
Following several years working as an artist and a gallery educator, in
Autumn 2000 I embarked on a PhD at the Institute of Education in London.
My thesis is exploring how selected artist educators understand themselves to
be ‘artists’, specifically in terms of the skills, knowledge and experience they
perceive they possess. From this the research aims to gain understanding of
how these same artist educators perceive they function as educators within a
gallery education programme. The research recognises the relevance of
context to the work of these artist educators and is also exploring how the
particular gallery shapes their pedagogic activities. This qualitative research is
designed as a series of interlocking, tiered case studies, wherein the artist
educators are located within the community education programme, which
itself operates within Tate Modern. 

The study is addressing complex issues, as the title of this paper suggests. The
complexity has emerged over the course of the research and is evident in the
relationship between different areas of practice. Originally I understood the
research process to be a means of gaining greater understanding about a
field of practice, whilst remaining separate from it. However, I have
subsequently identified parallels between the inter-subjective, critical and
reflexive processes of research and preoccupations within my creative and
education practice. At the same time, issues of how and why knowledge is
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generated, and who validates and ‘owns’ that knowledge, have emerged as
central concerns within the research. This is relevant because the same issues
that emerge in the particular gallery-based pedagogic activities under
investigation also surface within forms of participatory arts practice. As a
result the boundaries between what it is that my research is exploring and
how I have chosen to interrogate it have become blurred. Whilst these
complex connections between areas of practice have become apparent, the
relationship between the artist educators participating in the study and
myself has also developed and deepened in ways that have affected the
research process and its outcomes. It is these issues of interconnectedness
that I would like to explore briefly in this paper.

The context for this study: a personal motivation
This research has emerged from my own experience as an artist educator.
More specifically it stems from my attempt to understand whether my status
as a professional artist (i.e. someone who has studied at art school and has a
developed fine art practice) has given me a specific body of knowledge and
experience, a certain set of skills and an approach to investigating works of
art that, during the time I was working in galleries, translated into a
particular form of engagement with the artworks and learners. Whilst having
a clearer understanding of these issues, I now recognise that the nature of
this engagement is infinitely more complex than I originally thought. 

I see this engagement taking the form of a tripartite dialogic encounter
between the artworks, the learners and myself. The nature of this encounter
is informed by an understanding of works of art as: ‘Specific things, made by
specific people, using particular technical resources, for specific (if often very
complex) reasons.’ 1

Hence my aim as an artist educator in the gallery is to enable the learners to
engage with artworks in order for them to interrogate how, why and for
what reasons an art object exists as it does. The artist educator is not present
as an expert to impart a fixed body of knowledge about the artwork, or to
provide authoritative or comprehensive answers. Rather, my aim is to
encourage the learners to draw on their existing knowledge and experience
and, through a process of group dialogue (supported by relevant contextual
information), make a ‘meaningful’ connection (see below) with the artwork
for themselves. Thus pedagogy in the gallery is concerned with generating
new knowledge through a collaborative process of investigation and critical
reflection. This emergent knowledge is inter-subjective and experiential. As
such it is informed by personal experience and the quality of the individual
and group encounter with the artwork, as much as by theoretical
information. 

The American museum educators, Rika Burnham and Elliott Kai-Kee provide
an insightful example of this new knowledge being generated. 2 Referring to
a specific education session, the writers articulate how learners engage with
a Rembrandt painting through group discussion under the guidance of the
museum educator. During the session the educator provides information to
the learners that, for example, indicates how the work came to be and what
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the work has meant to viewers over time. However, ‘as the class concludes,
the museum educator asks the participants to speculate on the painting’s
larger meaning, to say what they think this work is finally about, as revealed
by their long discussion. The group’s experience has clearly moved beyond
the telling of a single story. One participant suggests that Rembrandt’s work
is about the fearlessness of travelling into the unknown. Another says that it
concerns the story of the soul’s leaving the earthly for the heavenly realm.’ 3

The ‘new’ knowledge can here be identified as the individual learners’
interpretations of the painting, made explicit in their final suggestions. That
new knowledge is shaped by the knowledge and experiences that the
learner brings to the gallery and developed through their participation in
the education session. It is informed by art historical and other ‘public’
knowledge, but is ‘personal’ to them. 4

The identification of knowledge as personal links to the key issue of what
constitutes a learner’s ‘meaningful’ connection. This emphasis on subjectivity
can be a source of tension, however, since it raises the question of where
meaning of an art object is located and who has the authority to provide or
endorse that meaning. From my viewpoint as an artist, I consider that
multiple and provisional interpretations are possible, but that the validity of
those interpretations has to be supported by the evidence that is visible in
the artwork. This legitimisation of the individual encounter does not
necessarily equate to equality, since arguably some interpretations are more
meaningful than others. Most notably, consideration needs to be given to
how learners’ interpretations, which represent the articulation of their
understanding of the artwork, can be considered valid in relation to the
‘expert’ knowledge generated by a professional art historian or critic, 
for example.

My PhD was originally exclusively concerned with identifying whether my
experience corresponds to that of other artist educators and to what extent
artists are particularly well equipped to engage in experimental and
collaborative learning and teaching in the gallery. Increasingly, however, I
have encountered issues in the research process that echo a particular
understanding of creative practice and the pedagogic process identified
above. This has led me to ask whether there is value in positioning artists
and learners in the gallery as researchers, who take a more equal role, and
what are the implications of doing so.

Research, creative practice and pedagogy in the gallery
Constructing the artist as researcher is not a new phenomenon. Karen Raney
goes so far as to say that; ‘“Research” has to a large extent replaced
“expression” as a model for art practice.’ 5 However, the positioning of
creative practice according to a particular academic model of research is not
without problems. Tensions appear, not in the negotiation of process, but in
the validation of outcomes. For example, writers such as Prentice 6 celebrate
the experiential, exploratory and reflective process such as that experienced
by artists and qualitative researchers, but identify the need for higher status
to be ascribed to the knowledge generated by the creative process. This
knowledge, which Prentice describes as ‘practical knowledge’ 7 involves more
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than intellectual enquiry. It is acquired through experiential learning (by
engaging directly with expressive media) and results in ‘imaginative
outcomes (that) embody the knowledge required for their production.’ 8 In
other words, the knowledge represented in the final outcomes is acquired
through the experience of creating. 

This in itself is not problematic, but issues can emerge when there is a need
to articulate the wider significance of this ‘practical’ knowledge and make it
accessible as ‘public’ knowledge (as there can be in a research context). For,
as Prentice goes on to acknowledge, there is a difference between engaging
in art activities solely for their own sake (the model outlined above) and
engaging in research activities that are specifically intended to contribute to
the development of public knowledge.

Buchler 9 puts it more bluntly since he sees the aims of each to be
fundamentally different: ‘The aim of academic research is the production of
expert knowledge; the aim of art is the expression of understanding as an
account of experience.’ 10

I am particularly drawn to this quotation, as the recognition of difference
between so-called expert knowledge and more experiential forms of
knowing (what Buchler refers to as ‘understanding as an account of
experience’) appears to echo the dilemma identified earlier concerning how
the learner’s knowledge in the gallery is categorised. It is interesting to note,
therefore, that although Buchler recognises personal and experiential
knowledge as legitimate outcomes of a research process, he concludes that
the research model present in academic institutions cannot easily
accommodate an epistemology that foregrounds this degree of complexity
and ambiguity or ascribes validity to experiential as well as theoretical
knowledge. Instead he argues that, rather than reconfigure creative practice
to fit a predetermined research model, artists should remain committed to 
the discipline of art in order to make a valid contribution to academia.

This argument, wherein research adopts some of the characteristics and
values of creative practice, rather than creative practice being required to
become more akin to an institutionalised academic model, is useful for
several reasons. Most notably, it provides space for me to interrogate my
own and the artist educators’ practice more on its own terms (whilst fully
recognising the epistemological implications of doing this), rather than
attempting to confine it to a pre-existing model that may be inappropriate.
At the same time I see value in exploring and valuing the nature of artists’
and learners’ encounter with the artworks for what it is, rather than seeing it
as the poor relation of the expert public knowledge generated by
professionals. 

In my attempts to explore the nature of that encounter in the gallery, insights have
been provided by a parallel understanding of the artist-as-researcher, which can be
found in certain texts that explore the nature of participatory art practice. These
forms of art practice involve ‘a process of dialogue and collaboration (where) the
emphasis is on the character of this interaction, not the physical or formal integrity
of a given artefact or the artist’s experience in producing it.’ 11
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Grant Kester, defines this practice as ‘dialogical’ in order to emphasise the
interactive nature of particular creative activities and cites, as examples,
artists’ groups such as Superflex in Denmark and Platform in the UK. These
groups actively locate themselves within a specified community and work
with individuals from that community, engaging in a collaborative process of
questioning and critical reflection, wherein the artists’ and participants’
existing perceptions are challenged. This leads, in Kester’s view, to ‘a new set
of insights, generated at the intersections of both perspectives and catalysed
through the collaborative production of a given project.’ 12 

This appears to correspond in several ways with gallery education practice as
understood in this paper. In particular, the emphasis on artists and
participants generating new ‘insights’ collaboratively is key. At the same
time, the construing of artistic practice as a means to develop knowledge
within a given community bears some resemblance to ‘participatory action
research.’ 13 Within participatory action research, as with dialogical art
practice, the emphasis is on dialogue in order to gain new knowledge for all
those involved in the process. Again there appear to be connections here
with this model of the research process and the actualities of the pedagogic
process in the gallery, particularly as it would appear that the
epistomological outcomes associated with these two practices (dialogical art
and participatory action research) emerge through the participants engaging
in the process in order to gain personal knowledge. How that personal
knowledge is then made public is a complex issue [which I will discuss next].

This theorising of participatory practice has been valuable in its interrogation
of the ‘complicit’ 14 relationship between artists and participants that can
develop within projects and the consequent need to make explicit the
relations of power. In particular the ethical issue of representing knowledge
gained [through a collaborative process of investigation emerges in
dialogical forms of art practice and in participatory action research. As
Reason identifies: ‘One of the key questions about research is the political
one; who owns the knowledge, and thus who can define
the reality?’ 15

As I have discovered, the negotiation and representation of new knowledge
gained through a collaborative process is a complex issue. It has implications
for my relationship with the selected artist educators and for the artist
educators’ relationships with the participants in gallery education workshops.
In addressing this issue, I have again found it useful to consider the
connections between the research process and creative and/or pedagogic
practice.

Negotiating the relationship between researcher and researched
At the start of the PhD research I positioned myself as the researcher and the
artist educators as research material. My original understanding of our
respective roles was based around a conception of ethnography (which itself
derives from the classic anthropological model) wherein the researcher and
the researched are differentiated. 16 In this model the researcher 
collects detailed information about a segment of society (the objects of
research), in the context in which it occurs, in order to generate a
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description, leading to an analysis, of that society. 17 Wright describes this
process as ‘becoming familiar with the other’ (my emphasis). 18 

This ethnographic model traditionally ascribes responsibility for selecting
what constitutes relevant data and the principles regarding how that data is
interpreted to the researcher, 19 whose ultimate ambition is to gain and
represent authoritative knowledge about the objects of research. 20 The
position occupied here by the objects of research is passive: they remain as
‘the other’, to be represented and analysed by the researcher. 21 Within this
research, however, my relationship with the artist educators has become
increasingly collaborative and participatory. As the research has progressed it
has become impossible to characterise the artist educators as separate and
passive objects of research. Instead these individuals have taken an active
role in developing the themes explored in the thesis and function in some
respects as collaborative researchers. Likewise my perception of my position
and concerns has shifted from that of a detached figure researching into the
selected individuals to a collaborator engaged in a process of learning with
and from the artist educators.

The collaborative relationship has been made possible partly because of who
the artist educators are and how I stand in relation to them. Each of the five
individuals: Liz Ellis, Michele Fuirer, Michaela Ross, Esther Sayers and Lucy
Wilson are highly experienced, knowledgeable and effective artist educators.
22 They each approach their practice critically and reflectively and have
worked in a variety of gallery and other visual art and educational contexts
for many years. 

These biographical details are relevant, since whilst I was reflecting on the
data generated from the first interviews I conducted with them I recognised
that I have much in common with them, from my education and training to
my experience of working in galleries. From this I identified that I had
selected as my research subjects individuals who were my peers (if not my
seniors) in terms of experience and involvement in the practice I am
investigating. We are, in Denzin and Lincoln’s words, ‘coequals who are
carrying on a conversation about mutually relevant, often biographically
critical, issues.’ 23 My recognition of our shared interests made any
positioning of myself as a detached researcher and the artist educators as
research subjects appear irrelevant. Consequently, as my research progressed
I identified that it would be more revealing and significant if our shared
interests were foregrounded and the collaborative nature of the
investigation recognised. Subsequently the artist educators informed me of
their wish to be formally acknowledged within the research, hence the use
of their names in this paper and throughout the thesis. 

More significant than acknowledging them by name is their involvement in,
and influence over, the investigation of the research issues. My thinking has
been challenged and developed by the exchanges of ideas and experiences I
have had with them and I have questioned my original assumptions
regarding approaches to examining artist-led gallery education activities. The
form and content of my dialogues with the artist educators have been highly
informative. Insights have emerged through dialogue and written exchanges,
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where ideas and opinions are expounded, developed and reflected upon in
an atmosphere of co-operation and support. This in itself has contributed to
my thinking about the nature of the pedagogic experience in the gallery,
where the same conditions are aspired to. 

An example of this exchange presents itself here. Each artist educator was
sent the draft of this text prior to publication. Responding to the last
sentence above, Michele Fuirer wrote: 

‘(The) gallery education experience does not, or need not, aspire to ‘mutual
co-operation and support’ unreservedly, of course. Sometimes it is not a
product of collaborative exchange. There will be moments (and I think we
talked about this) when you need to recognise the assertion of the artist
educator, where their voice may stand as a corrective, or against and
distinctly apart from the voice of the group (an obvious example of this
would be where something sexist or racist was emerging). There is, in my
view, a continual (and fascinating) duality in the role in terms of
collaboration and co-operation; where as artist educator I am both inside
and outside the group and the learning experience.’ 24

This comment has added to my understanding of gallery education, but also
highlighted the complexity of collaborative learning situations in different
ways. First it has encouraged me to recognise that the authority and
expertise of the artist educator are central to the learning experience in the
gallery. This is not to position them as didacts, but more to clarify that their
specific experience and knowledge (for example of art history, art practice
and of the institution itself), and how they share those during the learning
process, necessarily determines the relatively powerful position they occupy
in relation to learners. For instance, whereas I have identified myself as an
equal in relation to the artist educators and feel comfortable engaging in
discursive and challenging exchanges with them, learners in the gallery may
not feel empowered to do so. Equally, as Michele points out, there are
situations where, for more ethical reasons, the artist educator adopts a more
detached, authoritative stance. It appears that pedagogy in the gallery
involves nuances of collaboration, that constantly shift and develop. 

Knowledge generated through a collaborative process also presents ethical
issues regarding representation and ownership. Reason articulates the
difficulty of retaining shared ownership of knowledge if one person (i.e. the
researcher) is charged with the responsibility of writing it up. He argues that
the act of writing about others’ experiences serves to repossess that
experience as an academic subject that can be studied from the outside,
hence removing it from the control of the participants. 25 In a group
interview I undertook with all four artist educators, Liz Ellis articulated the
potential difficulty of taking knowledge generated through a collaborative
process into another context:

‘That’s why I think it’s incredibly useful that there can be PhD research that
comes out of this because this whole aspect of reflective thought isn’t
documented enough and this area of work isn’t thought enough about. But I
get anxious when I see it within an academic context when I feel that all
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sorts of people will be listening who will be bringing different sets 
of agendas.’ 26

This concern, combined with all the artist educators’ generosity and
willingness to participate as collaborators, make it essential that I negotiate
the ownership and representation of this process of knowledge creation
respectfully. In order to accomplish this, I share my process and findings with
the artist educators as much as possible, for example, through informal
meetings, presentations to them as a group and e-mails to all of them
detailing my activities. 

However, whilst I have attempted to encourage an environment of
collaborative enquiry, I am aware of the Institute of Education doctoral
requirements, which state that the thesis must consist of: ‘(a student’s) own
account of their investigations... The PhD thesis must form a distinct
contribution to the knowledge of the subject, affording evidence of
originality either by the discovery of new facts or by the exercise of
independent critical judgement.’ 27 In order to satisfy these requirements it is
inevitable that, although the research process has involved collaborative
enquiry, at a critical point I have to assume responsibility for, and ownership
of, the thesis itself. Perhaps inevitably I will revert to a role more akin to a
traditional ethnographer, rather than a co-learner. 

Parallels can again be drawn between research and participatory art practice.
In the latter it has been noted that the need to respect the community that
is participating must be balanced with the artists’ desire to develop and gain
recognition for their own creative practice. 28 This balance, it has been
argued, can be best achieved by the artist developing a sustained and
trusting relationship with the participants in order to gain knowledge
alongside them, rather than the artist negotiating these forms of
engagement primarily to receive external validation. 29 I would hope that my
sustained relationship with the artist educators and the degree of trust that
has developed between us has achieved the balance that Kester advocates. 

Conclusions
This short paper has addressed a number of complex and interwoven themes,
which have emerged from my recognition of the links between my
experience of research, creative practice and gallery education practice. Each
of these themes raise further questions, not least whether (and how) creative
art and education practices can be approached through institutionalised
academic research methods. I have also spent time elsewhere considering the
ways in which the knowledge and experience generated through these
practices can be mapped, validated and celebrated. 30 Despite, or perhaps
because of, these quandaries, in recognising the interconnected qualities of
the research process and subject, I have gained insights into my 
own practice and the sophistication of the artist educator’s work.
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