight and/or sight, awaken-
ing, and consciousness,” as it relates to Black life (p. 17). Choose one keyword of significance to you in this moment and riff on its many 
resonances in your everyday life.

II. Waiting, moving

A rolling circle, to wait or to move forward?

I am circling a circle. I keep walking for days and nights, but 
where is the end and the destination?

III. Define, destroy

I draw a circle around me.

You draw a circle around me.

I am learning how to draw a circle and learning how to find 
boundaries. I am also trying to draw a circle around me, but don’t 
do it for me, I want to draw it myself.

IV. Limitations, infinity

Look inside the circle, I can find a hole without a bottom.

Look outside the circle, I can find the whole universe.
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PROMPT 2. Artifact of Significance

TEXT FOR THE WEEK: Cha, T. H. K. (2001). Dictee. Berkeley: University of California Press. (Original work published in 1982).

Bring in an artifact that holds personal  significance—this could be a photograph, an article of clothing, a rock, etc. In the manner that 
Theresa Cha composes a letter addressed to a photograph of her mother in order to excavate a possible history of that photograph, com-
pose a letter to your artifact.

Kym Bernazky’s response

Élan Vital

OshKosh B’gosh
Yell scream yelling on the street 
OshKosh B’gosh my gosh
Yelling shouting screaming running away terror terrorizing wild 
freedom 
past black and white background.
Tucked behind my ear a little lock of screaming,
loose a little lock of screaming, loose a little lock of looseness, a little 
lock.
A little look at 
someone. 
A moment, a feeling feeling feeling, 
feeling of Oshkosh. 
And away we go into the dark. Tucked into the deep dark—wild and 
free
The river of no return 
(Sometimes it can be peaceful)
Sometime wild and free 
The river of no return 
Return to me
Owwwwweeeee
Outta my way
Owwwwwwwwww outta my way 
Everyone taking this picture is buried in the same grave in Virginia 
where this picture was taken so long ago.

(Sometimes it’s peaceful) 
some time ago, a go, give it a go ago, give a go. Agone. A goner. A 
goner, gone, gone, gone.
But I’m still here. Still wild and free. 
Kind of. Kinda. Kind. A kind kid.
Osh oshkosh oshkosk b’gosh. 
(Sometimes it’s peaceful) 
Sometimes wild and free. 
The river of no return. Gone. Gone forever. Return to me.
That is somehow me. 
Connecting through time. 
That is me + 
That is me +
That is me +
That is me.
Grown up me. Wild and me. Gone but not. Still standing. A 
picture frozen freezing framing. A moment of emotion that 
screams to remember, that yells to remember.
Wriggles away into the street wriggles wiggles. 
Deep inside, I tuck this little monster. Tamed but not forgotten. 
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PROMPT 3. Sensory Poetics

TEXT FOR THE WEEK: Santana, D. S. (2017). “Transitionings 
and Returnings: Experiments with the Poetics of Transatlantic 
Water.” TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly 4, 181-190.

In Dora Silva Santana’s essay “Transitionings and Returnings,” 
transatlantic water is material, image, metaphor, practice, 
“memory tissue,” “cosmology,” a method for autoethnography, 
and a pathway home (p. 182). With this text as methodological 
inspiration, engage your senses (and sense memories) in a rumi-
nation on “home.”

Lizbeth Miscles Rivera’s response 

home country

1.

i know the crispness of carne seca con chile y cookies and cream 
on a cone.

i know coups y la casa.

i know intergenerational fiestas and dinner parties donde el chat-
ter es igual de callado que la música.

i know las noches tomando pulque en puebla y the rhythm of new 
york city on a friday night.

i know.

i know el bosque en la mañana mas fria and the city hot. just 
right.

i know that god had to lead us through the endless dry sands and 
heavy water.

I know that there is no god.

yet, i do not know home country.

2.

i know deaths by cartels and murders by cops.

i know myselfs.

i know what selfs I must bend and hide and for who.

i know.

i know tears of father.

yet, i do not know home country.

3.

i know that latinos will use maricon in front of me not 
reading me as an outsider.

i know the redundant exhaustion of white friends thinking they 
are not racist
i know.

i know the dismissal in their eyes when I read as ethnic and the 
pleasure in their eyes when they perceive me as white.

i know i must not appear queer while walking alone and that i 
must not appear too mexican at work.

i know that my tongue trips on these colonizer languages so i 
became a good listener.

i know a trans woman was murdered two weeks ago three blocks 
from my brooklyn apartment.
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i know that children are still in cages and that my father’s 
immigration lawyer lied.

yo conozco corazon roto in three languages.

i do not know my ancestors.
ni si queria 
grandfather.
i do not know home country.

4.

i know mom’s green chile stew warming every corner of the 
house on a chile afternoon.
i know baby brother berating mother by singing, 
baca 
loca 
baca
 
loca
baca 
loca 

i know lorde and lorca. 

i know.

Yet, i do not know home country.
fast
fast 
slow 

fast 
fast 
slow 

i know goat heads stabbing my feet.
forward
forward
back

back
back
forward

5.

i know western expansion through landscape painting. 

i know if you muted mexican tv you’d guess it was made in the 
u.s because white-supremacy makes everything look the same.

i know i’d prefer it if we didn’t talk while we danced. 

i know.

i know that norteños and frank ocean make the best love songs. 

i don’t know where tio’s body is. 

i do not know home country. 

6.

i know bright and warm shapes in the sky and that mom is still 
afraid to fly.

7.

i don’t know what part of me is colonizer and what part is colo-
nized.

i do not know home country. 
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Figure 1
Stephanie Woods’ Autoportrait

PROMPT 4. Collage and Autoportrait

TEXT FOR THE WEEK: Enright, R. (2008). “Resonant Surgeries: The Collaged World of Wangechi Mutu.” Border Crossings, https://bor-
dercrossingsmag.com. 

Wangechi Mutu describes collage as a multidimensional mode offering a way to perform “surgery” on mainstream regimes of representa-
tion. With this definition in mind create a collaged autoportrait with materials from your personal archive and mainstream media. 

Autoportraits (Images 1-5)
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Figure 2
Alana Ribaudo’s Autoportrait Figure 3

Keyu Shen’s Autoportrait
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Figure 4
Kym Bernazky’s Autoportrait Figure 5

Lizbeth Miscles Rivera’s Autoportrait
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PROMPT 5. Hundreds

TEXT FOR THE WEEK: Cvetkovich, A. and Berlant, L. (2019), 
The Hundreds. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Compose hundred(ish)-word daily journal entries in the manner 
of Cvetkovich and Berlant’s The Hundreds as a way of  “taking 
the emotional temperature of the body politic” (Hsu, 2019).  

Karin Shankar’s response

Care work and small things
Today I am attentive to minute things—coffee grounds, water 
droplets, an ambient buzz—as a method of recording and
analyzing social phenomena. I think about how these minor
things might blur and reformulate macro categories of self/other/
home/away/before/after and so on. If I were to make a list of the 
small particles I encounter every day and note the shapes and
directions in which they move, what would it reveal? What form 
of documentation would be adequate for such an exercise?

Pink beet stains
Sharp pain in the shoulder
A torn hem
An unfinished list
An unfinished thought
A tiny square of pancake
Toothpaste
Bubbles of sound
Bubbles of silence
The work of deciphering

“Being is threaded through with mattering.” I read this phrase the 
other day in a text by Karen Barad and it echoes in my mind (p. 
69). What matters to me—this s(mattering) of quotidien dust—has 
not settled. These tiny particles expose and transform a life (164 
words).

Instructor’s conclusion
“Deliverables”

• Students left this class having created seven short, carefully 
constructed works of autotheory. 

• They were able to demonstrate a deeper grasp on the works of 
largely queer and feminist of color theorists and artists includ-
ed on the syllabus. 

• On the end-of-semester evaluations, students expressed a re-
newed appreciation for weaving critical theory, creative writ-
ing, and personal narrative into their practice—as visual art-
ists, art historians, dancers, theater makers, and scholars. 

• The words that my students wrote in response to assignment 
prompts for this course bled into and transformed larger proj-
ects: MFA and BFA theses, artist statements, and residency 
applications, to name a few. 

• Finally, in our informal “crit” sessions, students were able to 
practice critical generosity and a deep and differential listening 
in response to their peers’ offerings. 

Keepsakes

I was moved by this class and carry its teachings with me. During 
each week’s seminar discussion, familiar works of art and theory 
that I had included on the syllabus were alchemized in contact 
with the personal narratives of my students. In the presence of 
the inventiveness of my students’ autotheoretical gestures (some 
featured in this essay), I delighted in leaving the position of “pro-
fessor” with its supposed expertise, and entering a space of a kind 
of amateurism—one of expansion and love. 
Love for:
the infinitely different modes of “metabolizing” knowledge from 
lived experience (Zwartjes, 2019); 
the contours of a non-hierarchical classroom space (sparked by 
course readings and assignments); and
the autotheoretical method itself as a performative awareness of 
the deep entanglement of one’s life with other lives and materials 
(Young, 1997 as cited in Zwartjes, 2019). 
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