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Preface

Public scholarship has always existed, to some extent, but has become the focus of debate during the past 25 years. Most simply, public scholarship is that which is available outside of the academy. Lay citizens have access to public scholarship because it circulates in spaces to which they have access and it’s understandable. Public scholarship isn’t merely available to the public or some segment of it, but it’s also useful to them. Optimally, public scholarship explicitly addresses public needs. Some argue public scholarship should address publicly identified needs. By involving stakeholders in the entire process, and making the findings accessible, public scholars contribute to the democratization of research. Taking all of this into account, I suggest public scholarship is scholarship that circulates outside of the academy in accessible formats and is useful to relevant stakeholders (who may or may not directly participate in shaping research agendas).

In order to do public scholarship, researchers need methodological tools. In 2019, I published The Oxford Handbook of Methods for Public Scholarship, which presents the first comprehensive overview of methods for public scholarship. The handbook provides methodological instruction for engaging in public scholarship. Filled with robust examples from real-world research in different fields, ample discussion of working with nonacademic stakeholders, coverage of traditional methods, or engaging in emergent methods, as well as coverage of key issues such as writing, publicity, and funding, The Oxford Handbook of Methods for Public Scholarship aims to be a valuable text for students, professors, and researchers.

Although the handbook is a valuable tool for many researchers across the disciplines, in order to make the material more accessible for both classroom use and individual researchers, we have taken the content and divided it into three paperback texts, which can be read independently or together. Thinking about how professors teach and what individual researchers may be looking for during various phases of a project or thesis, the content has been divided as follows: Popularizing Scholarly Research: Research Methods and Practices (Vol. 1); Popularizing Scholarly Research: Working with Nonacademic Stakeholders, Teams, and Communities (Vol. 2); and Popularizing Scholarly Research: The Academic Landscape, Representation, and Professional Identity in the 21st Century (Vol. 3). All the original chapters from the handbook remain. In addition to the original content, new material has been added, including introductory material, new chapters in each volume, annotated suggested resources, and research and writing activities for class use.

Patricia Leavy
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Introducing Research Methods and Practices for Popularizing Research

Patricia Leavy


The cloistered ivory tower is going the way of the card catalog.

—Arlene Stein and Jessie Daniels (2017, p. 152)



The preceding quote speaks to a shift in how many are thinking about the purpose and practice of scholarly research. Today, more people view research that is inaccessible to public audiences and disconnected from public needs to be of little value. Although public scholarship has always existed, and has been a regular part of the academic/public discourse since the 1960s (Denzin & Giardina, 2018), it has gained considerable attention during the past two decades. This is significant because it has ushered in large-scale debates about the nature and role of academic research in society. These debates have occurred in both academic and nonacademic communities.

Many inside and outside of the academy have critiqued traditional research practices for resulting in a wellspring of research that circulates exclusively within the academy and garners shockingly small readership even within that elite sphere. Studies have claimed that most academic journal articles have three to eight readers, with some saying the majority are never read by anyone other than their author, journal editor, and the author’s mentor—three people who should not qualify as readers. Imagine the desperation of journals so eager to make it appear that these articles have readership that they are willing to count the authors and editors among readers. Some argue that these numbers are inaccurate. Regardless of the actual numbers, what we know for certain is that few people read academic articles. I also suggest that because statistics are based on citations or downloads, the numbers may be even lower. Citing an article for one’s own research agenda does not mean it was read in full. We all know that many students and researchers cite articles based merely on reading the abstract, again calling into question the validity of the traditional system.

The small audience for journal articles is easy to explain. Peer-reviewed articles are inaccessible in two key ways. First, they circulate in hard-to-get journals that are available in university libraries. No one else is aware of these journals or has reasonable and affordable access to them. Second, academic journal articles are loaded with discipline-specific jargon. They’re difficult to understand and generally fail to meet the standards of good and engaging writing. Biologist Erik Ursin famously said, “Hell is sitting on a hot stone reading your own scientific publications.” Many would agree.

In 2014, New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof wrote a scathing indictment of the academic research system, noting that professors, although among the most knowledgeable people, have made themselves irrelevant in conversations of import. He contends that it isn’t merely that they’ve been marginalized but also that they have “marginalized themselves.” Kristof likens academic writing to “gobbledygook” that is often “hidden in obscure journals.” As Kristof suggests, this is bigger than individual academic researchers; rather, it is a product of an arcane professional system in desperate need of updating.

The university hiring, tenure, and promotion system, generally, require or heavily favors the publication of peer-reviewed journal articles. Most schools require a minimum number of such articles. Further criteria may include the ranking of the journal. Academic researchers are thus highly incentivized to participate in this outdated system of representing and distributing research findings, even if they see the faults in the system. Out of necessity, some academics choose to “play the game” until they become full professors, and others never feel able to escape the system. Unfortunately, “playing the game” may result in years or even decades of directing one’s time and other professional resources to work that serves as little more than a line on their curriculum vitae.

Fortunately, some universities are modernizing their tenure and promotion policies to account for the range of ways academics may contribute to knowledge-building. In some geographic places, such as the United Kingdom and Australia, there are increasingly new criteria requiring scholars to demonstrate the impact of their work. All of this is promising, for those in favor of popularizing scholarly research, although there remains work to be done.

What Is Public Scholarship?


The very notion of being an engaged public intellectual is neither foreign to us, nor a violation of, what it means to be an academic scholar, but central to its very definition.

—Henry Giroux (2014, p. 149)



Most simply, public scholarship is that which is available outside of the academy. Lay citizens have access to public scholarship in two regards: It circulates in spaces to which they have access and it’s understandable (Leavy, 2011). Some also suggest public scholarship isn’t merely available to the public or some segment of it, but it’s also useful to them. In this vein, some suggest public scholarship should explicitly address public needs. And yet some go further to assert public scholarship should address publicly identified needs.1 By involving stakeholders in the entire process, and making the findings accessible, public scholars contribute to the democratization of research.

Taking all of this into account, I view public scholarship as scholarship that circulates outside of the academy in accessible formats and is useful to relevant stakeholders (who may or may not directly participate in shaping research agendas).

Public scholarship has always existed, to some extent, but has become the focus of debate during the past 25 years. Michael Burawoy’s 2004 American Sociological Association Presidential Address, devoted to public sociology, is frequently credited as a turning point. Although this certainly is a noteworthy moment in the historical timeline, it is also a problematic one for two key reasons. First, many sociologists have long engaged in this kind of work, whether or not they were properly recognized in the academic reward and “fame” structure, which itself is highly hierarchical and insular. For example, Patricia Hill Collins (2007) explains that before the term public sociology was popularized, she was long “doing a kind of sociology that had no name” (p. 101). While Collins ultimately earned rock-star status in academia, most do not and have carried on with this work in the shadows. Even those who have done this work and received recognition are operating from the margins, not the center of the discipline (Collins, 2007). Second, as Evelyn Nakano Glenn (2007) has astutely pointed out, Burawoy’s “social position” as a White male at an elite university permeated his conception of public sociology and the confidence with which he in fact mapped out the entire discipline of sociology in his speech (p. 215). But his view, highly disciplinary in nature, runs contrary to the interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary ways many conceive of and carry out their work (discussed throughout this handbook). So the view taken in this handbook is that the call to public scholarship has a long historical trajectory and recent shifts have resulted from a confluence of factors that are addressed in Chapter 2.

The Digital Turn

Some may be quick to assume that the digital turn has caused the push for public scholarship. Phillip Vannini (2012) suggests the turn to “popularize” research is the result of our desire to make our research more accessible and thus more valuable. Technology is a tool for facilitating much of this work, but it is not the reason for doing it. Many of the methods used to conduct accessible research, as well as the forms or “shapes” that public scholarship takes, are enabled by newer technologies, particularly those that are internet-based, which democratize the processes of knowledge production and dissemination.

What Are Methods for Public Scholarship?

Research methods or practices are tools for data generation. When considering methods for public scholarship, it’s impossible to separate the form and content. Expressions of public scholarship take many forms. Formats may include but are not limited to


• articles or essays (e.g., op-eds in newspapers, blogs);

• social media posts;

• websites;

• vlogs;

• pamphlets, newsletters, and other informational booklets;

• bulletin board postings;

• radio broadcasts or podcasts;

• television appearances (e.g., cable news, local news);

• public lectures (e.g., in community-based organizations, in community locations);

• trade books (fiction or nonfiction);

• art (e.g., art installations, photographic installations, plays, musical performances, dance performances, spoken word performances, poetry, fiction, film); and

• documents created for nonprofit organizations.



M. V. Lee Badgett (2015, p. 12) suggests the following additional ways of making research useful beyond the academy:


• Design a project with a social movement or community-based organization.

• Present research to a local, state, or national government (at hearings).

• Speak or write to the members of a local organization or agency about how your research might benefit them.

• Brief a policymaker about the research on a pressing problem.

• Serve on a board for an organization involved in policymaking.



Although most research methods book review methods for data collection and analysis before considering representational forms or “outcomes,” one might argue that process often results in little attention being paid to the audiences for research. So with the many possible forms or shapes our research may take in mind, the question becomes: How do public scholars conduct their research? Quite simply, they conduct their research with any and all methods. Public scholars use traditional quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods approaches. They also use community-based participatory and arts-based research approaches, the former particularly well suited to garnering public input and the latter particularly well suited to producing engaging and accessible work. Beyond all of these preexisting tools and strategies, public scholars, like others in the research community, may also develop their own research practices and methodologies based on their specific needs. Methodological innovation is also being spurred on as many are re-evaluating the purpose of research and thus renegotiating their practices. The more tools we have, the more questions we can ask and answer. So this is an exciting time not only for re-evaluation but also for growth.

The Contents of This Book

Chapter 2 by Mitchell Brown presents an overview of the major concerns of survey research, including its history and contemporary methodological concerns. It then discusses special considerations for surveys in public scholarship, as well as our collective professional identities in the 21st century. It concludes with a reflection on the professional and ethical standards that are implicated in how we design, implement, and later use this seemingly benign tool.

In Chapter 3, “Interviews: Using Conversations in Public Scholarship,” Svend Brinkmann reviews qualitative interviews, which are normally conducted as personal conversations between two or more individuals. Such personal conversations, however, are frequently used in the service of public scholarship, which gives rise to a number of significant issues having to do with researching private lives and placing accounts in the public arena. Brinkmann addresses the role of qualitative interviewing in public scholarship. He discusses the very idea of the public, especially as it was articulated by the American pragmatist John Dewey. You are then taken through various stages of interview research. Examples are given that show how qualitative interview studies have significantly advanced public scholarship.

In Chapter 4, “Oral History, the Public Record, and the Story,” Valerie J. Janesick introduces oral history as a perfect vehicle for public scholarship because oral history is chiefly concerned with telling a person’s story. To understand a community, it is critical to listen to the stories being told to the oral history researcher. Furthermore, in today’s digital world, storytelling through oral history benefits from selected software, public records, photography, poetry, the World Wide Web, social media, arts-based representations of data, and video such as YouTube videos. Smartphones, iPads, and other handheld devices also provide tools for the oral historian. These are strong vehicles for understanding oral history as public scholarship. The mainstays of oral history, such as interviewing, site documents, observations, and photography, are connected to ways of knowing the world through the digital techniques available to the oral history researcher.

Next is Tony E. Adams and Robin M. Boylorn’s chapter “Public Ethnography,” in which they discern characteristics of public ethnography and doing ethnography in public settings. They begin by defining “public ethnography” and illustrating the need to record happenings of contexts that cannot be easily captured with other research methods. They then discuss practices of always being in the field, observing others, taking notes, attending to everyday conversations, monitoring social media, synthesizing ideas, identifying injustices, and engaging extant research. They conclude by identifying considerations for crafting and disseminating representations of fieldwork for public, nonacademic audiences.

Chapter 6 is “An Autoethnography of Working, Failing, and Reworking Public Scholarship” by Andrew F. Herrmann and Art Herbig. They provide robust overviews of the concept of public scholarship, including what is meant by the public or publics, autoethnography as a research method, and the role of popular culture. The authors lead by example, interweaving autoethnographic practice into their conversational and personal writing structure.

Chapter 7, “Letters from the Field” by S. Brisolara, D. Seigart, Kathryn Sielbeck-Mathes, Tristi Nichols, Rebecca Ewert, and D. Holiday-Shchedrov, covers evaluation research. This creatively written chapter begins with a letter to the reader from the authors and is then structured as a series of letters intended to address different dimensions of evaluation research and targeted at different readers. For example, there are letters to graduate students, employers, dissertation committees, and so on. The authors review the basics of evaluation research, including methods, styles, and uses. They also draw on their extensive professional experience as evaluation researchers, offering wisdom, tips, and advice.

Next is “Literature and Creative Writing as Public Scholarship” by Sandra L. Faulkner and Sheila Squillante. This chapter considers the use of literature and creative writing as public scholarship that bridges the humanities, social sciences, and social activism. The authors suggest that public scholarship merges creative writing, democratic impulses, and the power of activism. Faulkner and Squillante argue for the power and possibilities of literature as public scholarship for transforming our communal and self-perspectives and for contributing to meaningful public dialogue and the public good. Their chapter engages the following questions by examining public literature in virtual and nonvirtual spaces: How can creative writing and literature alter, transform, and reimagine our experiences and definitions of public space? How does literature in everyday spaces democratize our lived experiences and empower our voices? Faulkner and Squillante provide examples of poetry, creative nonfiction, fiction, and hybrid forms as public scholarship and offer resources for those interested in their own public scholarship projects using literary forms.

Chapter 9, “Health Theatre: Embodying Research” by Susan Cox and George Belliveau, shows that research-based theatre is increasingly valued as a means of enhancing understanding of lived experience in different groups and communities. This innovative use of theatre is being applied within various disciplines, including health research. In this chapter, Cox and Belliveau explore the use of research-based theatre in three health-related projects, each of which focuses on a different application of research-based theatre. The first highlights the use of theatre to disseminate research findings, the second looks at the use of theatre in developing a therapeutic intervention, and the third is concerned with the use of theatre as a means of engaging citizens in health policy development. They conclude the chapter by discussing two salient ethical and methodological issues arising from the use of research-based theatre in these three projects: (1) artistic expertise or professionalism and (2) authorship and its attribution in collaborative, creative work.

In Chapter 10, “Narrative Film as Public Scholarship,” Yen Yen Woo draws on her experience developing a career as a media creator and professor in the field of education to answer frequently asked questions about using film as public scholarship. She explains the reasons for working in creative forms and answers questions about funding, methodology (such as writing and directing), and distribution. The question of distribution is especially important in an environment in which it is increasingly easy for films to get made but increasingly difficult for them to engage the attention of the audience. Woo also provides useful examples of new forms, such as transmedia storytelling, that scholars can use to engage new audiences.

“Visual Art Campaigns” by Raisa Foster is next. Foster looks at visual art campaigns especially in the context of arts-based research with an interest in public engagement. Art campaigns happen in the crossroads of art and activism. Sometimes artists can purposely work from an activist point of view; sometimes a political aspect emerges unintentionally. This chapter gives an overview of different campaigns using visual methods. Then, Foster presents a brief description of the development of art from modernism to the contemporary forms of artistic expressions; this leads to the examples of different art campaigns. Foster then discusses the potential of contemporary art in challenging the assumptions of modernism through the examples of her own artistic and EcoJustice practice. She also describes the possibilities of promoting a cause in various fields of art, academia, and the general public. Finally, the chapter discusses the benefits and challenges of being an independent artist/scholar with an interest in public engagement.

Chapter 12 is “Cellphilms in Public Scholarship” by Katie MacEntee, Casey Burkholder, and Joshua Schwab-Cartas. Digital media offer new platforms for engagement and dissemination for public scholarship. The cellphilm method (cellphone + film production) is a participatory visual methodology that builds on the increasing ubiquity of cellphones and other mobile technology throughout the world and the uptake of cellphone video-making as a form of socially engaged visual practice. The authors trace the development of the cellphilm method in research. They present case studies of cellphilm research in Hong Kong, Mexico, and South Africa in order to provide concrete examples of cellphilm research in practice and nuance the methodological implications of integrating cellphones and visual media production into public scholarship. They conclude the chapter by offering directions for future research on cellphilms as a public scholarship method and provide a critical perspective on the integration of cellphones in research for public scholarship.

Chapter 13 is “Online, Asynchronous Data Collection in Qualitative Research” by Tracy Spencer, Linnea Rademaker, Peter Williams, and Cynthia Loubier. In this chapter, the authors discuss online, asynchronous data collection in qualitative research. They address the importance of valuing online interviews as a way to increase access to marginalized participants, including those with time, distance, or privacy issues that prevent them from participating. The authors argue that the greater potential participant pool can increase the rigor and validity of research outcomes. They also address issues with regard to conducting in-depth asynchronous interviews such as are needed in phenomenology. They include advice from the field for rigorous implementation of this data collection strategy.

In Chapter 14, “#spacesforknowledgeproduction,” Daniel T. Barney, Lorrie Blair, and Juan Carlos Castro describe how Instagram can serve as an inquiry space, or social studio, for data contributors. For example, Instagram is currently one of the most widely used social networking platforms in the world but has not been utilized as extensively as a data source by researchers in comparison to Facebook or Twitter, and there is little scholarship published on Instagram as a platform for creative and pedagogical inquiry. The authors, art educators, are utilizing Instagram to further this particular inquiry possibility—that is, to investigate Instagram as a social practice, pedagogical platform, reconceptualized exhibition venue, and artistic mode. The chapter is divided into three separate explorations and discussions by each of the three artist/educator authors.

Finally, we have Chapter 15, “Public Scholarship Goes Online: Email as Method” by Adrienne Trier-Bieniek. This chapter addresses the intersections between public scholarship, impression management, and email as a qualitative research method. Through a discussion of Erving Goffman’s theory of impression management, Trier-Bieniek contends that the use of email in qualitative methods must first be considered as an exercise in how people manage identities online. When public scholarship is attached to online research, qualitative researchers can take an act that is already public and form a methodological route to devise studies. The chapter outlines the use of email as a qualitative method by exploring logistics such as recruitment, rapport building, ethics, consent, transcripts, and privacy expectations. The chapter ends with suggestions for future areas of research.

Note

1.The role of politics in these discussions remains contested. For some, research is necessarily a politicized activity, whereas for others the term carries connotations beyond their intent of engaging in public scholarship. Frances Fox Piven (2007) asserts that if we are addressing public problems, they are necessarily political. Piven suggests that we “communicate our findings to the political constituencies who are affected by those problems and can act on them in politics” (p. 158).
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Survey Research

Mitchell Brown

Survey research is ubiquitous in today’s society. We are asked to take surveys when we buy almost everything, from food to material goods and plane tickets. We are asked to take surveys when companies are considering developing new product lines. We are asked to take surveys when political parties and candidates are running for office. We are asked to take surveys when we interact with government agencies at all levels.

The upside of all of this surveying is information: The more information people have, the better decisions can be made—better decisions about what people like and do not like, how they feel, and what they want. But simultaneously there are also many downsides. First, many fear that the public has survey fatigue, meaning that when we are repeatedly asked to answer surveys, we stop doing so or we stop paying much attention to what we are doing, unless we feel very strongly about the issue that is the topic of the survey. Second, many surveys do not pull from a random sample, the consequence of which is that the results may be misleading or biased. Third, some surveys are either poorly crafted or crafted to appear neutral but are in fact designed to elicit a particular response. In the world of politics, these are called push polls and are used to try to support biased claims or sway the public in one way or another, often leading to the propagation of misinformation.

Survey research can also be used to help support public scholarship. Public scholarship is a form of applied research focused on the public and the public good. This umbrella is large but can be parsed. Public research includes enhancing our understanding of and ability to support the general public, communities, identity groups, marginalized populations, and so on. Indeed, some argue that the application of survey research to public scholarship has served to functionally change democracies since the 1940s. Renown political scientist Henry Brady (2000) wrote that


[surveys] provided the gold standard for measuring citizen opinions that are at the heart of democratic deliberation and they provided a powerful technique for ensuring the openness and transparency of the democratic process through studies of democratic institutions. No other social science method has proven so valuable. (p. 47)



Finally, surveys capture who and what we are, what we think, what we want others to think we do, and how we want to represent ourselves to others. They also reflect what is important to the people who create them and the limits of the knowledge and creativity of those creators. They reflect the limits of the people who implement them and whom can be reached. And when analyzed, the results that are shown reflect the particular interpretations of reality of the analysts. Together, surveys reflect an imperfect snapshot of a limited slice of our collective humanity.

In this chapter, I explore how we modify and use a seemingly generic data collection tool, survey research, to advance public scholarship, and in turn what this means for our professional identities. I begin with a brief overview of what survey research is and how it is typically conducted. I next provide a short summary of the history of surveying and then delve into key approaches and nuances of the technique. I then turn to recent examples of surveying for applied research generally and public scholarship specifically to underscore how people use these approaches. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the utility and strengths, challenges, and future directions of survey research for public scholarship, with attention to what this means for our collective professional identities.

Overview of Survey Research

The purpose of a survey is to obtain information from a large group of people (if all people in a group, also known as a population, this is called a census) about a specific issue. We survey people when we cannot observe their behavior. Surveys are designed to elicit information about experiences, behaviors and practices, preferences, attitudes or opinions, and beliefs. To understand whether and how these different types of information may vary by group, we also collect demographic information, or details about the background characteristics of the people whom we survey.

History

Surveying has been around for more than 100 years, and the social sciences have been using survey methods for approximately 80 years. Within social science disciplines, its use comprises a significant percentage of the different methods utilized in academic publishing (e.g., during the 1990s, in political science, surveys were the most frequently used methodological technique in articles published in the top-tier journals [Brady, 2000]). Early surveying was conducted face to face and using oral communication—often based on long and in-depth survey forms. But as technology shifted, the nature of surveying began to change. In the 1970s, phone surveying took primacy over face-to-face surveying, but this method faced scrutiny and some doubt, including concern about built-in selection bias because not everyone had a phone. The same doubts and concerns have arisen with each technological advance adopted by survey researchers, contemporarily with Web-based survey research and the potential for missing people who do not have internet access. (For a personal narrative about how these changes were experienced by a sociologist, see Dillman [2002].)

The history of survey research suggests a constant balancing act between trying to expand researchers’ ability to collect as much quality information from as many people as possible and the limitations of available technology and resources. For survey research students, the best-known example of a survey research failure is the case of the Literary Digest survey of potential voters in 1936, the purpose of which was to predict the outcome of the 1936 presidential election. The survey predicted a Republican win for Alf Landon, when in fact Democrat Franklin Roosevelt won the election. The problems associated with this survey and the incorrect conclusions it drew stemmed from the interaction of a sampling frame, or the list of all possible respondents in the population, that was deeply flawed (the researchers relied on club lists and phone books during the Depression, skewing who was asked in favor of wealthy, and largely Republican, respondents) and a sample size that was not adequately large enough to generalize from (Squire, 1988). The consequence, of course, was that the researchers inferred from flawed data to the population, incorrectly calling the winner of the presidential election.

There were similar complaints about the polling surrounding the 2016 presidential campaign between Republican Donald Trump and Democrat Hilary Clinton. How was it possible after 80 years of advances in survey research techniques that many of the predictions for who would win the election could be so flawed? The answer, of course, is that they weren’t, or at least they weren’t all flawed. There were myriad surveys prior to the 2016 election from different firms, researchers, and media outlets, and most of them got it wrong to a point. Although the national polls were close with regard to the popular vote, they were not able to predict the ultimate outcome from the Electoral College. This is due to three main factors: voter choice shifts in the week before the election in key states, failure of some polls to weight overrepresentation of highly educated voters, and nondisclosure of support for Trump by some respondents (Ad Hoc Committee on 2016 Election Polling, 2017).

Contemporary Methods for Survey Methodology

The practice of conducting a survey usually follows a standard process that involves developing and testing questions, drawing samples, determining the correct format for obtaining information, designing the instrument (or survey form), collecting the data, coding and analyzing the data, and drawing conclusions (for more details, see Brown & Hale, 2014). In contemporary practice, each of these steps includes decisions that have to be made that are influenced by changing technology, which makes the practice of surveying simultaneously easier and often cheaper than it was before these technologies were developed but requires specific technical expertise that survey researchers did not previously need (nor do they necessarily have even today). The consequence is that the best surveys are created and fielded by a team that has expertise in sampling, research design, the nuances involved in asking questions and eliciting information, and analyzing results, as well as a member(s) with expertise in layout and potentially Web-based data collection. Quality surveying contemporarily is technical, artistic, and technological.

Developing Instruments

The obvious starting place for any survey project is the purpose of the research. We turn research questions into survey questions through the process of identifying key concepts, or the ideas in our questions, and turning them into variables to be measured through a process called operationalization. We then design questions for survey participants that allow us to extract the information we need about these concepts.

There are numerous sources for advice about how to construct the best questions. The typical advice includes ensuring that respondents understand the words and meaning that are used; that they have the information they need to answer the questions; and that we use direct, short, and simple language while ensuring that we are fully communicating. In fact, research has demonstrated that poorly worded questions take significantly longer for respondents to answer than the same questions that follow good question-writing rules (Bassili & Scott, 1996). The implication of this are clear: The longer the surveys and the more difficult it is for respondents to take surveys, the less likely we are to get completed surveys and good information. (For more advice or suggestions, see Frankfort-Nachmias, Nachmias, & DeWaard [2008].)

Another important issue in creating questions concerns scales and response categories. Often, the concepts we survey participants about are complex, and it takes more than one question to fully obtain information about the concepts. In these cases, researchers will combine different questions to create a scale to measure the larger concept. In other cases, however, researchers will use one aspect of the concept as a proxy, but the proxy may not fully measure the underlying concept in which we are interested. For example, Abramson, Silver, and Anderson (1987) report that a simple change in the number of questions about respondents’ sense of citizen duty in the American National Election Study, using only one question from a four-question scale for this longitudinal survey, resulted in the appearance of a significant difference in the relationship between citizen duty and electoral turnout over a 4-year period. Without knowledge of the change in the question(s), people may have mistakenly concluded that within one presidential cycle there was a significant drop in this relationship. Other concerns include whether or not to include “no opinion,” balancing the need for accuracy between measuring whether people have no opinions and using this option as a way to not engage in meaningful cognition about questions and responses (Krosnick et al., 2002); how to ask people to rate values and whether or not to ask for ratings followed by most–least questions (McCarty & Shrum, 2000); and whether and how to include open-ended responses and how to code them (Roberts et al., 2014; Smyth, Dillman, Christian, & McBride, 2009).

In this stage of the research process, we also decide whether we want to collect closed-ended or open-ended information—that is, whether we will have a set of predefined categories for the respondent to choose among or whether we will have the respondent give the information in their own words in an unlimited manner. The decision depends on how much information about the topic we have: If we know all of the possible answers that respondents may want to give, then we reduce errors by opting for closed-ended questions in which the respondents simply select from a predetermined list of responses. But if we have little information about the topic, or if we are interested in obtaining contextual details, we choose open-ended responses. The problem with open-ended responses, however, is that we must then code those answers. This means that researchers must read the responses in multiple rounds to determine which answers repeat and how often to get a sense of patterns and trends from the responses. This process can be labor-intensive. Alternatively, computer software can also examine these responses for repeating words and phrases.

For questions and response categories, we are also concerned about whether they have construct validity—that is, that they measure what it is we think they are measuring. We concern ourselves about whether or not they are reliable, meaning that if we asked the same people the same questions at a later time, they would answer in a consistent manner. Relatedly, researchers must pay attention to question order. Respondents may become primed to answer in certain ways based on previous questions in a survey, especially a series of questions in which the same closed-ended response categories are repeated, and particularly when those categories are dummy categories (i.e., yes/no, agree/disagree, etc.) (for more in-depth discussion, see Abramson et al., 1987). We also have to pay a great deal of attention at this stage to the length of surveys—balancing the need to collect adequate amounts of data to answer our questions and understand nuance while simultaneously ensuring that we do not turn off respondents, who are increasingly being asked to complete surveys and are quicker to opt out (for more in-depth discussion, see Dillman, Sinclair, & Clark, 1993; Galesic & Bosnjak, 2009).

At this stage, we simultaneously consider how to introduce the survey; how to encourage people to participate; how to field the survey (technology assisted, paper, or oral); and how to lay out the introduction, questions, and response options to enhance the visual quality of the survey to encourage full and complete participation. For a long time, survey designers tried to incentivize participation by offering a small amount of money for survey completion. One way this was done was to enclose a dollar bill in paper-based surveys; however, as inflation has increased and technology has changed such that many surveys are done via the Web, this has become an increasingly less commonly used technique. Another approach, especially for longitudinal studies (those in which respondents are asked to answer surveys repeatedly over a series of months or years), respondents may be given several hundred dollars to encourage continued participation. Approaches such as these are costly, especially as sample sizes increase. In response, a more commonly used technique today is to offer a form of a lottery for those who participate, with a larger and more attractive award provided than a $1 or $5 bill. Often, the reward is a gift card of some sort, but it may also be material goods or services.

Finally, researchers at this stage must be concerned about piloting their surveys. Sometimes referred to as pretesting, this essentially means running through all of the steps of conducting the research with a person or group of people similar to those who will be the focus of the study but not included in the final data pool. The purpose of this stage is to ensure that processes produce the desired results and that questions and response categories are understandable. This stage often involves rewriting and rethinking, as research is essentially an iterative process. How many data points need to be collected for an effective pilot is sometimes contested, as is the use of cognitive interviews and behavioral coding (for more discussion, see Presser et al., 2004).

Sampling

Sampling is the process of using a subset of all members of a group (or population) for a study. Although it is ideal to study all members of a group, this is rarely possible due to time and cost constraints and limited access to the group. Sampling is critical to ensuring that the results of a survey are accurate because how the population is sampled and how participants are selected impact whether or not the data that are collected can truly be generalized to the population of interest. Sampling processes that are poorly administered can introduce real bias into the results of a survey, making the information potentially useless or even misleading.

The gold standard of sampling requires that we take a random sample of a population in order to draw generalizable conclusions. Although there are a variety of ways to do this (e.g., see Losch, Maitland, Lutz, Mariolis, & Gleason, 2002), many groups do not use randomization and instead use nonrandom and sometimes purposive samples. This means that there is inherent bias built into the surveys, and generalizing is impossible. For example, media outlets that “survey” their consumers are guilty of two types of bias: reducing the general population to the population of viewers and reporting on the opinions and perspectives of only the people who choose, on a particular day, to take the time to engage. It is almost always the case that this particular subgroup in no way resembles the general population.

Quality sampling is also dependent on having a complete sampling frame, but this is also far more challenging in today’s society than it was in the past. For closed populations in which membership is tightly regulated and monitored, high-quality sampling frames should be easy to acquire. This includes populations related to schools, employment, or paying customers who require identity disclosures (e.g., home buyers). Developing sampling frames from more general populations or disparate and unconnected specific populations is more difficult. Without a high-quality sampling frame, even random sampling produces bias and limits our ability to generalize.

Data Collection Techniques

Surveys can be fielded in written (internet, email, or paper) or oral form (in person or over the phone). They can be self-administered, administered by another person, or computer assisted. Researchers first surveyed face to face, either verbally or with written instruments that respondents read and completed on their own. Then as technology evolved, phone surveys were considered the best approach to survey. They were a more cost-effective way to reach a large number of people through the use of a random sample created by a process referred to as random digit dialing (RDD). With the increased use of touch-tone phones, an alternative to the phone survey emerged in which no person was involved but, rather, a recording presented a set of options for respondents to select on their phone pads. However, as the number of people with home telephones has decreased as people increasingly use only mobile devices, RDD no longer reaches the same number nor the same type of people, limiting the generalizability of the results of the surveys. Face-to-face and phone surveying are also limited by another problem: The quality of the interviewer (phone or in-person) as well as their training impact the quality of the results obtained and whether or not respondents complete the interviews/surveys (Billiet & Loosveldt, 1988), and the dynamic between the questioner and respondent influences full disclosure on the part of the respondent.

Because of these issues, many researchers now employ internet surveying, which allows for the use of visuals and skip patterns that are built-in (minimizing respondent confusion). In addition, almost all of the software programs for surveying automatically aggregate the results and produce simple reports and graphics. However, internet surveying has built-in biases that result from very low response rates and uneven reach to different demographic groups (Frankfort-Nachmias et al., 2008; Orr, 2005).

Another approach is mixed-mode surveying or using multiple approaches to reach people. Research on mixed-mode approaches to fielding surveys suggests that if properly set up, they reach representative samples (e.g., see Atkeson, Adams, Bryant, Zilberman, & Saunders, 2011). Given the array of approaches currently available, the general consensus is that certain populations will be more receptive to one approach compared to another, and thus there is no longer one best way to field a survey. Rather, researchers must now have knowledge of their populations and the technological flexibility to select different approaches based on the specific needs of the population being studied (Dillman, 2002).

These new approaches, however, complicate attempts to replicate data and findings—a long-standing concern of survey researchers in minimizing error (Glenn, 1983). The array of possible types of measurement error inherent in survey research is staggering, and various attempts to address them underscore how technical and complicated survey research truly is. (For a discussion on the various attempts to mitigate error from conflicting responses, see King, Murray, Salomon, and Tandon [2003].)

Data Analysis and Dissemination

Once we have data, we analyze them and interpret the results to suit our purpose (presumably to answer our research question as opposed to some other more nefarious purpose, such as swaying public opinion in one way or another). Although analysis should be straightforward (excepting weighting), it has become increasingly more complicated and simultaneously accurate (e.g., see recent work on using artificial intelligence and machine learning to analyze open-ended survey responses from Roberts et al., 2014).

The last step in the survey research process is dissemination. How this is done and to whom the information is distributed depend wholly on the original purpose of the research. Market surveys are internal instruments—they are used to make decisions inside a company or organization about how to create, re-create, or market products. Political surveys may follow the same arc, or the results may be disseminated to the public through party and campaign materials or the media. The purpose of this dissemination is almost always one-sided—to sway the public that a particular candidate, party, or position is the one voters and donors should support. For applied research surveys, particularly those paid for by foundations, government agencies, or think tanks, dissemination is often done first internally, and public dissemination may depend on both the level of public interest in the topic and the actual findings. Finally, for basic or academic research, dissemination of findings is often done through publication in peer-reviewed academic journal articles for a technical audience, particularly if the research does not produce null results.

Surveying for Public Scholarship

Public scholarship means using research and intellectual tools to support people and communities. Although almost all forms of research and intellectual traditions can be used to bolster the public, there are some nuances that make these efforts different than using the same tools from a neutral scholarly approach. In many ways, surveying for public scholarship involves the same steps, the same knowledge and skills, the same strengths and challenges, and the same payoffs as traditional survey research. But there are some key differences.

The first difference concerns the orientation of the work, which then lends itself to differences in concepts and operationalization (or the process of turning a concept into a concrete measure). Public scholarship about communities in particular is significantly more difficult to conceptualize. What are communities? Aside from the ability to delineate specific geographic areas, operationalizing community involves taking up complex relationships about identity and connections, each of which are difficult to identify and cause significant problems for measurement reliability.

The second difference concerns to whom we are asking questions and how we ask them. Depending on the scope of our questions in public research, the populations may be the same or similar as those for all types of survey research, and any sampling strategies will have the same benefits and drawbacks. But we may have tighter foci on marginalized populations, which leads to differences in the kinds of questions we ask, how we ask them, and who asks them. We have to be attendant to the consequences of power imbalances as we engage in this type of research.

A third difference concerns analysis, interpretation, and dissemination of data. Although there are exceptions, often the people conducting this type of research come from very different backgrounds (read: class, education, and sometimes culture) compared to those of the subjects of the research. This makes interpretation of findings challenging and has implications for how these findings are used when making policy and program recommendations. Incorrect interpretation and analysis can result public and private money funding programs intended to help solve public problems but in fact cannot.

How we address each of these concerns is simultaneously straightforward and complicated. Attending to concerns about power and power differences requires utilizing empowerment research approaches in which the members of marginalized communities who are part of studies are trained to be both researcher and researched, as well as engaging in regular respondent feedback in interpretation of results. Both of these approaches can and should be used in public scholarship to address concerns about working with at-risk communities.

An excellent and recent example of this comes from a group called Chicago Beyond (2019). It provides guidance for researchers, community partners, governments, nonprofits, and funders for how to authentically engage with marginalized groups to address power imbalances through a focus on equity. The group proposes addressing power dynamics in the process by focusing on who is involved in planning; fully sharing information about research costs, benefits, and risks; validating instruments with community member expertise; building community ownership in the research process; holding researches and funders accountable for doing harm; and sharing responsibility and credit for analysis and authorship with community partners. Each of these ideas is part of the group’s broader approach that by addressing the “seven inequities held in place by power” and the related “seven opportunities for change,” research can come closer to truth than it ever has before (Chicago Beyond, 2019, p. 7).

Implications

Considering surveys as a tool to support public research means critically evaluating and rethinking the work that we as researchers and scholars are doing—our purpose, our approaches, and our responsibilities. At no other point in the history of scholarship has this been more important than now. Just as emerging technologies have influenced how survey research has been performed, emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence and deepfakes, and corresponding problems in dissemination of information through electronic and social media and concerns about misinformation and disinformation, make deliberative reflection about how we engage in our research particularly critical.

In the 21st century, in order to maintain our professional standards and our identity as professionals within our various disciplines, we have to approach our work with a constant eye toward the ethical construction of truth and meaning. This must occur through deliberative planning of and reflection about the implications of our research designs, data collection tools, analysis techniques, interpretation of results, and dissemination strategies. Our purpose must be about gleaning truth to the extent that we can; finding meaning; and balancing that with communication that conveys meaning, authenticity, and authority.

An unusual but apt way to consider the potential harm from the research process is through the lens of the seven deadly sins: pride, avarice, envy, wrath, lust, gluttony, and sloth. Professional pride corrupted by vanity leads us to discount the voices of others and take too much credit for our work or ideas (Are they really all our own? Aren’t we part of a community of scholars, ideas, and information?). Professional avarice leads us to an unwillingness to share, cooperate, or collaborate, all of which are necessary components of ethical research for public scholarship. It also causes us to discount the real lived experiences of the people we are conducting research about, directing a focus to what we are doing for ourselves and not for the communities with which we work. Professional envy tempts us to discredit the work of others while inappropriately raising up our own work. Professional wrath makes us less thoughtful in peer review and in our dealings with departmental colleagues and colleagues at rival institutions. Professional lust is more difficult to consider. The danger of lust more generally speaking is not in desire but, rather, in a single-minded focus on pleasure to the exclusion of all else. In research terms, that means focusing our work on achieving goals for ourselves to the detriment of any other considerations. Professional gluttony drives us to produce increasingly more quickly, eschewing deliberative planning, analysis, and consideration. Finally, professional sloth leads to poor and biased results from our research. Alone or together, these negatively affect ourselves, our professional communities, the communities with which and in which we work, and our professional identities. Surveying in particular is susceptible to these problems because of the ease with which technology has made it possible to conduct this type of research.

The obvious and historic solution to all of these potential downfalls to our identity as ethnical researchers is a focus on the “golden mean” or moderation: thoughtful, deliberative, careful, and caring orientations toward our research and our research lives. Another possible solution is to consider the research endeavor through a thought experiment by applying Rawls’ (1999) veil of ignorance to the survey research process. The researcher’s “original position” and the conditions of the thought experiment make developing a sampling frame or developing a sampling strategy impossible, but that is not the point of the experiment. Rather, considering in particular data collection strategies, analysis, and interpretation requirements from the “original position” (and therefore not knowing anything about who we are studying—what their conditions are—nor the purpose of the study or its intended use and consequences), research plans would proceed in such a way as to minimize disparity rather than aggravate it.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have attempted to work through the use and uses of survey methodology in order to discuss special considerations for public scholarship and our collective professional identities in the 21st century. Surveys represent reality through the lenses we choose as researchers. Professional and ethical standards are implicated in how we design, implement, and use this seemingly benign tool. Our intent influences the outcomes we achieve and must be carefully considered.
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Interviews: Using Conversations in Public Scholarship

Svend Brinkmann

As Patricia Leavy (2014) makes clear in a statement on the public and the future of qualitative research, academic researchers are today increasingly encouraged “to engage in dialogue with different audiences as a part of ‘public communication’ “ (p. 727). What used to be a demand to “publish or perish” is now, she argues, becoming “go public or perish.” In a techno-scientific culture, scientific knowledge is brought publicly into play in countless ways for various societal purposes, taxpayers demand that researchers leave their ivory towers and become useful for public purposes, politicians constantly refer to research-produced “evidence” for this or that when communicating with the public, and some researchers become celebrities as public intellectuals. There is no doubt that researchers find it more and more difficult to remain outside the public sphere. Or, to put it in more positive terms, it seems to become easier and easier for researchers to engage with the public in the capacity of knowledge-producing agents. Much of the explanation of this phenomenon surely has to do with the proliferation of new media, especially social media, where researchers can now quickly access thousands of people and participate in discussions about important matters. Communication with readers used to take place exclusively through the journal article or the occasional book—and perhaps a rare newspaper interview or op-ed—but now an audience can be reached very quickly, and researchers can likewise receive immediate reactions from interested parties, not all of which are academic. The traditionally slow and meticulous practice of scholarly study today meets the fast-paced world of social media in interesting and challenging ways.

This chapter is about the use of interviews in public scholarship. I shall focus in particular on what is known as qualitative research interviews (Brinkmann, 2013). To begin with a classic definition, Maccoby and Maccoby (1954) characterized the interview as “a face-to-face verbal exchange, in which one person, the interviewer, attempts to elicit information or expressions of opinion or belief from another person or persons” (p. 449). This is quite a generic definition that cuts across the many differences between structured and unstructured forms of interviewing, for example. A more recent definition of the qualitative research interview specifically reads: “an interview with the purpose of obtaining descriptions of the life world of the interviewee in order to interpret the meaning of the described phenomena.” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 6). Below, I shall keep the semistructured qualitative research interview in focus and unfold this definition in greater detail. Initially, we may note that the dynamics of interviewing—with its typical focus on the personal aspects of people’s lives—sits somewhat uneasily with the idea of public scholarship. The interview gives access to subjective experiences and allows researchers to describe intimate features of people’s life worlds. This means that special problems of an ethical kind quickly arise because of the complexities of “researching private lives and placing accounts in the public arena” (Birch, Miller, Mauthner, & Jessop, 2002, p. 1; see also Brinkmann & Kvale, 2005).

In what follows, I shall first discuss the very idea of the public and argue that social science—and specifically the kind of conversational research that is found in interviewing—has a significant role to play in the constitution of a conversational public sphere. I will refer in particular to the pragmatist perspective on the public, which was articulated in John Dewey’s 1927 classic The Public and Its Problems. I then focus on the practice of qualitative research interviewing and take the reader through different phases of the interview process with an eye to issues that pertain to public scholarship.

I should emphasize from the beginning that I work with a broad and inclusive idea of public scholarship. It may simply be defined as research that is conducted with public benefit as a goal. Thus, it is scholarship that is meant to reach people in beneficial ways outside academic and other research institutions. This, however, does not answer the questions: What is the public? And what is meant by public benefit? I hope the remainder of this chapter will provide some helpful reflections on these questions from the perspective of the practice of qualitative research interviewing.

The Constitution of the Public Through Social Science and Interviewing

Historically, the social sciences emerged in a form comparable to what they are today, when processes of modernization began to create a split between the individual and society. Of course, Greek and medieval philosophers had pondered the nature of the polis and the place of the human being in the larger scheme of social life. But it was only with initial industrialization processes, urbanization, secularization, and individualization that social scientists from the early 18th century onwards emerged, such as Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, and Max Weber, and began to address the problematics of individuals and society. In a certain sense, society and individuals had to be discovered as salient entities in the world before it made sense to create sciences such as sociology and psychology to study them (Smith, 1997).

The interview considered as a knowledge-producing conversation is in one sense as old as human language and communication (Brinkmann, 2013). The fact that we can pose questions to others about things that we do not know is a core capability of the human species. It expands our intellectual powers enormously, since it enables us to share and distribute knowledge between us. Without this fundamental capability, it would be hard to imagine what human life would be like. From Thucydides’ early interviews with veterans from the Peloponnesian Wars in ancient Greece, and Socrates’ public conversations with citizens of Athens, to modern forms like Freud’s psychoanalytic interviews and sociological interviews by members of the Chicago School, conversations have been used in many different ways for knowledge-producing purposes.

Something happened, however, with the rise of the public sphere as a social arena in 18th-century Europe (Inglis & Thorpe, 2012). Early in his career as a philosopher, Jürgen Habermas (1962/1989) analyzed how the public sphere appeared around this time as a space where citizens could meet and discuss freely outside the confines of the market, the government, and the aristocracy. In Parisian coffee houses, for example, the most promising aspects of Enlightenment rationality were allowed to play out—something that inspired Habermas to later articulate his discourse ethics (based on the force of the better argument rather than raw power) and theory of communicative action. The point is that the public sphere was a new social form, although somewhat reminiscent of the Athenian agora, the gathering place in the Greek polis where citizens could meet and discuss matters of communal life. The point is also that the public sphere from the outset was conversational—constituted by networks of communicating persons. However, as a social form the public sphere does not emerge out of the blue, but is mediated historically by changed material and relational factors. The question for some of the early social scientists was how these important factors can be sustained in the large democratic states that developed in the 19th and 20th centuries. How can a public sphere exist in the complex state formations of modernity?

The American philosopher and public intellectual John Dewey was deeply preoccupied with this question, notably in The Public and Its Problems, first published in 1927. The book was written as a response to the journalist Walter Lippmann, who had argued a couple of years before that the public was a “phantom” in the new modern era. Dewey’s book was a defense of the idea of the public, but it does not claim that the public is simply there—as a natural entity. Rather, Dewey argued that the public is constituted by citizens’ activities, especially when negative happenings occur in a society that propel people to come together to act collectively. However, Dewey admitted that a number of potent forces work against the constitution of the public in the modern world, especially related to corporate capitalism and consumerism, which make people think of themselves rather than the public good. What, then, works for the creation of a public? Dewey’s answer is interesting since it gives the (social) sciences a key role (what follows reworks sections from Brinkmann, 2004).

The society that Dewey lived in was in his own words a Great Society (Dewey, 1927/1946). This was a large, bureaucratic state structure incorporating “political democracy as a system of government” (p. 143). In this model, democracy is an instrument with the purpose of securing the principle of individual liberty, and humans are conceived as private subjectivities that form social relationships in order to satisfy their own needs. Dewey considered this to be misguided, not because individual liberty was unimportant, but because he believed that humans are more than Homo economicus; they are also Homo politicus—political animals. For Dewey, this means that democracy must be much more than a bureaucratic system that sanctions individual rights. It should also be “democracy as a social idea” (p. 143). Democracy was for Dewey a moral ideal and an entire form of life. It was viewed not just as an abstract social form, but also as a concrete community. According to Dewey, the “Great Societies” of his time had to become “Great Communities” in order for a living public life to exist.

How do Great Communities come into existence? Dewey does not suggest an unrealistic return to classical forms of tightly knit communities such as the Greek polis. Instead he posits the need for a public, which is “a collective name for a multitude of persons” where everyone is “an officer of the public” (Dewey, 1927/1946, p. 75). A public is what is needed in large societal structures, where face-to-face contact between all people is no longer possible, in order to secure democracy. The social sciences, psychology among them, had a very important role as mediator in the creation of Great Communities with a living public sphere. In order for a public to come into existence, and for Great Societies to become Great Communities, “the ever-expanding and intricately ramifying consequences of associated activities shall be known in the full sense of that word” (p. 184), and the social sciences should be the societal instrument that makes the public discover and identify itself (p. 185). The social sciences should therefore engage in “inquiry which alone can furnish knowledge as a precondition of public judgment” (p. 180), and, Dewey adds, such inquiry is necessarily “quotidian,” something that will make the social sciences look more like competent journalism than natural science. The social sciences should inquire into ongoing social practice and ask: What values and goods do our practices serve? What are we aiming at? Do our democratic goals correspond to our daily practices? In Dewey’s analysis, the social sciences are very important problem-solving activities in modern democracies, and without them, societies run the risk of becoming no more than Great Societies where people are unable to understand the conditions that form them, and unable to understand and debate the guiding values on which current forms of social practice are based. Thus, by producing knowledge about important matters, the social sciences serve to create a public. We might say that conversational social science such as qualitative interviewing is particularly well equipped to facilitate the constitution of conversational public life.1

In a philosophical sense, our lives are conversational, since we are linguistic creatures and language is best understood in terms of the figure of conversation (Mulhall, 2007). Since the late 19th century (in journalism) and the early 20th century (in the social sciences), the conversational process of knowing has been conceptualized under the name of interviewing. The term itself testifies to the dialogical and interactional nature of human life. An interview is literally an inter-view, an inter-change of views between two persons (or more), conversing about a theme of mutual interest (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Con-versation in its Latin root means “dwelling with someone” or “wandering together with.” Similarly, the root meaning of dia-logue is that of talk (logos) that goes back and forth (dia-) between persons (Mannheim & Tedlock, 1995, p. 4).

Thus conceived, the concepts of conversation and interviewing in the human and social sciences should be thought of in very broad terms and not just as a specific research method. Certainly, conversations have been refined into a set of techniques in the form of qualitative interviewing, but they are also a fundamental mode of social life. Cultures are constantly produced, reproduced, and revised in dialogues among their members (Mannheim & Tedlock, 1995, p. 2). Our everyday lives are conversational to their core. This also goes for the cultural investigation of cultural phenomena, or what we call social science. It is fruitful to see language, culture, and human self-understanding as emergent properties of conversations rather than the other way around. Dialogues are not several monologues that are added together, but the basic, primordial, form of associated human life. In the words of psychologist John Shotter (1993), “we live our daily social lives within an ambience of conversation, discussion, argumentation, negotiation, criticism and justification; much of it to do with problems of intelligibility and the legitimation of claims to truth” (p. 29). Today, our conversational social life has even been described by Atkinson and Silverman as an interview society, where the self is continually produced in confessional settings ranging from talk shows to research interviews (Atkinson & Silverman, 1997), which testifies to the pervasive role of interviewing in human relations now.

Until now I have tried to show that human lives are conversational, and that the myriad conversations may come together to create a public due to the existence of social science and conversational qualitative research in particular. In Box 3.1, I present two examples of interview research that have done exactly that.



Box 3.1 Qualitative Interview Studies for the Public

One of the interview studies that I keep returning to is the classic reported in Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life by sociologists Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton (1985). The empirical material for this study of North American character and values consisted of interviews with more than 200 participants, some of whom were interviewed more than once. In an insightful appendix to the book, the authors present their philosophy of science as “social science as public philosophy.” They reject the common view of social science as “a disembodied cognitive enterprise” (p. 301) and advocate instead for a dialogical role of the social sciences in which research functions to raise important questions about values for the public. In this way, the book aimed not simply to passively represent aspects of American culture to its readers, but to initiate a discussion about where American society is going. It beautifully illustrates how interviewing may enable Great Societies to become Great Communities in a Deweyan vein.

To achieve this, the research group conducted a special kind of interview, which they refer to as “active interviews” (Bellah et al. 1985). Active interviews are inspired by Socratic conversations and, in contrast to the interviewer as a passive or receptive recorder of people’s descriptions, were intended to generate public conversation about societal values and goals. Such active interviews did not necessarily aim for agreement between interviewer and interviewee, and the interviewer was allowed to question and challenge what the interviewee said. In one of the examples cited, interviewer Ann Swidler was trying to get the respondent to clarify the basis of his moral judgments crystallized in his statement that “lying is one of the things I want to regulate”—and Swidler asked him why:


a:

Well, it’s a kind of thing that is a habit you get into. Kind of self-perpetuating. It’s like digging a hole. You just keep digging and digging.

q:

 So why is it wrong?

a:

Why is integrity important and lying bad? I don’t know. It just is. It’s just so basic. I don’t want to be bothered with challenging that. It’s part of me. I don’t know where it came from, but it’s very important.

q:

When you think about what’s right and what’s wrong, are things bad because they are bad for people, or are they right and wrong in themselves, and if so how do you know?

a:

Well, some things are bad because . . . I guess I feel like everybody on this planet is entitled to have a little bit of space, and things that detract from other people’s space are kind of bad . . .(Bellah et al., 1985, pp. 304–305)



Swidler challenges the respondent to examine why lying is wrong, which is quite a hard philosophical question, and the final question cited—concerning why wrong things are wrong—seems very complex. In fact, in standard textbooks on interviewing, the question could appear as an example of how not to pose an interview question. The question resembles Socrates’ questions in Plato’s dialogues, and it is exactly the confronting role of the interviewer that generates its conversational value (see also Brinkmann, 2007).

Shifting from the United States in the 1980s to France in the 1990s, we find the leading sociologist Pierre Bourdieu and his research group studying social suffering among the downtrodden in France (Bourdieu et al., 1999). And like the active form of interviewing practiced by Bellah’s research group, Bourdieu and his colleagues likewise confronted the subjects in their study, as in the following example:


-

[Pierrre Bourdieu as the interviewer] You were telling me that it wasn’t much fun around here, why? What is it, your job, your leisure time?

françois:

Yeah, both work and leisure. Even in this neighbourhood there is nothing much.

ali:

There’s no leisure activities.

françois:

We have this leisure center but the neighbors complain.

ali:

They’re not very nice, that’s true.

-

Why do they complain, because they . . .

françois:

Because we hang around the public garden, and in the evening there is nothing in our project, we have to go in the hallways when it’s too cold outside. And when there’s too much noise and stuff, they call the cops.

[ . . . ]

-

You are not telling me the whole story . . .

ali:

We are always getting assaulted in our project; just yesterday we got some tear gas thrown at us, really, by a guy in an apartment. A bodybuilder. A pumper.

-

Why, what were you doing, bugging him?

françois:

No, when we are in the entryway he lives just above, when we are in the hall we talk, sometimes we shout.

-

But that took place during the daytime, at night?

françois:

No, just in the evening.

-

Late?

françois:

Late, around 10, 11 o’clock.

-

Well you know, he’s got the right to snooze. The tear gas is a bit much but if you got on his nerves all night, you can see where he’s coming from, right?

ali:

Yeah, but he could just come down and say . . . .

-

Yes, sure, he could come down and merely say “go somewhere else” . . .

ali:

Instead of tear gas. (Bourdieu et al., 1999, pp. 64–65)



In the interview sequence here, Bourdieu’s compassion for the plight of the young men did not stop him from posing inquisitive questions and proposing conflicting interpretations of their accounts. This included direct confrontations, such as “You are not telling the whole story” and leading questions pointing to information that he suspected they were withholding, such as “What were you doing, bugging him?” In an outline of his interview approach, Bourdieu (like Bellah) compares his interviewing to Socrates’ questioning:


The “Socratic” work of aiding explanations aims to propose and not to impose. To formulate suggestions sometimes explicitly presented as such (“you don’t mean that . . .”) and intended to offer multiple, open-ended continuations to the interviewee’s argument, to their hesitations or searching for appropriate expression. 

(Bourdieu et al., 1999, pp. 614–615)





The confrontational interview form displayed in both examples cannot be universally applied in qualitative research projects but depends upon the subjects interviewed; for some subjects, strong challenges to their basic beliefs may be an ethical transgression, while confident respondents, such as elite interviewees, may be stimulated by the intellectual challenges. A confrontational interview may thus approximate a mutual and egalitarian relationship, as on the Athenian agora or in Parisian coffee houses, where all parties pose questions and give answers, with reciprocal criticism of what the other says. The research interview may then become a conversation, which stimulates interviewee and interviewer to formulate their ideas about the research topics, to learn and to increase their knowledge of the subject matter of inquiry. In that sense, these kinds of interviews seem well suited to create public discussion.

What Is a Qualitative Research Interview?

The definition I cited above of the qualitative research interview contained four key terms: (1) purpose, (2) descriptions, (3) life world, and (4) interpretation of meaning. I shall now unfold each of these in greater detail.

Purpose

Unlike everyday conversations with friends or family members, qualitative interviews are not conducted for their own sake; they are not a goal in themselves, but are staged and conducted in order to serve the researcher’s goal of producing knowledge (and there may be other, ulterior goals like obtaining a degree, furthering one’s career, positioning oneself in the field, etc.). All sorts of motives may play a role in the staging of interviews, and good interview reports often contain a reflexive account and a discussion of both individual and social aspects of such motives (does it matter, for example, if the interviewer is a woman, perhaps identifying as a feminist, interviewing other women?). Clearly, the fact that interviews are conversations conducted for a purpose, which sets the agenda, raises a number of issues having to do with power and control that are important to reflect upon for epistemic reasons as well as for ethical ones.

Descriptions

In most interview studies, the goal is to obtain the interviewee’s descriptions rather than reflections or theorizations. In line with a widespread phenomenological perspective (to be explained more fully later in the chapter), interviewers are normally seeking descriptions of how interviewees experience the world and its episodes and events, rather than speculations about why they have certain experiences. Good interview questions thus invite interviewees to give descriptions. For example, “Could you please describe a situation for me in which you became angry?”, “What happened?”, “How did you experience anger?”, “How did it feel?” (of course, only one of these questions should be posed at a time), and good interviewers tend to avoid more abstract and reflective questions such as “What does anger mean to you?”, “If I say ‘anger’, what do you think of then?”, “Why do you think that you tend to feel angry?” Such questions may be productive in the conversation, but interviewers will normally defer them until more descriptive aspects have been covered.

Life World

The concept of the life world goes back to the founder of phenomenology, Edmund Husserl, who introduced it in 1936 in his book The Crisis of the European Sciences to refer to the intersubjectively shared and meaningful world in which humans conduct their lives and experience significant phenomena (Husserl, 1954). It is a prereflective and pretheorized world in which anger, for example, is a meaningful human expression in response to having one’s rights violated (or something similar) before it is a process occurring in the neurophysiological and endocrinologic systems (and “before” should here be taken in a logical, rather than temporal, sense). If anger did not appear to human beings as a meaningful experienced phenomenon in their life world, there would be no reason to investigate it scientifically, for there would in a sense be nothing to investigate (since anger is primarily identified as a life world phenomenon). In qualitative research in general, as in qualitative interviewing in particular, there is a primacy of the life world as experienced, as something prior to the scientific theories we may formulate about it. This was well expressed by Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1945/2002), another famous phenomenologist, who built on the work of Husserl:


All my knowledge of the world, even my scientific knowledge, is gained from my own particular point of view, or from some experience of the world without which the symbols of science would be meaningless. The whole universe of science is built upon the world as directly experienced [i.e., the life world; my addition], and if we want to subject science itself to rigorous scrutiny and arrive at a precise assessment of its meaning and scope, we must begin by re-awakening the basic experiences of the world of which science is the second order expression. (p. ix).



Objectifying sciences give us second-order understandings of the world, but qualitative research is meant to provide a first-order understanding through concrete description. In public scholarship it is important to be able to go beyond common stereotypes and prejudices and attain an understanding of people’s life worlds.

Interpret the Meaning

Even if interviewers are generally interested in how people experience and act in the world prior to abstract theorizations, they must nonetheless often engage in interpretations of people’s experiences and actions as described in interviews. One reason for this is that life world phenomena are rarely transparent and “monovocal” but are rather “polyvocal” and sometimes even contradictory, permitting multiple readings and interpretations. Who is to say what someone’s description of anger signifies? Obviously, the person having experienced the anger should be listened to, but if there is one lesson to learn from 20th-century human science (ranging from psychoanalysis to poststructuralism) it is that we, as human subjects, do not have full authority concerning how to understand our lives, because we do not have—and can never have—full insight into the forces that have created us (Butler, 2005). We are, as Judith Butler has argued, authored by what precedes and exceeds us (p. 82), even when we are considered—as in qualitative interviews—to be authors of our own utterances. The interpretation of the meanings of the phenomena described by the interviewee can favorably be built into the conversation itself (as we saw in the examples from Bellah and Bourdieu), since this will at least give the interviewee a chance to object to a certain interpretation, but it is a process that goes on throughout an interview project.

In my opinion, too rarely do interview researchers allow themselves to follow the different, polyvocal, and sometimes contradictory meanings that emerge though different voices in interviewee accounts. Analysts of interviews are generally looking for the voice of the interviewee, thereby ignoring internal conflicts in narratives and descriptions. Stephen Frosh (2007) has raised this concern from a discursive and psychoanalytic perspective, and he criticizes the narrativist tendency among qualitative researchers to present human experience in ways that set up coherent themes that constitute integrated wholes. Often, it is the case that the stories that people tell are ambiguous and full of gaps, especially for people “on the margins of hegemonic discourses.” (p. 637). Like Butler, Frosh finds that the human subject is never a whole, “is always riven with partial drives, social discourses that frame available modes of experience, ways of being that are contradictory and reflect the shifting allegiances of power as they play across the body and the mind” (p. 638). If this is so, it is important to be open to multiple interpretations of what is said and done in an interview. Fortunately, some qualitative approaches do have an eye to this and have designed ways to comprehend complexity, for example the so-called listening guide, developed by Carol Gilligan and coworkers, designed to listen for multiple voices in interviewee accounts (for a recent version of this approach, see Sorsoli & Tolman, 2008).

I have now introduced a working definition of the semistructured qualitative research interview and emphasized four vital aspects: such interviews are structured by the interviewer’s purpose of obtaining knowledge; they revolve around descriptions provided by the interviewee; such descriptions are commonly about life world phenomena as experienced; and understanding the meaning of the descriptions involves some kind of interpretation. In relation to qualitative interviewing, as in qualitative research in general, it should be emphasized that there is never one correct way to understand or practice a method or a technique, for everything depends on concrete circumstances and on the researcher’s intentions of conducting a particular research project. This does not mean that “anything goes,” and that nothing is ever better than something else, but it does mean that what is “better” is always relative to what one is interested in doing or knowing. The answer to the question “What’s the proper definition of and approach to qualitative interviewing?” must thus be: “It depends on what you wish to achieve by interviewing people for research purposes!” Unfortunately, too many interview researchers simply take one or another approach to interviewing for granted as the only correct one and forget to reflect on advantages and disadvantages of their favored approach (sometimes they are not even aware that other approaches exist) and thus proceed without properly theorizing their means of knowledge production.

Four Phases of Qualitative Interview Projects

I shall now leave the discussion of definitions and go through four typical phases of an interview project (the following is based on Brinkmann, 2013). The four phases (which should not be seen mechanically) are preparation, interviewing, analysis, and reporting.

Preparation

The first thing to consider when preparing an interview study is to make clear what one wants to study: What is the theme that one is interested in? People’s life stories, experiences, or actions? The second thing is to consider whether qualitative interviewing is suitable for the given research theme. In their book on designing qualitative research, Marshall and Rossman (2006) argue that there are three broad areas of study to which qualitative methods can favorably be applied (p. 55): individual lived experience, language and communication, and finally society and culture. Qualitative interviews can be used, and have been used, to study aspects of all three, but they lend themselves most naturally to the study of individual lived experience. In fact, interviewing has a certain primacy among the different methods when one wants to know how an individual experiences some phenomenon. Interviews can also be used to study language and communication, since human beings use the interview situation itself to communicate through language, but the issue about generalization from communicative processes in the interview situation to the broader world of human communication is a thorny issue. If one wants to study “naturally occurring talk” (e.g., how doctors communicate with patients), it can be important to obtain naturalistic data and not only interview people about how they believe they communicate outside the interview context. Finally, since society and culture are co-constituted by conversational processes such as interviews, as I have argued earlier in the chapter, qualitative interviewing remains a relevant method for studying these aspects of the social world, but, again, it can be quite important to use other sources of data (e.g., observations, documents, cultural objects) to get a more complete picture. Qualitative interviewing is very often a relevant method, but it is not always a sufficient method vis-à-vis the phenomenon of interest.

A typical problem is that interviewers quite often have inherited a research logic taken from experimental research and see this as the scientific method, intent, as it is, to investigate differences between groups. So, they wish to have a “control group,” let us say of men, in order to verify whether their understandings of women are valid. This runs counter to a genuine qualitative research logic and in fact makes very little sense. If I want to make an interpretation of the works of William Shakespeare, it would be quite strange to demand that I use Homer or Dante as controls. Or, if I were to conduct fieldwork in rural Russia, what sense would there be in demanding that I use an urban area in the United States as a control? Naturally, it can be very interesting to do comparative studies in qualitative research, but this must be done in very careful, analytic ways and is usually quite different from testing a hypothesis about general differences between groups. Qualitative interviewers need to be aware that qualitative research functions differently from experimental research, and that the whole idea of controls in this way normally makes little sense.

In qualitative interviewing, we should therefore in general pose research questions that contain a “how” instead of a “how much.” A research question such as “How do young people experience being admitted to the hospital?” is generally preferable compared to the comparative question “Are women more anxious than men when admitted to the hospital?” The latter question invites us to think in terms of causes, effects, and control groups, and, in order to answer the question in a statistical sense, one would need a large number of interviewees. A question like “How do people cope with the loss of a loved one?” is in general better for qualitative interview projects than questions that seek to find causal effects such as “Does psychotherapy reduce the risk of depression after a loss?” The latter question is interesting and relevant but is also extremely difficult to answer with the help of qualitative interviewing.

When preparing an interview study, there are generally five broad kinds of questions to ask: What should be studied? Why is it relevant to do so? How should the subject matter be studied? Who should be interviewed—and how many? I will deal briefly with each question in turn.

What Should Be Studied?

The question of “what” should always be addressed before the question of “which methods to use” is raised. One should employ the methods that suit the theme rather than skew the theme to make it fit preconceived ideas about methods. As discussed earlier in the chapter, the strength of qualitative interviewing is its ability to throw light on the “hows” of human action and experience. How something is done (e.g., patienthood) and how something is experienced (e.g., anxiety) can favorably be studied using qualitative interviewing. So, in general, it is helpful to formulate one’s research interest in terms of a list of “hows.”

Why Is It Relevant to Study This?

The human world is rich and varied, and it is possible to raise an endless number of questions that can be answered using qualitative interviewing. But not all questions are equally relevant, and I believe that there is an ethical obligation to use the privileges one has as a researcher to study phenomena that are relevant, and where there might even be a chance that the results of the study can inform the public and improve the world (however little this may be). This is not to say that all research projects should be directly relevant for a certain practical purpose, for example, for also basic research may be publicly enlightening. Sometimes it is the case that what initially appears “useless” may turn out to be the most useful. But most readers of interview reports will quite legitimately expect the qualitative researcher to have given thought to why this piece of research is relevant, and to whom it might be relevant. As the critical psychologist Ian Parker (2005) has put it, as researchers we are “always participating in the activity of either reproducing the way the world is or transforming it” (p. 13), and there can be quite a difference between designing a study for reproduction and designing for transformation. Should the interviewees, for example, be expected to be enlightened and lead better lives upon having participated in the study? And what are the ethical challenges in this kind of transformative research?

Someone who has put a lot of emphasis on the relevance aspects of human and social science is Bent Flyvbjerg (2001). In a book on how to make the social sciences matter for the public, he has argued that the social sciences must become phronetic (to use the Greek term), which means that they must conceive of themselves as practical sciences that are involved in the societal subject matters that they study. This is quite in line with Dewey’s reflections on the constitution of a public that I referred to earlier in the chapter. Phronetic researchers place themselves within the context being studied and focus on the values of the practices of communities by asking three “value-rational” questions: Where are we going? Is this desirable? What should be done? (p. 60). The raison d’être for the social sciences is, Flyvbjerg thinks, developing the value-rationality of society—in other words, enabling the public to reason better about its values and social practices. This is one relevant kind of approach to the “why” question of qualitative studies, which argues that, ideally, qualitative research is valid when it enables people to improve the practice that is studied.

How Should the Subject Matter Be Studied?

The question of “how” is clearly the biggest one, where both theoretical and methodological questions must be raised. Should the interviews be conducted to capture “lived experience,” or should they be seen as a form of situated interaction in their own right, for example? Also more concrete and practical questions must be raised, such as “How can the research questions be translated into an interview guide that makes sense to the interviewees?” The “how” questions cannot of course be answered abstractly, but only concretely, depending on what one wants to find out by conducting the study. The particular context and practicalities of the study are here of paramount importance. If the researcher is asked to deliver a result in two months and is given limited resources for interviewing, transcribing, and analyzing the interviews, then this is obviously a very different situation compared to the large, well-funded research project that might go on for years and involve hundreds of interviewees. Too many methods books are concerned mainly (or only) with ideal research situations and do not take concrete situations and barriers into account. But some of the most interesting pieces of research seem in fact to have come from unplanned situations that lead to small-scale studies, when researchers simply stumbled upon something that emerged as pressing to study (see Brinkmann, 2012, for examples and discussions of this kind of research).

At a more general level, the “how” question also implies a decision whether to work inductively, deductively, or abductively (or whether to combine them) (the following section is adapted from Brinkmann, 2012).

Induction is the process of recording a number of individual instances (e.g., stories about what it means to learn something new) in order to say something general about the given class of instances (e.g., learning). According to traditional formal logic (which is deductive), inductive inference is not strictly valid, for even if the first 99 girls we have observed do in fact “throw like a girl” (cf. Young, 1980), it may be the case that the 100th does not. Nevertheless, qualitative research is most frequently characterized as inductive, since researchers will often enter the field without too many preconceived ideas to test, but will rather let the empirical world decide which specific questions are worth seeking an answer to. Grounded theory is one well-known approach that seeks to optimize the inductive process in qualitative inquiry (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), and some methodologists almost identify qualitative research as such with an inductive approach—for instance, Flick (2002), who talks about “traditional deductive methodologies” (by which he means quantitative research) being superseded by more adequate qualitative “inductive strategies” (p. 2)—but it is indeed possible to work deductively in qualitative interviewing, although it demands a different approach to design. Inductive designs are particularly well suited to study new and emergent phenomena, where it is premature to formulate specific hypotheses.

Deduction is a phase in the knowledge-producing process of deducing testable hypotheses from general ideas or theories, and then seeking to falsify these. In philosophy of science, this theory was famously developed as a general approach to the scientific method by Karl Popper and was known as falsificationism. The idea was that only those theories that result in hypotheses that are in principle falsifiable deserve to be called scientific. This, according to Popper, excluded Marx and Freud from the rank of scientists. The deductive model may serve the natural sciences well but is less helpful as a general model in the human and social sciences. The main problem with the deductive approach (and also falsificationism) is that in cases where empirical observations apparently contradict one’s hypothesis or general theory, scientists will often not know whether to reject their hypothesis or ignore their observations (because they are methodologically weak, for example). That said, researchers using qualitative interviewing can work deductively and use single cases as a test bed for general theories, following a deduction of the form “If this is (not) valid for this case, then it applies to all (no) cases.” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 230). For example, if it turns out that even the most abstract forms of human knowledge (e.g., mathematics) are situated and acquired contextually, then we have reason to think that all forms of human knowledge are thus situated (Lave, 1988). By studying an extreme case of something, one may become able to deduce general consequences for the entire class of the given something.

Both the induction and deduction models normally work best when researchers already know the phenomena that they are studying in the research process (although the deductive model demands much more specificity in this regard). It is tacitly presupposed that we have some stable entity that we can study repeatedly in a number of cases in order to build general knowledge (induction) or that we already have general ideas from which we can deduce particular consequences to test (deduction). But when we talk about the volatile conversational world of human beings, this is often not the case. Thus, a third kind of reasoning is needed, and fortunately we have what is known as abduction, which is suitable when we wish to study things that are emerging and as yet unknown. This model is often useful in the context of public scholarship (i.e., when a problem arises in society that it is beneficial to solve).

Abduction as a form of reasoning is associated with the pragmatist Charles S. Peirce. Peirce is often credited with being the original pragmatist because of his formulation of what has since been known as the “pragmatic maxim”: “Consider what effects, which might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the objects of our conception to have. Then our conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object.” (quoted from Bernstein, 2010, p. 3). According to Peirce, things are their effects. Abduction is a form of reasoning that we employ in situations of uncertainty; when we need an understanding or explanation of something that happens or some effect. It can be formalized as follows:


(1) We observe X.

(2) X is unexpected and breaks with our normal understanding.

(3) But if Y is the case, then X makes sense.

(4) Therefore we are allowed to claim Y, at least provisionally.



As an example, let us say that (1) we observe a person waving her arms wildly. And let us say that (2) this is unexpected in the context (the situation is not, for example, an aerobics class). We can then conjecture that (3) an aggressive wasp is attacking the person. This would make the person’s behavior understandable, even expected, and therefore (4) we infer that this is the case (at least until we arrive at a better interpretation).

As this example testifies, abduction is a very pervasive form of reasoning in everyday life, and it is likewise widespread, although more implicitly, in interview studies. In most, if not all, forms of qualitative inquiry, there is an abductive aspect, especially connected to (3), which we may refer to as the creative moment in the analytic process. This is when researchers employ their sociological imagination (Mills, 1959/2000) and develop conjectures about how to understand something, which they then test in practice by looking at evidence for and against. From the abductive angle, research is never finished, just as the conversational human world itself is never finished, but constantly in the making. Designing interview studies abductively thus mean designing for dialoguing with an evolving reality of persons in (public) conversation rather than attempting to formulate theories that are universally true.

To sum up, it is often relevant for readers of interview reports to know whether the study was conceptualized inductively, deductively, or abductively. An inductive approach demands careful exposition of the theme being investigated and a close description of the steps taken from data generation to formulation of general patterns, types, or ideas in the material. A deductive approach has as its key issue how to design in a way that minimizes the risk of confirmation bias, the tendency to have one’s hypotheses confirmed. Finally, with an abductive approach, it becomes imperative to justify and check the interpretive conjectures that are voiced by the researcher.

Who Should Be Interviewed?

This is the question of selection and sampling. According to Roulston (2010), one needs to draw a distinction between selection and sampling (p. 81). Selection refers to the general decisions concerning who should be in focus in the study (e.g., adults suffering from depression), and sampling refers to the process of finding a subset of the population that has been selected as relevant (e.g., 20 depressed adults, an equal number of women and men, recruited from Clinic X in Y-ville, representing “adults suffering from depression”). In most quantitative studies, the goal is to obtain a representative sample, which may enable researchers to generalize from the sample to the general population. This can also be a goal in qualitative research, but because most qualitative projects aim for thorough analyses in depth—rather than larger and broader analyses—they are often more interested in employing other sampling strategies.

Sampling becomes a particularly pertinent issue in case-study research, because researchers study just one single case, and Flyvbjerg (2006) discusses a number of different ways of selection, based on different interests. Random selection can be employed to avoid systematic biases in the sample (here the size of the sample is decisive for generalization, but this is often not relevant for qualitative studies). In general, random selection as a conscious choice is employed only in quantitative projects. Information-oriented selection is normally more relevant in qualitative inquiry. The goal is here to “maximize the utility of information from small samples and single cases. Cases are selected on the basis of expectations about their information content” (p. 230). This means that the researcher’s knowledge about the field becomes relevant. With information-oriented selection, the researcher can choose to look for (1) extreme cases in order to be able to say something about the phenomenon in its purest form (e.g., adults suffering from severe depression), (2) maximum variation cases in order to obtain information about the significance of different and perhaps opposing circumstances (e.g., adults with mild vs. severe depression), (3) critical cases in order to obtain knowledge that allows for deductions and falsifications, which were discussed earlier in the chapter (e.g., “if X is found among most people with mild depression, we have reason to believe it will be found among everyone who suffers from depression”), and (4) paradigmatic cases that look for the typical in order, as Flyvbjerg says, to “develop a metaphor or establish a school for the domain that the case concerns” (p. 230). Sometimes qualitative interviewers do not have the luxury of choosing a sampling strategy but must stick to the respondents whom they are able to recruit. Like other forms of selection and sampling, the consequences of this should also be reflected upon in the research report.

How Many Interviews Need to Be Conducted?

This is arguably the most typical question raised by interviewers at research courses, but also readers of interview reports will often ask whether the number of people interviewed was sufficiently high (normally they do not ask whether it was sufficiently low, although this question may also be relevant). People frequently ask this question with a quantitative logic in mind: the more interviews, the more valid and reliable the analysis will be. But this is rarely the case. As Kvale has said, the only logical answer to the question “How many interviews should I conduct?” is this: “Interview as many subjects as necessary to find out what you need to know” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). If the goal of one’s study is to find out how it is to be Barack Obama, then it might be sufficient to interview just this one person. If the researcher has given careful thought to how to select interviewees, a small number of interviews may be enough to answer one’s research question. If the point is, for example, to test whether a supposed general feature exists in some population, then it might suffice to interview a few critical cases (e.g., those cases where it is least likely to find the feature; if it is found there, it is likely to be found everywhere).

It is normally better to do fewer interviews that are thoroughly analyzed, rather than many interviews that are only superficially explored. It is always relevant to bear Harry Wolcott’s (2009) maxim in mind: “Do less, more thoroughly” (p. 95). Qualitative interviewing distinguishes itself by its ability to get close to people’s lives, not by including a huge number of participants. One cannot get close to the lives of 50 or 100 people in an interview study. If, for some reason, such a large number of participants is needed, a survey would possibly have been better and more economical. And if the study has included 50 participants, but only the voices of a handful of people are reported (which is not unusual), then the reader also easily becomes skeptical: What happened to all the other people who were interviewed? Did their words not matter to the researcher? As a rule of thumb, it can be said that interview studies tend to have around 15 participants, which is a number that makes possible a practical handling of the data (although 15 interviews of 20 transcribed pages equals 300 pages to be analyzed, which is quite a bit). The aim is not statistical representativeness (although it can be, e.g., in mixed-methods studies) but instead the chance to look in detail at how selected people experience the world.

Interviewing

The preparation phase, with its many considerations about theme and research approach (induction, deduction, abduction), should also include a review of extant literature and normally ends with the creation of an interview guide, which is also sometimes referred to as an interview protocol. The guide translates the research questions (e.g., “How do young people in late modernity experience transitions?”) into questions that can be posed to interviewees in a language that makes sense to them (e.g., “Could you please describe what happened when you moved away from your parent’s house?”). Some interviewers prefer a simple list of questions in a specific order, whereas others prefer a page with two columns, one with research themes on one side and another with interview questions that reflect the different themes on the other side. This makes it possible for interviewers to get an overview of where they are in the conversational process and likely ensures that all relevant themes are covered. It is preferable to memorize the guide as much as possible in order to be able to maintain eye contact with the interviewee. This also facilitates a flexible approach to the order of the questions and may allow the interviewee to cover something that the interviewer had only expected to touch upon later in the conversation.

Interviewers should think about whether a receptive style or a more assertive style is preferable. For sensitive and personal topics, a supportive, receptive, or responsive approach is often helpful (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). In their introduction to responsive interviewing, Rubin and Rubin emphasize flexibility of design and highlight the interviewer’s acceptance of what interviewers say, along with a need for adjusting “to the personalities of both conversational partners” (p. 7). On the other hand, if the goal is to study how people justify their beliefs, deliberate about difficult matters, or give accounts of their opinions, a more confrontational style may be required, which demands particular ethical sensitivity in order to ensure that the conversation is conducted respectfully (cf. Box 3.1).

It is preferable to create some sort of alignment between one’s research interest, one’s interview style, and the kind of analysis that one expects to carry out. For example, if one’s research interest is to capture illness narratives, then it is important to create a corpus of stories from the participants that lend themselves to narrative analysis. It then becomes important to ask interviewees to produce narratives, which can be done quite simply by asking “Could you tell me the story of what happened when you received the diagnosis?” Small linguistic guides (e.g., to “tell the story” instead of “describe the situation” or “reflect upon the meaning of”) often prove to be immensely important when the material is to be analyzed in the next step. Likewise—even if it may sound trivial—if the goal is to analyze the phenomenological essences of particular experiences, then it is pertinent to ask for concrete descriptions, or if the research interest concerns people’s account-giving practices, the interviewer should not forget to ask people to give accounts such as justifying opinions or answering other “why” questions. More inspiration for how to conduct interviews in practice can be found in textbooks such as Brinkmann and Kvale (2015).

Analysis

When the interviews have been conducted, a more focused analytic phase begins. Like the other phases, analysis is not reserved to a post hoc interpretation of transcripts, for the analytic task already begins during the interviews as such (e.g., when interviewers attempt to understand and interpret what the interviewees are trying to say). It is very common that interviewers summarize a narrative or description and ask the participant for verification or further reflections. Doing this, in a rather simple way, already involves analyzing the statements by trying to achieve a form of member validation in situ.

The process of transcribing the recorded conversations should be thought of as part of the analysis. Transcribing necessarily means translating from one medium (the spoken word) to another (the written word), and researchers should think about how they are going to transcribe early on in the process. Many different approaches to transcription exist, ranging from very detailed conversation analytic approaches such as Gail Jefferson’s (which demands the marking of overlap between speakers, emphasis, volume, delay, and so on, and which is very time-consuming); to verbatim transcriptions that may include laughter, hmms, and breaks; and to reconstructive transcriptions that “polish” and provide order to the often messy utterances of the speakers. There is no golden standard of transcription: everything depends on the purpose of one’s investigation and on what is possible in practice (what resources in terms of time or salary for assistants are available?). But it is obvious that if one’s analysis concerns the fine machinery of turn-taking, or how the form of speech shapes the meaning of what is said, then there is a need to transcribe the finer details of talk, whereas a rougher transcription might be in order if the purpose is to study the life stories of the participants. In any case, to transcribe is always already to analyze in the original sense of analysis (literally “to break down into units”).

Not all researchers transcribe the entire empirical corpus. Some prefer to work directly with the sound recording, which can be coded in most contemporary software programs for qualitative analysis, and some transcribe only selected portions of the corpus. After transcription, a more focused analysis of the material can be carried out, and here the options are legion and depend on the philosophical and theoretical position of the researcher and obviously also on the purpose of the study. Again, we may use the distinction between inductive, deductive, and abductive strategies to describe three broad approaches to analysis.

Induction in its different varieties is the most widespread approach to analysis. Some qualitative researchers talk about analysis as “analytic induction,” which, in the broadest sense, refers to “the systematic examination of similarities within and across cases to develop concepts, ideas, or theories” (Pascale, 2011, p. 53). Analysts using this strategy will inductively code data to identify patterns and formulate potential explanations of these patterns. Thus, a key component of analytic induction is coding. Coding can be either concept-driven or data-driven. Concept-driven coding uses codes that have been developed in advance by the researcher, either by looking at selected portions of the material or by consulting the existing literature. Data-driven coding implies that the researcher starts out without codes and develops them upon reading the material. In principle, anything can be coded, depending on the research interest. Gibbs (2007) suggests the following examples: particular acts, events, activities, strategies, states, meanings, norms, symbols, level of participation, relationships, conditions or constraints, consequences, and settings. Also reflexive codings can be used that record the researcher’s role in the process (pp. 47–48).

Coding also plays a significant role in the inductive methodology known as grounded theory, originally developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967). Grounded theory is an inductive strategy for theory development without a prior theoretical framework. Many grounded theorists work with open coding in a process of “breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing and categorizing data” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 61). Grounded theories are developed through the use of conceptualization to bind facts together, rather than through inferences and deductive hypothesis testing. Since the creation of grounded theory in the 1960s, it has branched in many different directions, including the constructivist and postmodern positions (Clarke, 2005). In all varieties, however, grounded theory is inductive at its core and will proceed with analysis by comparing data with data (developing codes), comparing data and codes (developing tentative categories), and developing categories into overarching concepts that are compared with (other) theoretical concepts (these are, roughly, the analytic stages recommended in grounded theory). It also has an abductive component since it highlights the importance of being surprised in the development of codes, categories, and theoretical concepts, so, as always in qualitative inquiry, it can be fruitful to mix the different analytic strategies.

A final example of an inductive approach to analysis is empirical phenomenology, which may serve as an example of experience-focused analysis because of its ambition to study the essential structures of conscious experience. Phenomenology sometimes applies inductive analysis as a kind of meaning condensation (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). This refers to an abridgement of the meanings articulated by the research participants into briefer formulations. Longer utterances are condensed into shorter statements in which the main sense of what is said is rephrased in a few words. This technique rests on the idea in phenomenology that there is a certain essential structure to the way we experience things in the life world, which is what constitutes an experience as an experience of a given something (shame, anxiety, love, learning something new, etc.).

Deduction in the analytic phase can involve the use of hypotheses derived from theory in an interpretive process. Herbert Blumer once referred to theoretical concepts as sensitizing instruments that researchers use as tools to be able to look in fruitful directions and helpful ways (see Clarke, 2005, p. 28). Some qualitative researchers, for instance those working on the basis of philosophical hermeneutics (Gadamer, 1960/2000), believe that we cannot understand anything without prejudices in the literal sense of prejudgments. There is no such thing as understanding something from nowhere, without presuppositions, for we always need some interpretive framework in order to distinguish significant from insignificant aspects of the material. Some of these frameworks can be formulated explicitly as theories. Psychoanalysis is one such famous theory that enabled its practitioners and theorists to see and understand something that was not visible without the sensitizing concepts of psychoanalysis (e.g., repression, defense mechanisms, Oedipus complex). On a less paradigmatic level, many researchers today approach their empirical material analytically with theoretical concepts drawn from narrative theory (e.g., storyline, plot, protagonist, antagonist). In both cases, it is possible to deduce hypotheses from general theories that can assist in the analytic process of reading and interpreting the data.

This kind of deductive analytic strategy is very often criticized for its confirmation bias, which I also discussed earlier in the chapter. Critics argue that analysts will find whatever the theory posits. This, however, is hardly an issue that is unique to qualitative research; indeed, it can be said to be a universal human tendency. Fortunately, a number of strategies exist to counter this tendency, such as playing the devil’s advocate against one’s own interpretations. If this is done sincerely, rather than just as window-dressing, it can lead to new and exciting perspectives on the materials. Flyvbjerg (2006) cites a number of social scientists who have argued that qualitative case studies may often lead to a refining of preexisting theory or even to discarding general theories that turn out not to hold when confronted with empirical realities. Flyvbjerg refers to this as case studies functioning as “black swans,” borrowing the well-known example from logic that general statements (such as “all swans are white”) can be falsified just by finding a single instance that contradicts them (e.g., by finding a species of black swans in Australia). If the analyst meticulously shows the reader that care has been taken to avoid confirmation bias, then the ensuing text may become very persuasive, and it often results in a highly readable product if researchers construct the text like a series of challenges to their own interpretations, which are discussed in turn. A further sign of quality is seen when researchers present several different interpretations of the phenomenon under scrutiny rather than just sticking to a single one. This can be achieved by working with more than one theoretical framework, leading to different sets of “sensitizing concepts” that may bring forth different aspects of the material in the analytic process.

Abduction in the analytic phase works from breakdowns in the understanding of the analyst. The researcher will look for breaks and contradictions and other matters that somehow “disturb” the common understanding or convention. Some interview researchers, who work abductively in a broad sense, look in particular at the social practice of interviewing itself as the key to open up for analysis. Roulston (2011) has argued that there is much to learn from “failed” interviews—that is, from interviews where things “go wrong” according to conventional wisdom and the textbooks on interviewing. Aspects that stand out as strange may often prove to be valuable in relation to understanding how talking about the subject matter in a specific way constructs what we may know about it.

As one example of this, we may mention Tanggaard (2007), who did a research project on learning in a vocational school and conducted many interviews with students. The researcher conceived of learning as embedded in everyday activities, whereas it was made clear from interviews with vocational students that learning—according to their perspective—was something that took place in a school. According to Tanggaard, this led to “discourses crossing swords” in the interviews, implying a struggle about how to define learning. The interviews did not appear as smooth and responsive but rather as full of breaks, misunderstandings, and even antagonisms. This was made clear to Tanggaard only upon reading the transcripts and employing what I here have called abductive reasoning. It was her readings of Foucault’s theory in particular that enabled the articulation of ideas about how to make sense of the struggle of the conversationalists. In her study, the opposition between the speakers—interviewer and interviewee—made it clear that “learning” is not a simple thing but is a multi-perspectival phenomenon. The “what” of the conversation (the subject matter) cannot here be separated from the “how” of the situated interaction of interviewing.

Reporting

The final step of an interview project is the reporting of the results. Needless to say, in the context of doing interview research in the service of public scholarship, this is a decisive step. When the point of doing research is to constitute and inform a public discussion, it is important that one communicates in a manner that is understandable for the public. Ideally, interviewer researchers should always proceed with the previous steps (preparations, interviews, and analyses) with the final end product in mind: the report that communicates to an audience. For qualitative research, analysis and reporting in particular often melt together. Writing is “a method of inquiry” (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005) throughout an interview study. Writing is a central way for qualitative researchers not just to report some findings, in the final instance, but also to experiment with analyses, compare different perspectives on the empirical material, and try out a number of alternative ways of presenting readings of the material. Writing should therefore be treated as an intrinsic part of the methodology of interview research and not as a final “postscript” added on at the end.

Looking at the communicative force of a research report, we may refer to Silverman (2000, p. 242), who has delineated three basic narrative models on which to build one’s accounts: the analytic story, the hypothesis story, and the mystery story.

The analytic story is close to the inductive model of qualitative designs that I discussed earlier in the chapter. The goal is to get to findings by analyzing a number of individual instances in order to arrive at more general knowledge, for example in the form of an overarching concept or category that explains what holds the individual instances together. The analytic concepts can either come before the analysis (through theory-driven coding), and are then refined and revised in the inductive process of meeting the data, or through the analysis itself (data-driven coding), as in grounded theory. In any case, an analytic story convinces the reader when he or she can see how the researcher is moving from the particular to the general by means of analytic concepts. When crafting an analytic story, Silverman encourages the researcher to raise and answer the following questions: What are the key concepts that I have used to get to my findings? How do the findings throw light on my concepts and the topics I have studied? What has happened to my original research problem in the process of working my way through the research process? A good analytic story begins with a clear statement of purpose and is usually very explicit about its procedures of discovery.

The hypothesis story is close to the deductive model of reasoning as described earlier in the chapter. Its basic logic is shared with many quantitative studies: first, state your hypotheses; second, test them; third, discuss the implications (Silverman, 2000, p. 242). In this very strict form, the hypothesis story is unlikely to be of interest to interview researchers, who most often work with a much more dynamic and iterative research design, which should be reflected in the writings on findings. In a looser and more pragmatic sense, however, interview studies may indeed involve hypotheses or conjectures that are confronted with the empirical materials in a process of examining both (i.e., the hypothesis and the materials). A good hypothesis story in qualitative work convinces the reader by carefully working to avoid confirmation bias, by taking both positive and negative cases into account, and by systematically including and examining a variety of different interpretations instead of just sticking to one single reading (hypothesis) that is sought confirmed (or falsified).

Finally, the mystery story is close to what I have referred to as the abductive model of scientific reasoning. When writing up the findings, the researcher will seek to take the reader through the same process from bewilderment through inquiry to coming to understand what was initially mysterious. As Alvesson and Kärreman (2011) have pointed out, good social science frequently springs from a breakdown (“I don’t understand this”) coupled with a mystery (e.g., the framing of the breakdown as a riddle) and then a possible resolution of the riddle, for instance based on a novel perspective on the matter that was confusing at first. When breakdowns occur naturalistically (i.e., without the researcher intentionally trying to create them), there is an authentic chance to do qualitative inquiry with wider public significance. This is often where private troubles meet public concerns (Denzin, 2001), and one can use self-experienced problems in order to throw light on issues with wider public significance. For interview researchers, breakdowns can occur naturalistically during the interviews, which is often a sign that something important is going on that should be analyzed and possibly reported as part of the findings (see Tanggaard, 2007, for an example). But when breakdowns do not simply happen, qualitative researchers may try to bring them about by trying to make the familiar strange or deconstruct that which is initially taken for granted (Scott, 2009). The mystery story can result in a very readable text, if the mystery quality is kept throughout, eventually leading to resolving it—or to accepting that the conversational world is inherently contradictory, disintegrative, and thus, partly, mysterious (Frosh, 2007). Perhaps qualitative researchers are sometimes too keen on integrating the bits and pieces of their data into larger explanatory wholes (whether narratives, discourses, categories, meaning units, or whatever) and are too unwilling to admit that not everything in our personal and social worlds suits such nice and linear writing formats.

There are other relevant distinctions to be made between different kinds of stories such as Van Maanen’s in his classic Tales of the Field (1988), which separated the realistic tale (describing what happened in the research—the known—in a way that minimizes the researcher’s subjectivity), the confessional tale (centered on the researcher as a knower), and the impressionistic tale (seeking to bring together the knower and the known by highlighting the very activity of knowing itself). The impressionistic tale builds on the how of interviewing rather than on the data or the researcher in isolation. The impressionistic tale is reflexive and can involve an innovative use of techniques and styles, as in Impressionist paintings, emphasizing the contingent and polyvocal aspects of the conversational reality that is studied through interviews. An excellent exemplar is Troubling the Angels—Women Living with HIV/AIDS by Patti Lather and Chris Smithies (1997). While doing the research, the researchers talked with HIV-positive women, both in their support groups and individually, and depicted their struggles and sufferings from the time of being infected, to being diagnosed, and through to dying. The book is organized experimentally as different layers of various kinds of information that are represented visually on the book pages. The main parts report conversations from support groups for the women, with the researchers entering with questions and comments at times. The stories of the women are interspersed with intermezzos on angels that chronicle the social and cultural issues raised by the disease. Factual information on HIV/AIDS is presented in boxes throughout the text, and across the bottom of large parts of the book is a running commentary by the researchers that moves between descriptions and discussions of research methods and theoretical frameworks to include aspects of the researchers’ own lives, with their reactions to the research theme. This interview book successfully communicated a complex and sensitive research project to the public.

Conclusion

I began this chapter by following Dewey in depicting the public in modern “Great Communities” as constituted (at least partly) by the social sciences. The knowledge-producing activities of social sciences can thematize matters that are publicly important, and it is when society runs into problems—perhaps as articulated by social scientists—that a public may discover itself. I also argued that qualitative and in particular conversational social science is well equipped to furnish knowledge and information for a conversing public sphere. What we call public scholarship can be defined as research that is conducted with public benefit as a goal, and the most important benefit is perhaps simply the fact that a public can come into play in an informed way by the activities of qualitative inquirers. Some of these may be based in universities and other research institutions, but others can be journalists or independent writers.

This chapter has not addressed in detail the many questions that may be raised concerning the idea of benefit. Who is to say what is beneficial? In a democratic society, it is a virtue that this question itself is kept open, with many voices being heard, something qualitative interviewing is also very well suited to support. But the question of the beneficial connects all public scholarship to ethics and politics—or what used to be called “the moral sciences” before the birth of modern social science and psychology (Brinkmann, 2011). It is clear from the examples that I have referred to in this book (e.g., the interview studies by Bellah’s group, Bourdieu’s group, and Lather and Smithies) that excellent interview studies are conducted on the basis of ethico-political sensitivity and with an eye to the public consequences of the scholarship. These studies all reached a wide readership; Bourdieu’s The Weight of the World, for example, sold around 100,000 copies in France alone, even before being published in a cheaper version in 1998, and it was also made into six theatrical plays (Wolfreys, 2000). This is quite extraordinary for a book of more than 1,000 pages filled with interviews with marginalized people from the French suburbs.

Few qualitative interviewers will ever be able to inform the public discussion in a way comparable to what Bourdieu and his research team did—transforming French society, at least part of it, into a Parisian coffee house—but it is inspirational that it can be done. Hopefully, by having gone through the typical process of a qualitative interview project, the present chapter can give some ideas about how to conduct interview research with potential public significance. I have been intentionally pluralistic and presented qualitative interviewing in its inductive, deductive, and abductive versions, given the pragmatic premise that many different forms are needed in a pluralistic, conversational world.

Note

1.Since Dewey, many other social scientists have argued that society and its public sphere is not simply there, but rather is something that must be made. Benedict Anderson (1991) studied how large “imagined communities” come into being through “print capitalism” (e.g., books and national newspapers in the local language), censuses, and museums, which are means through which a nation can imagine itself. Bruno Latour (2005) has argued more generally that social life as such is mediated by technologies and artifacts. In the context of interviewing and the public, these considerations could be extrapolated to the idea that the networks that make up a public are by and large conversational.
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Oral History, the Public Record, and the Story

Valerie J. Janesick


Stories have to be told or they die, and when they die, we can’t remember who we are or why we’re here.

Sue Monk Kidd, The Secret Life of Bees



Introduction

Oral history is perfectly suited to public scholarship. In fact, it is one of the most accessible vehicles to understanding the stories of individuals in any given community.

In this chapter, let us view oral history through its own elegant history, try to understand the value and importance of public records as context, and make sense of the importance of telling individual stories. You may be asking yourself, “What is oral history?” In response to this question, I use this definition: “Oral history is the collection of stories and reminiscences of a person or persons who have firsthand knowledge of any number of experiences” (Janesick, 2010, 2016).

There is a power and beauty to oral history. The power comes from the fact that oral history gives voice to many who normally are outsiders or minority members, and in addition it gives voice to any individual member of a given community. Thus, it is a vehicle for social justice for it is inclusive by design. It usually teaches us something new about an individual and about the community of that individual. Furthermore, in our digital era, oral historians may employ the use of digital technologies to conduct interviews, transcribe interviews, and sort information. These tools are often free and available through the World Wide Web 2.0. The use of smartphones, handheld tablets, and handheld devices such as the iPad has made it possible for many to conduct oral history interviews with style and grace. The beauty and value of oral history is that storytelling is at the heart of oral history, and almost everyone loves a good story. It is up to the creativity of the oral historian to use artwork, photography, newspaper clippings, digital software, and video to enhance the telling of the story, and that is no small part of its power. In this space and time, oral histories need not be relegated to a tape of a transcript on a shelf in a library. Social media and sites such as YouTube provide a wider visual library, so to speak. Whereas in the past oral histories were archived in a library in hard text with a local small audience, today the world is the audience for what is written and presented. It is up to you, the reader, to find the goldmine on the web!

The field of oral history can only benefit by going beyond the basic interview and transcript, as Frisch (2008) and others have argued (see Harper, 2003; Janesick, 2007; Rose, 2007). In addition, with new handbooks such as the Handbook of Emergent Methods (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2008), one sees all qualitative methods researchers advocating moving forward in understanding various approaches and techniques such as in oral history.

Why We Need New Media in Oral History Projects

Obviously, we live in a digital world. There is no escaping this fact, and digital media can clearly be helpful for the oral historian. The world has become wider for the oral historian in terms of using new media and social media strategies. Skype and Facetime allow for online interviewing and, with the correct equipment and software, direct voice-to-text transcripts. For example, in addition to the common software on the market, if you have an iPad, you can find a number of applications, such as ISpeak or ITalk, that allow you to speak to text. Of course, you will have to later go back and insert punctuation, formatting, and so forth, but the time saved with the use of these devices and applications makes our work much easier. Furthermore, expanding our repertoire of strategies to include the arts-based research techniques is most certainly a plus for the field of oral history. Photography, cartoons, zines, poetry, and fiction as research add to our tried-and-true site document roundup. Today, the oral historian who practices and uses these techniques and strategies will certainly move the field forward. After all, we hope that someone will pay attention to our stories (Yow, 1994). The digital world offers numerous ways to accomplish this. In fact, this digital world enables all of us to know our history and our DNA. Is it not wise for us as qualitative researchers to know our own history?

Why We Need to Know Our Own Histories

To do an oral history project, it is a good idea to know your own history. Recently genealogy has become popularized through sites such as www.Ancestry.com, and you can discover your ethnicity and other traits by sending a swab to www.23andme.com. Ancestry.com offers K-12 teachers a one-year free subscription that allows teachers and students to search multiple datasets from public records such as U.S. Census records, travel and immigration data, and military records. While some call this amateur genealogy, others find this perfectly respectable as an approach to knowing one’s history and therefore more of one’s self.

One of the great treasures of demographic information is American Factfinder (http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml), where you can access information from the latest U.S. census about population, housing, educational attainment, race, class, gender, and income—to name just a few categories—and those of previous decades as well. How can this not help to enlighten the context in which you and your participants find yourselves? Using the functions and features link, you can even create tables pertinent to your study. This is certainly a site worth visiting for any researcher.

Why is this age-old interest in genealogy resurfacing now? Some see the interest in one’s ethnic roots and family history as a reaction to rapid social change. Some see it as a response to globalization and massive postcolonialist migration (see Basu, 2007; Bottero, 2015; Nash, 2008; Tyler 2008). Knowing our family background and history provides us with a bit of security in a shifting world. It is one response to dislocation. Bottero (2015) argues that knowing your own history anchors your sense of self. I agree, and I see oral history as a way to get to that sense of self. In other words, after you and I as oral historians know where we come from and who we are, we can then capture oral histories from other individuals and find a way to describe and explain their stories. Thus public scholarship, relies a bit on personal history.

Using Public Records: Problems and Possibilities

Oral history projects include a great deal of archival research. Public records contain endless information that may provide a vivid context for the oral historian. At the same time, public records hold information that identity theft perpetrators may use for their own profit. Be aware of the drawbacks of searching public records in the digital era, and keep the ethical standards of our professional organizations in mind. The benefits appear to outweigh the drawbacks in my view, and if we take the time to search, we will find evidence to flesh out our stories. We may be able to capture the nuance and complexity we so often aspire to relate to our various audiences.

Oral History as Choreography and Creativity and as Transdisciplinary

Like choreographers, oral historians and qualitative researchers must come to grips with the central techniques needed to tell a story. For oral historians, the well-tested techniques of interviewing and document analysis are first and foremost. In the digital and global era of today, visual images through photography and videotaping may take prominent roles in terms of technique. Since interviewing is the heart and soul of oral history, the discussion begins here.

Obviously, interviewing is a mainstay in the social sciences, medicine, the arts, the sciences, society at large, business, and of course journalism. For the purposes of this chapter, we will look at interviewing in multiple ways. The first way is metaphorically by conceptualizing an interview much like a choreographer conceptualizes a dance. Both work toward a performance activity, one a completed dance and the other a completed interview. Both are connected to some individual or group of individuals communicating through a regular feedback loop. Both work with social context, social boundaries, what to include and exclude, and what to eventually present in the form of a narrative or story.

Another way to look at interviewing is in terms of a creative habit. Like the dancer or choreographer who sees dance and its technique as a creative habit, the oral historian as interviewer may view the interview as a creative habit (see Janesick, 2011). Many choreographers have written about the creative habit (Hawkins, 1992; Tharp, 2003). In my own field of education, it was John Dewey (1934) who wrote extensively on this topic featuring the idea of habits of mind. I mention this to point out the transdisciplinary nature of the ideas of habits of mind and body. Transdisciplinarity has been described extensively and is influencing our understanding of research (see Leavy, 2009, 2011, 2012). Transdisciplinary approaches are problem-based and are sensitive and responsive to voices outside and inside the margins of society. They represent a holistic approach to research methods. For oral history, that means stretching to collaborate with at least one other discipline with high levels of integration. It means thinking in a new way about oral history and its borders. Thus, it is an evolution toward developing new theoretical, conceptual, and methodological frameworks. For the oral historian, this is a custom fit. We already have at least two defined disciplines, oral history and qualitative research methodology, to begin with. The theories we use may come from sociology, anthropology, education, the performing arts, and health. If we used arts-based approaches such as film, photography, poetry, painting, dance, sculpture, theatre, or graphic arts in our work, we add another textural layer.

For the purposes of this chapter, I will focus on interviewing as a creative habit dependent upon a collection of good habits of mind as well as practical habits. I have written about qualitative techniques as creative habits previously (Janesick, 2011). These habits include the creative habit, the writing habit, the interview habit, the observation habit, and the analysis and interpretation habit. I extend these ideas here. Furthermore, the work of Elliot Eisner (1991, 2002) has been profoundly influential. His body of writing devoted to clarifying the importance of arts-based approaches to education and research cannot be overlooked.

Interviewing as a Creative Habit

If we think about the creative act of interviewing, it may be a useful tool for oral historians and other qualitative researchers. Creativity is essentially about discovery, and interviewing allows us a great deal of room to discover the meaning of a person’s life or portion of a life as well as allowing for an understanding of ourselves as researchers. Eisner (1991, 2002) spoke of four types of creativity that may be propitious to oral historians: (1) boundary-pushing creativity, (2) invention as creativity, (3) boundary-breaking creativity, and (4) aesthetic organizing creativity. For the oral historian, this can be very helpful in understanding how to move beyond the interview.

For quite some time, oral history has relied basically on the interview followed by a transcript of the interview; then, most often those data were shelved in a library or an archive. Then oral history of a person or persons may or may not have been seen. Today, however, we have at our disposal the entire global audience. We see oral histories on YouTube, on social media sites, on various oral history websites, and, of course, in standard archives. Many of these use photography, video, poetry, painting, or other art forms, and definitely push boundaries and break them. Many invent new ways to use collage, painting, poetry, drama, and dance. All use an aesthetic organization that is helpful in moving our field forward. If we see interviewing as an act of creativity, we are bound to tap into our imagination and disclose our curiosity about the person being interviewed. I see this as a good way to think about oral history as public scholarship and storytelling.

While interviewing may seem perfectly obvious and easy to do by anyone, those of us who do interviewing in our research projects know that we can learn much from one another about the guidelines and practices of interviewing. In my doctoral-level oral history class I recently asked students who had just finished an oral history project what they might say to new interviewers who are just beginning such a project. They were asked to write one sentence about this. Here are some of the top responses:


1. Transcribing your own interviews can provide valuable insights as you stay close to your data.

2. Prepare to be surprised by what you are told in an interview.

3. There are many ways to code the data in your transcripts and many ways to interpret that data so there is no single way to interview or analyze data.

4. Oral history interviewing focuses on the lived experience of individuals.

5. Interviewing allowed me to use my imagination and creativity the more I spent time with reading the transcripts and listening to the tapes at the same time.

6. Writing practice is critical to being able to do a good oral history interview, so I kept a reflective journal throughout the project to help me understand my data.

7. I thought I knew all about interviewing till I tried it.

8. Oral history is time consuming and it keeps you thinking about your project all the time.

9. You have to be a good storyteller and a great writer to do oral history.

10. Design good questions to start your interviewing; then everything seems to follow if you listen closely to your data.

11. Be prepared to go with the flow in any interview.

12. I learned to describe fully my own role in the oral history project in order that I might find out what my participants were saying to me.

13. Interviews can be a mutual exploration of the story.



Thus, one might conclude that creativity, use of the imagination, and curiosity are part of an oral history project or indeed any qualitative research project. To offer one example, here is an excerpt from a transcript of an interview with a female assistant superintendent of schools in a North Central state, followed by a poem created after reading that transcript.


q:

Think about yesterday and today, not necessarily as typical days, but what does your day look like from the minute you get to your office?

a:

Well, it’s been atypical days, so that’s . . . and that’s something I’ve been thinking about. There isn’t . . . there are typical days, and they’re boring. The typical days are the days when you’re sitting and working on paperwork for the state and working on budgets and trying to analyze test scores to make them meaningful to the teachers and to the . . . and whatever. So those are the typical boring days. This is our second week of school, so there’s no typical beginning of the school year. Now I’m spending more time supporting teachers, right now new staff. Right now I’m doing . . . pulling on my Special Ed background. I have a little guy who is in one of our self-contained classrooms, but he’s struggling with the transition coming back to school and mornings aren’t good for him and he’s got a new teacher. And the principal in that school is on maternity leave. And the principal who is filling in was a little panicked. And so we met and talked about strategies for this little guy that, no, you know in first grade he’s not ready for therapeutic day school. He’s not hurt anybody. Everything’s fine. It will be okay.



We have a controversy going on right now related to curriculum materials that have been selected for students’ optional use, optional reading. So we’ve been laughing and . . . on one hand . . . and cringing on the other because we’re responding to one parent’s concern. We have only heard from one parent who has a concern about a book that was on the summer reading list. Kids take home a list of six or seven books that are optional. The kids give a synopsis of the book at school. They talk about ‘em. And if you don’t like any of those books, you can read any other book in the whole wide world to choose from. And this one is as much young adult literature as is controversial themes because it gives us the opportunity to support kids as they worry about these things and . . .


q:

Can you tell me the name of the book?

a:

It’s Fat Kid Rules The World by K. L. Going. And the themes really are friendship, not giving up, perseverance. A student in there contemplates suicide. He’s had a very tough time. His mom’s died from cancer. His dad’s an alcoholic. He’s in an abusive home situation. And he is befriended by a homeless teen who is a gifted guitarist who asks this kid to join his band and play the drums. And it basically is about acceptance, and, you know, it’s a great story of redemption. It’s a wonderful story. And the parent that objects is objecting based on the proliferation of the f-word. And it is in there, and it . . . kids are in Brooklyn. And interestingly enough, but it’s not really spoken out loud; it’s in this kid’s thoughts. That she’s objecting to the normal sexual fantasies of teenagers. He’s describing a person and saying no, not this one, not the one with the large breasts, you know, the other one . . . physical features. So, you know, things like that. This parent has, you know, not accepted that the fact that her child was not required to read the book and . . . She did not ask for the book to be banned from the library. I think she just asked for it to come off the summer reading list. However, that has snowballed to some right-wing websites . . . Concerned Women for America, the Illinois Family Network. I don’t know which all . . . Save Libraries.org. And we have been getting interesting emails from basically all over the country and Canada.



From this small excerpt, what might be a creative way to capture some of its meaning? Poetry is one vehicle that applies here. Jill Flansburg wrote this poem, “Parents Misconstrue,” after reading this transcript excerpt for an in-class exercise (Janesick, 2011, p. 128):


The teachers, the kids, the book.

Narrow-mindedness.

Poise under pressure

Never a typical day

But I really care.

I’m damned if I do and

Damned if I don’t.

Too vital to quit.

Parents that fault

Intolerant teachers

And the kids miss out.



Characteristics of Oral History

When we think about the power of oral history, there are several characteristics that we may depend upon, such as the following:


• Oral history is holistic in nature and in general uses everyday language to communicate the story being told.

• Oral history is a form of storytelling that looks at relationships.

• Oral history acknowledges ethical issues.

• Oral history values the unique quality of each person’s individual disclosure.

• Oral history respects the importance of informed consent.

• Oral historians use all sorts of data. Interviews are the mainstay, but demographic information, any relevant documents, and so on are often incorporated in an oral history study to understand the social context of the story. Public records, correspondence, emails, texts, and so forth are available for the oral historian. Photography, video, artwork, and cartoons are also included in some oral history projects.

• Most often, oral historians today use the technology of this digital era to help document an individual’s lived experience. In many cases, social media may assist in this, as well as YouTube or various types of software.

• Often oral history methods are employed following disasters such as the Haitian earthquake, Hurricane Katrina, or the 9/11 attacks. At the same time, the lived experiences of ordinary people have been documented.



The web is filled with examples of completed oral histories, and I encourage you to view some of these excellent examples. Overall, storytelling is at the heart of oral history. We tell, to the best of our abilities, the stories of the persons we interview. As Brandon Sanderson (2010) said in The Way of Kings, “the purpose of a storyteller is not to tell you how to think, but to give you questions to think upon.” Telling someone’s story through oral history offers scholars in many disciplines the opportunity to experience that story in the telling of it.

Performance-Based Exercises

It can be useful for oral historians to practice some of the skills of the qualitative researcher before venturing into the field. To prepare for the fieldwork, here are some typical performance-based activities I use in my classes on oral history methods. Notice the focus on writing to get into the habit of writing the oral history for a wide audience. Practicing the writing skills that oral historians need can be helpful.


1. Write three pages in your journal in a dialogue format with yourself about what you wish to learn from the narrator in your oral history project.

2. Write three pages about your grandparents. What do you recall about the time you spent with them? How did they influence your life?

3. Write three pages about your high school experience that defined who are you are today.

4. Create a “found data” poem from one of your transcripts that captures the essence of your participant on any given topic.

5. Find at least three sites on YouTube that have to do with Hurricane Katrina. Look for the messages in the video and find at least three themes in each video. See if you can find overlapping themes. Write three pages on your interpretation of the themes.

6. Practice writing a journal entry as a dialogue with yourself about the pros and cons of obtaining Institutional Review Board approval for conducting an oral history. What are the ethical implications? Legal implications? Check out blogs on this topic and see if we can learn anything from them.

7. Research your favorite professional organization’s code of ethics. This organization should have a website, newsletters, job postings, and so forth. Write a note to yourself about why you are a member of this group or wish to be. List at least three reasons to be a member.

8. Take a photograph or a short video of someone in your family and write about that experience. What did you learn?

9. Visit your local or university library. Find the oral history section or archive. Select one oral history of meaning to yourself. Write about the lessons you learned from reading this oral history example.

10. Online, find two oral histories on video of interest to yourself. Find three cultural issues raised in these video and compare and contrast the two videos for practice in analysis.

11. Write three pages describing your theoretical framework or one “big idea” that you are curious about and that influences your life as a writer/researcher.



Using Online Resources

There are numerous websites dedicated to oral history approaches and methods, writing, public scholarship, and storytelling in all formats, including digital ones. Here are a few of them. The amount of websites is staggering, so I am listing here the ones I have found most beneficial for becoming a public scholar through oral history, life history, biography, and digital storytelling.

A good place to start is Audience Dialogue (http://www.audiencedialogue.net/soft-qual.html), which offers extensive options for oral historians or any qualitative researchers. Here you will find lists of specific software: data-entry techniques from your transcripts, for example, software for content analysis, and concept mapping and multimedia presentation options. The links to other websites make it easy for you to find a fit for your project. Many of these tools are free, but some do charge a one-time fee or a monthly fee, so let the reader be aware. Usually if there is a fee there is often a 30-day period for free to see if the software suits your purposes.

Dedoose (http://www.dedoose.com) offers a service for a monthly fee for research software, including some features that are not available elsewhere. For example, documents, excerpts from documents, and any project codes are available in real time. You can create a presentation in a visual format by clustering themes and categories. The software is transparent, intuitive, and collaborative. Any number of researchers may access the files and the complete project. Tools like these help you organize your data, help you recount the lived experience of your participants, and make the final story a more cohesive, authentic enterprise.

From these two sites alone you will be well on your way to your goal of learning about oral history, the public record, and the story. The following sites represent a remarkable cross-section of strategies for the researcher.

On YouTube’s “Oral History Video” archive (http://www.youtube.com/user/oralhistoryvideo), you will see everyday citizens talking about how they survived a divorce, how they live with disabilities, and other life-changing events. If you search YouTube for oral histories, or Google “oral history” for a specific event (e.g., oral histories of 9/11 first responders), thousands of examples will pop up. Sifting through them becomes critical. Overall, the wide variety of oral histories in every corner of society indicates to me that oral history is alive and well and contributing to community literacy.

As I am writing this, I did a search for “oral history hurricane Katrina” and came up with nearly 200,000 hits. On the Harvard Medical School’s oral history archive (http://www.hurricanekatrina.med.harvard.edu/oralhistories.php) you will find community oral histories. Or visit the U.S. Coast Guard Site (http://www.uscg.mil/history/katrina/katrinaoralhistoryindex.asp) for stories of rescue swimmers, pilots, and those who were rescued. Similarly, using the tag “oral history 9/11 first responders,” I identified 23,400 sites, and this doesn’t even include the archived collections that may be available. The 9/11 Memorial site (http://www.911memorial.org/oral-histories-0) is the official memorial site and includes the audio spoken-word oral histories of family members, residents, first responders, and survivors. Listening to these powerful stories reiterates the power of oral history for community literacy. In each section alone, especially the first responders section, there are hundreds of testimonials.

Photovoice is a technique used in some projects to allow participants to photograph, describe, and explain their social context. Photovoice can assist groups on the margins of society in getting their needs known. This project began as a way for underprivileged students and parents to capture, through photography, neglect, abuse, and other aspects of the social context that bear witness to injustice. There is more information about photovoice on YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eetmE0HI8K8). If you Google “photovoice,” you will find numerous articles on this activity. In photovoice, people can identify, photograph a person or a social context, and explain their community through a specific photographic technique. The goals include (1) to enable individuals to keep a record and reflect a community’s strengths and concerns (e.g., photographs taken after Hurricane Katrina); (2) to promote critical dialogue about community issues; and (3) to eventually reach policymakers through the power of photography. A growing body of photovoice examples can be found on YouTube (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=shrFa2c305g).

My point in sharing these amazing and powerful sites is to stress the importance of digital resources for researchers in general, and for oral historians in particular. When you become familiar with digital resources, you will realize and experience the changing nature of digital resources. Luckily, for major sites at least, if the website is changed to a new location, you will be redirected to the new site. In short: digital resources are there for the taking (see the list of recommended reading and the appendix for more resources). In addition, there are many “how to do oral history” websites. Many lessons about a community and how community members come together in good times and bad are available for free.

Future Directions and Questions

In thinking about future directions, here are three questions for oral historians to consider:


1. In what ways, and under what conditions, might oral history researchers use digital media to enhance the story being told?

2. In educating the public about oral history projects in their own communities, how might the oral historian use techniques and strategies available through digital media and popular websites to disseminate stories for our time?

3. In what new ways might we capture the stories of our participants to make those stories accessible to a wider public audience?



These are questions many of us have already raised in public forums such as professional meetings and community meetings. For those of us doing oral history or life history projects, these questions pop up quite often, prodding us to go beyond the taped transcript. Could it be because we now have the opportunity to reach a larger audience? Is it because many of us are teaching this generation of digital natives? I like to think it is much more. At the heart of any research, and in this case oral history, is the need to tell stories. These stories begin with curiosity, creativity, and imagination. We are curious about something in society and want to interview those who experience any number of events. We are creative about our interviewing and our writing. We use our imagination and stretch it and ask our participants to stretch as well. This is the heart of oral history, the public record, and the story. We try to make the story sparkle.

Appendix: Digital Storytelling and Oral History Sites


1. Oral History Association (www.dickinson.edu/organizations/oha)



The Oral History Association (OHA), established in 1966, seeks to bring together all persons interested in oral history as a way of collecting human memories. With an international membership, the OHA serves a broad and diverse audience. Local historians, librarians and archivists, students, journalists, teachers, and academic scholars from many fields have found that the OHA provides both professional guidance and collegial environment for sharing information. The OHA encourages standards of excellence in the collection, preservation, dissemination, and uses of oral testimony. The OHA has established a set of goals, guidelines, and evaluation standards for oral history interviews. The association also recognizes outstanding achievement in oral history through an awards program. This site is packed with information and resources.


2. H-Oralhist (www.h-net.org/~oralhist/)



H-Oralhist, a member of the H-Net, Humanities & Social Sciences On-Line initiative, is a network for scholars and professionals active in studies related to oral history. Affiliated with the OHA, it provides a wealth of information. It contains updated lists of thousands of individual oral histories on file (hard text, tape, video, multimedia) and the centers where they reside.


3. HistoricalVoices.org (www.historicalvoices.org)



The purpose of Historical Voices is to create a significant, fully searchable online database of spoken-word collections spanning the 20th century—the first large-scale repository of its kind. Historical Voices will both provide storage for these digital holdings and display public galleries that cover a variety of interests and topics. Check out this site if you wish to store your digital tales.


4. American Historical Association (www.historians.org)



The American Historical Association (AHA) is a nonprofit membership organization founded in 1884 and incorporated by Congress in 1889 for the promotion of historical studies, the collection and preservation of historical documents and artifacts, and the dissemination of historical research. As the largest historical society in the United States, the AHA provides leadership and advocacy for the profession, fights to ensure academic freedom, monitors professional standards, spearheads essential research in the field, and provides resources and services to help its members succeed. The AHA serves more than 14,000 history professionals, representing every historical period and geographical area. AHA members include K-12 teachers, academics at two- and four-year colleges and universities, graduate students, historians in museums, historical organizations, libraries and archives, government and business, as well as independent historians.


5. Digitales (http://www.digitales.us/)



This site introduces the viewer to digital storytelling in multiple formats and catalogs many such stories. By the inclusion of voices there is a social justice component to many of the life histories, oral histories, and biographies.


6. Center for Digital Storytelling (www.storycenter.org)



This center is dedicated to the art of personal storytelling. It offers workshops, programs, and services all focused on capturing personal voice and facilitating teaching methods. Their motto is “Listen deeply, tell stories.”


7. Stories for Change (storiesforchange.net)



This site is an online meeting place for community digital storytelling and advocates for social change. It is a wealth of information and offers many models and exemplary storytelling. They offer resources and a curriculum. Users need to open an account to upload their digital stories.




8. Center for Studies in Oral Tradition (www.oraltradition.org)



Founded in 1986 with the approval of the University of Missouri Board of Curators, the Center for Studies in Oral Tradition stands as a national and international focus for interdisciplinary research and scholarship on the world’s oral traditions. The group’s long-term mission is to facilitate communication across disciplinary boundaries by creating linkages among specialists in different fields. Through their various activities they try to foster conversations and exchanges about oral tradition that would not otherwise take place. The center has established a series of paper and web publications aimed at serving a broad academic constituency. They sponsor a number of events and offer bibliographic information and resources for someone wanting to get started in oral history and life history work.
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Recommended Reading

Literally, there are thousands of journal articles, books, and YouTube videos on oral history, life history, and biography. I have selected these texts for their nuance, texture, and layers of understanding. Also, the authors have a lifetime of doing this type of research.

Denzin, N. (1989). Interpretive biography. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. This text is one of the best in terms of learning about biographical research. Denzin lays out an argument for interpretive biography as a key technique of the postmodern era. He also describes and defines the assumptions involved in studying personal life documents, stories, memories, accounts, and narratives.

Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, M. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in qualitative research. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

This book takes narrative work to a new level and is user-friendly. It argues for thinking narratively and is a guide through the processes of life history work and all narrative approaches. Topics covered include composing research texts and persistent concerns such as ethics and anonymity.

Cole, A. L., & Knowles, J. G. (2001). Lives in context: The art of life history research. New York, NY: Alta Mira Press.

The authors are well known for a lifetime of defining the importance of arts-based approaches to research and narrative inquiry. They explore the method of writing life history research and deconstruct the relationships of researcher and researched. The inclusion of sections on imagery, ethics, care, respect, and capturing lived experience make this a must-read for all potential life history, oral history, or biographical researchers.

Hess-Biber, S. N., & Leavy, P. (Eds.) (2008). Handbook of emergent methods. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

This extensive handbook is a crucial resource for those looking to push the methodological boundaries of the tired post-positivist approaches used in the last century to little effect. The authors have constructed a solid group of scholars dealing with emergent methods since the world is changing at warp speed due to the internet, globalization, social networks, and other facts of social life. Individual scholars here describe ways to push beyond the previous century and argue for getting to the heart of lived experience. Performance-based research, “found data” poetry, photography, metaphor analysis, internet inquiry, and much more are part of this provocative and rigorous work. For oral historians, life historians, and biographers as well as other qualitative researchers, the authors provide a vocabulary for change and an alternative to the sleepy approaches of the past.
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Public Ethnography

Tony E. Adams and Robin M. Boylorn

Broadly conceived, ethnography involves the study and representation of a community.1 A researcher begins ethnography by doing “fieldwork” in a community, which often consists of participating in the public and private happenings of the community, identifying characteristics of group membership, and observing communal experiences. The ethnographer then leaves the community and uses that fieldwork to create a representation—an ethnography—of these happenings, characteristics, and experiences.

Historically, ethnographies were seldom available to the larger public and, instead, were primarily intended for academic audiences. When available, the dense prose, presumed objectivity, and intentional “academese” inhibited interest in and successful dissemination of ethnographic research. However, in the past few decades, some ethnographers have approached going public with their ethnographic research. In particular, they began to investigate problems of significant interest, conduct fieldwork in everyday settings, and use both form and dissemination to engage nonacademic audiences.

In this chapter we describe the characteristics and practices of public ethnography. In the first section, “Doing Public Ethnography,” we describe how to use ethnography to study topics of public importance, natural settings, and personal experience. In the second section, “Representing Public Ethnography,” we identify considerations for representing ethnographic fieldwork for public—nonacademic—audiences. Throughout, we also show how public ethnographic techniques inform our research.

Doing Public Ethnography

Ethnographers begin their fieldwork by gaining access to a community, immersing themselves in communal events and rituals, interviewing community members, and studying members’ ways of speaking and relating (e.g., Boylorn, 2013; Ellis, 2009a; Lindquist, 2002; Makagon, 2004; Orne, 2017). The ethnographer also might analyze artifacts such as food, clothing, and architecture, as well as texts such as books, movies, diaries, or photographs from, or related to, the community (e.g., Choi, 2017; Goodall, 2006). Contemporary ethnographies increasingly engage digital technologies (e.g., smartphones, live video feeds), social media applications (e.g., Twitter, Snapchat), and online platforms (e.g., YouTube) that provide virtual contexts for interaction (e.g., Adams & Berry, 2013; McGlotten, 2013; Pink et al., 2016). Ethnographers use these fieldwork experiences to create “thick descriptions” of the community (Geertz, 1973, p. 10)—descriptions designed to facilitate an understanding of the community, including interactional practices, common values and beliefs, and shared experiences (Goodall, 2000; Van Maanen, 2011). Although all of these practices inform the doing of ethnography, in this section we emphasize three characteristics of doing public ethnography: studying topics of public importance, researching natural settings, and using personal experience.

First, public ethnographies consider communities and topics of social importance (Bailey, 2008; Gans, 2010); as Tedlock (2008) writes, they engage the “critical social issues of our time, including such topics as health and healing, human rights and cultural survival, environmentalism, violence, war, genocide, immigration, poverty, racism, equality, justice, and peace” (p. 159). The public ethnographer also may participate and observe an emerging community that is gaining significant visibility in society (e.g., #BlackLivesMatter, #MeToo) or address contemporary issues and practices (e.g., bullying; see Berry, 2016).

Second, a primary purpose of ethnography is to participate in, and observe, the life of “natural settings”—uncontrived, organic contexts in which people interact, often without the presence of a researcher (e.g., Conquergood, 2013). Public ethnographers study public—everyday, commonplace, unrestricted—natural settings by participating in, and observing, community life as it happens, unexpectedly, with as little intrusion as possible. For example, an ethnographer who wanted to study natural settings in which patients interact with doctors would not only survey or interview patients or doctors, but would find a way to observe and participate in an established clinical setting where patients and doctors exist regardless of an ethnographer’s presence (e.g., Brommel, 2017). Or an ethnographer who wanted to study people interacting in pubs would not set up a temporary, laboratory-like pub, invite people to the pub, and then watch customers interact but would participate and observe in an established bar where people interact regardless of an ethnographer’s presence (e.g., Lindquist, 2002; Orne, 2017). In both contexts, the ethnographer may have to negotiate access to the patients, doctors, workers, and customers by informing them of the fieldwork. But given the public emphasis of this chapter, on doing ethnography in public settings, we also want to reserve the right of the ethnographer to not have to tell others of their presence.2

Third, if the purpose of public ethnography is to observe natural settings, then the public ethnographer should recognize the importance of personal experience during fieldwork; as Tedlock (2008) writes, ethnographers should “use the observation of their own participation to understand and artistically portray the pleasures and sorrows of daily life” (p. 159). With ethnography, researchers represent the primary research “instrument”: they record what they observe, reflect on their participation in a natural setting, decide who and how they interview, and after completing the fieldwork, offer their interpretations of a community. Although members may have different interpretations of the ethnographer’s observations, such interpretations do not make the ethnographer incorrect. By valuing personal experience, the ethnographer can offer complex interpretations of a community rather than suggest there is only one truth (Cox, 2015); as Orne (2017) writes, “an ethnographer can’t discount disconfirmation. No outliers exist in ethnography” (p. 96).

For example, how might a researcher study sexist, racist, ageist, ableist, transphobic, xenophobic, or homophobic microaggressions as they occur in everyday talk? In what natural settings could a researcher observe people offending, harassing, and maybe even assaulting others? A researcher could create an experiment and ask people to offend others, or survey people about the ways they have harmed others, but the researcher would not be able to observe how harm happens in the organic unexpectedness of everyday life. However, public ethnographic research techniques can allow researchers to observe and record microaggressions in artifacts made available to indiscriminate audiences, and in public natural settings such as the comment sections of online news reports or YouTube videos; or in physical spaces such as airports, banks, or grocery stores; or among friends, family members, and the everyday communities in which they live.3

In the next sections, we describe how we each approach the doing of public ethnography. We emphasize the public aspects of our past research and identify considerations for using and studying natural settings, as well as the ways in which we access certain communities, work with everyday comments and artifacts, and engage topics that, we believe, are of social importance. We include these sections to demonstrate various issues a researcher might consider when doing public ethnography.

Doing Public Ethnography: Tony

As an ethnographer who studies public contexts, I think about the communities and contexts I can access easily and safely as a White, able-bodied, cisgender male. As someone committed to critical research and social justice, I am interested in observing and exposing harmful cultural beliefs and practices in these communities and contexts.4

I grew up in a rural Midwestern town in the United States. Throughout my life, I have been exposed to friends and family members who make racist comments in public contexts—the natural settings of everyday conversation. As a former resident of the town, whose family still lives there, I am often perceived as a trusted insider of the rural setting. This perception affords me access to unique comments about community life, many of which are sexist, racist, homophobic, and xenophobic.

My father has owned a bar in the town for more than 40 years. The carpet of the bar is riddled with stains; the toilets are from the 1950s; and there is a 90-year-old stuffed moose head mounted to a wall. I spent much of my childhood running through the walk-in refrigerators, talking with customers, emptying ashtrays, cutting slabs of beef into steaks, eating fried foods, and observing drunk, White, working-class customers. I worked at the bar for a few years in college, and I visit every time I return to the town.

As a child, I remember my father telling customers that the bar was only closed two days of the year—once for Christmas, and once for Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s birthday. I remember my father and the customers laughing, and I was never sure why, at least until my early teens. The bar really didn’t close on Dr. King’s birthday. Instead, the customers were making fun of the holiday by comparing it to the significance of Christmas, and suggesting that it was a joke to celebrate the birth of a Black man. As a teenager, I often became angry with my father and the customers for telling this “joke.” They discontinued telling it, at least in my presence.

For a few years, I thought I had made progress. I rarely observed racist commentary from my father, or the customers. But when Barack Obama was elected president of the United States in 2008, and reelected in 2012, the racist commentary returned. Since 2012, many times in the bar, I have witnessed the all-White clientele publicly call Obama disparaging names and make crude comments about his family. I even noticed a 2016 review of the bar on its public Facebook page: a Black woman (an assumption based on the user’s photo) notes, “Went there in 1989 with my white husband and was refused service.” In the public context of the bar, and alongside the emergence of the #BlackLivesMatter movement, anti-immigrant talk, and Donald Trump, racist discourse in the bar has become prominent, acceptable, and celebrated.5

When I have called out this racist discourse, often by referring to the statements as simple, unfortunate, and ignorant, I have been called a sensitive, politically correct bigot for being intolerant of their (intolerant) “free speech.” Further, customers and family members now rarely talk to me about race, and I have become increasingly an outsider in their natural settings. Even though I say that I am not perpetuating unfounded hateful discourse about groups of people, and even though they suggest that my disagreement (and maybe even this description!) indicates my intolerance of them, we are at a public ethnographic impasse. By speaking up, I have silenced them and, as such, am not able to witness and record much racist talk; yet, if I did not speak up, by showing them that I will not criticize them, I would become complicit in their hateful discourse.

If I quit observing these people, then I lose access to public, White, working-class natural settings of racist commentary. Yet not being there feels better than hearing deplorable speech. I might even be manipulative in my intent—I might stay silent because I want them to make offensive comments for my observation. Following Ellis (2009b) and Hodges (2016), I want to provide accounts of everyday racism; without such accounts, it becomes difficult to challenge such discourse, especially if outsiders to the community do not know how/when/where it exists.

Although my identities and background grant me contact to public contexts about social issues such as racism, there are other experiences that I cannot access in the same way. Once I came out as gay, especially to my cisgender, White, working-class family and friends, I lost access to direct hateful comments about my sexuality; the people who know me seem to monitor themselves when I am around. Although some avoid the topic of sexuality altogether, or make subtle remarks about my sexuality (e.g., referring to it as a “lifestyle”), I am a gay man who would be implicated by their antigay speech, which is different from their racist talk. I assume that they assume such talk does not affect me because, like them, I am White.

Another ongoing area of my public ethnographic research involves personal/cultural experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer (LGBQ) persons (Adams, 2011). Same-sex attraction and disclosures of this attraction—often referred to as “coming out of the closet”—are common experiences of LGBQ persons. As such, some of my research has included informal, unsolicited conversations about same-sex attraction and coming out, as well as mass-mediated representations of these topics.6

There have been many situations in which persons who identify as LGBQ have asked me about my experiences with same-sex attraction and coming out. Often, these conversations have been informal and unsolicited, and I have made field notes about these interactions on cocktail napkins, journals, and my smartphone. There was the person interviewing me for a job who told me, during the interview, that he was gay but no one else at his university knew; he feared it would tarnish his case for tenure and promotion. There was the student who, the week after I came out to the class, wrote in a class paper that she is attracted to women but refuses to talk about the attraction with anyone—as of this writing, nine years later, she still has only come out to a few people. There was the high school acquaintance, who, after seeing on my Facebook profile that I am attracted to men, called for advice on getting out of reparative therapy, therapy required by his parents that tried to change—that is, “repair”—his same-sex attraction. There was the student who told me, in my office, that after coming out his mother and father said he was “no longer our son,” kicked him out of the house, and refused contact. There was the friend whose father was outed after having an affair with a man; she emailed me to ask for advice on humane and respectful ways to tell her father that she loves him, and that he should not be ashamed of his attraction to men.

In classrooms and my office, in restaurants and bars, in online environments and at festivals and churches, I never know when I will learn about struggles with same-sex attraction and coming out. Furthermore, such conversations continue as my same-sex attraction—particularly my public disclosure of this attraction—encourages others to share their dilemmas and secrets with me, trusting that I would not ridicule them, or reveal their information. I assume these others considered me not only an insider—someone who may have experiences similar to theirs—but also someone safe.

Such public, informal, and unsolicited conversations represent important ethnographic data. Even though the conversations happened unsystematically and serendipitously, they illustrate how fieldwork can happen outside of a formal research setting. Such organic discourse offers insights of same-sex attraction and coming out that more organized and intentional efforts to gather information about these phenomena could not provide; “accidental,” “surprising,” and “unplanned” insights into LGBQ experience (Poulos, 2009, p. 47). By using these public conversations as viable and valuable data, I attend to “everyday encounters,” move beyond the “rarefied atmosphere of the interview,” and explore “people’s lives outside the research context” (p. 73). Further, I cannot “un-hear” these conversations or forget they happened (Bell, 2016).

Yet, informal and unsolicited conversations require me to use great care. Ethically, I must protect the privacy of these persons by altering identifying details such as location, specific topics discussed, and a person’s race, gender, and age. Further, LGBQ persons still encounter many personal and social pressures. Consequently, they need to be protected, vigilantly, especially if they are used in ways they may never want or know. While altering details can influence the meaning of these conversations, protection and concern for the persons involved are more important than the need for historical truth; the essence of the conversations is important, not the precise recounting of identifying details (Tullis Owen, McRae, Adams, & Vitale, 2009). These conversations also distinguish cultural experiences of LGBQ persons from the experiences of persons who may not identify as LGBQ, and speak to the secrecy, fear, and isolation persons with same-sex attraction may encounter.

Further, these conversations have become a part of my experiences as a teacher, mentor, and friend to LGBQ others, and I do not believe they would have happened had I identified as heterosexual, or had I not been known as gay. I recognize this observation might suggest that a heterosexual or non-out LGBQ person cannot study LGBQ experiences, but to some extent I agree: if coming out and same-sex attraction—constitutive characteristics of LGBQ experiences—are important topics to study, then informal and unsolicited conversations can provide necessary insights about these topics. As long as heterosexual or non-out LGBQ persons can come across as trustworthy and safe, then they may be able to access unique relational facets of LGBQ experiences, particularly if they have been asked about effective ways to come out and ways of improving harmful relational situations tied to same-sex attraction, or if they are familiar with LGBQ barriers and resources (e.g., Tillmann-Healy, 2015).

In doing public ethnography, I also might research mass-mediated representations of same-sex attraction and coming out. These representations can provide insights into experiences of these topics. For my book (Adams, 2011), I examined life writings and televised, film, and audio representations of same-sex attraction and coming out.

Life writings (e.g., memoirs, autobiographies, and journals) address significant temporal experiences of same-sex attraction and coming out—experiences across childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. These texts also provide insight into acts and interactions difficult for a researcher to observe directly. For example, as an act of self-disclosure, the moment a child comes out to a parent is an event rarely witnessed by outsiders as it happens, and it is not an event a researcher can choose to witness (trying to be present for this often intimate disclosure may show disrespect for both the child and the parent). Researchers must thus rely on self-reports of the coming out, such as life writings.

Yet, with any forms of data, there are unique limitations of life writings. Not every person has narrative privilege—the safety to write and publish a life story or the ability or desire to navigate requirements for publishing (see Bolen & Adams, 2017). Further, self-reports of interaction—not only life writings but also reports gleaned from interviews and personal experience—do not allow a researcher to observe the unobstructed, lived characteristics of coming out, characteristics that would have occurred regardless of and unhindered by a researcher’s presence.

Other mass-mediated representations (e.g., television programs, films) of same-sex attraction and coming out can accommodate the self-reporting limitation of life writings, interviews, and personal experience. Although scripted, edited, limited by time, and sometimes stereotypical, these representations portray same-sex attraction in relational contexts and can thus represent and constitute how coming out might look and feel. In other words, these representations can inform (live) social interaction—providing strategies for all persons—to better navigate same-sex attraction; art can imitate life, but life can also imitate art.

In my current research about same-sex attraction and coming out, I observe public online forums in which people discuss these topics. For example, the YouTube video “How Not to React When Your Child Tells You That He’s Gay” (2014), shows a young man recording himself coming out to his family and how they, in response, verbally berated and physically attacked him. The video has been viewed more than 8 million times and offers an unrestricted instance of how people might talk about/react to same-sex attraction and coming out.

I might even glean insight from the 70,000 user comments to the video, all of which I can access publicly. For example, one user writes, “After seeing this I don’t want to tell my mom that I’m lesbian anymore. I’m scared now.” Another user writes, “God hates homosexuals,” and notes that the mother in the video scored well with God “by rejecting and expelling that horrible and ungrateful faggot out of her home.” Another user writes, “It’s not easy disowning a degenerate child like this, especially now that people try to shame decent people for standing up for their principles.” Although these comments are significant themselves, I also could ask follow-up questions of the users by messaging them via YouTube; yet doing so would make the research much more private.

Doing Public Ethnography: Robin

As an ethnographer who studies public contexts, I often consider the ways that my Black, femme, female body is perceived and made vulnerable, especially in spaces where I am one of few persons of color, if not the only one. As someone committed to critical research and social justice, I am interested in understanding and uncovering stereotypes that are grounded in racism and patriarchy, and the subtle ways discrimination is enacted in public contexts.

For example, I grew up in a small rural Southern town in the United States. While not rigidly conservative or consistently religious, my community followed the tenets of the church, openly shunning and shaming anything and everything not deemed spiritual, even if and when they did not live up to the standards they were conditioned to require. Their views were largely sexist and homophobic, failing to account for the circumstances of folks’ lives and the structural oppressions that were used against anyone not white, heterosexual, or male.

My working-class community mostly avoided political conversations in public, but it was not uncommon, in my childhood and young adulthood, to overhear such dialogues when they were happening in private-public spaces. Before the internet and social media, many of the public interactions that happened in small towns were still relatively private, as in only available to those with access to the community. Front porches and storefronts were as good as any other place to overhear or oversee “culture,” and one-sided telephone conversations and unexpected postcards left open partial perspectives about the goings on in the community and larger world. I learned what and how to think by listening to these public-private conversations and absorbing their meanings.

As a child my presence was often ignored, so my access to “natural” interactions was commonplace. Later, as an adult, I was invited to participate in, and not just observe, the discussions. When I was a child, the discussions about sex and sexuality were coded. People in the community would never talk about bodies or sex outright, referring to menses as “that time of the month” or “it,” and saying “privates” or “tail” for vagina. Women, especially churchgoers, were particularly disparaging. Their judgment, likely passed down to them when they were young girls, was always accusatory and absolute. Young girls were “fast” and “grown” and “no good.” I internalized their warnings and was careful to not be the subject of their monthly meetings. Men often participated in similar banter, but in an effort to teach young boys how to “be a man,” and challenging each other to “man up.” This was not always a reference to sex or sexual orientation, but was always about gender identity. Men, it seemed, were supposed to “act like men,” whatever that meant.

When I moved away for college and learned about feminism I began to recognize these conversations as problematic, and I said so. I began to challenge the status quo about gender scripts and misogyny and voiced my dissent in the public places where these conversations happened. They were both private and public, living rooms, church parking lots, restaurants. With my family, I confronted them about their narrow-minded perspectives, and challenged them to have more nuanced understandings of identity and politics. In most instances, they would listen, and in my presence they became more accountable about their words, less blatant about their sexism, and less rigid about their homophobia. Other family members, however, who I see and engage less frequently about these issues did not police their words in my presence.

Sometimes, despite my inclination to call them out, I listen to them (these conversations are generally not with me, though I am present to witness them) to observe their deeply held belief systems, and hear them defend or explain why “that is the way things are.” When someone talks about the expectation that a wife be submissive, or how they don’t understand why people would “choose certain lifestyles,” I resist intervention and instead try to understand where they are coming from by understanding the context of their lives and belief systems. While I don’t want to hear what I understand as blatant ignorance, their points of view and explanations offer insight into their subculture, a culture and community I am a member of. I am interested in making sense of how and why living in small communities, without significant exposure to people outside of that community, can reinforce problematic beliefs and bigoted tendencies. My observations have led me to realize that regardless of the rhetoric they use, community members don’t always intend to be disrespectful or demeaning.

For example, I was caught off guard during a recent visit with my father and uncle. Both brothers are veterans and were sharing stories about their experiences in the military. My other uncle, their brother, identifies as gay and is effeminate. Even though my father has a brother who is not heterosexual, I have witnessed him make disrespectful comments about LGBTQ folk in the past and I expressed my disappointment. He looked at me, bewildered. “I don’t have a problem with people being like that; my brother is gay,” he said in response, but I insisted that his attachment to his brother did not justify or excuse his offensive words, even if his brother was not personally offended. “As an ally, I’m offended,” I told him.

Witnessing the back-and-forth banter between brothers, I was disappointed when they referred to non-heterosexual men in the military as “like that,” as code for gay, and same-sex partners who they perceived as being feminine as “gals.” I rolled my eyes but did not intervene. When I listened to the fullness of the conversation, without interruption, I realized that while I found the terms they used to be dehumanizing and offensive, they were not intending them as pejoratives. In fact, it seemed, they believed their language to be politically correct, because they had grown up hearing hateful terms like “faggot” and “bulldyke” being used. The fullness of the conversation exposed their empathy for LGBTQ folk, how they don’t care if people are “like that,” and how they have both, in public settings such as corner stores and barbershops, tried to make LGBTQ folk feel safe, sometimes taking up for or defending them to people who make derogatory comments. They were mindful and intentional with the terms they used, assuming them to be acceptable based on the feedback or response they have gotten over the years from their brother. I would not have realized how wrong I was about their conversation if I had interrupted it, and/or had I not stayed to hear it. If I did not listen and willingly subject myself to their public banter I would have been unfairly judgmental without understanding their past relationships to the terms they used. That does not, however, disregard the harm that can be done when words are used as weapons, or when folk, knowingly or unknowingly, use hate and/or hateful speech.

I struggle with discerning which moments I should interrupt and which conversations I should let play out. As a member of a community and culture that often expresses views I disagree with, I must reckon with what it would mean for me to “throw away” relationships with people I love but with whom I vehemently disagree, especially when I, myself, am complicit in some of their conversations because there was a time when I did not recognize their viewpoints as oppressive, and even shared them. My relationship with them complicates my personal politics and forces me to wrestle with the assumptions I make as a progressive, and the difference between what people say and what people mean. This insight is only available by observing and listening, without intervening, and the ways in which it informs an analysis of these communities and their perception of difference is only possible when I, as a researcher, observe without speaking. In that regard, it is important for me to witness exchanges and conversations that may otherwise make me uncomfortable in order to be able to make larger claims through my research.

Another instance of doing public ethnography involves the ways my identity as a Black woman is publicly read and perceived. In the fall of 2009 I relocated to Alabama for my first academic job after earning my Ph.D. Even though I grew up in North Carolina, and was familiar with the peculiar racial politics of the Deep South, I was apprehensive about moving to Alabama and teaching at a predominantly white institution. I worried about how I would be received and whether students would be interested in learning about identity politics and communicating diversity. I clumsily, but confidently taught my classes and felt sure that the curriculum was effective, even though I was the only person of color in every class I taught that first year.

At the end of the second semester, I am told that two white female students, in response to a white female colleague asking for feedback on my teaching for a peer review report, said out loud in a lecture class, “We’re sure Dr. Boylorn is smart, but it doesn’t really come across in class.” A Black student who witnessed the exchange told me what was said, but was unable to identify who said it. Stone-faced, I imagined the sea of white faces, mostly women, in my classroom and could not imagine who would say or think that.

I thought about encounters or class discussions that would have warranted at least two students doubting my intelligence. Eventually, I realized that the insult was not grounded in fact, but rather perception. I was, after all, the only person in my classes with a college degree (four in fact), but I was also the only person who was black. It is not likely that any of my students had ever encountered a black professor, who was also a woman, and who was also within a decade in age of them. I imagined that to them, black women are angry and ignorant stereotypes. I had not performed ignorance to my class; I had performed black womanness—and for them that may have equaled unintelligence.

I shrugged off the insult even though the sickening feeling I felt when I first heard the words stayed with me through the summer, often manifesting in imposter syndrome, and a fear that my colleague would consider the informal feedback credible. I consciously adjusted my classroom performance the next semester in an effort to impress the white women in class and convince them that I was, in fact, smart, and that I did not get my degrees or job as a result of affirmative action. I began to use the incident as an example of a racial microaggression.

While I can write about blatantly racist and/or prejudiced acts that occur in public (and have done so), racial microaggressions and macroaggressions are much more difficult to explain or prove. Many times the people who participate in public acts of discrimination are oblivious to the impact of their actions and words, which are sometimes well intended, and are often unintentionally racially bigoted. As a person of color, racial microaggressions and macroaggressions are common in my everyday life, but everyday white folk are not generally open and transparent with me about their racial views.

As a person of color, I am sometimes able to access public spaces with other people of color and allies who discuss their experiences with racism and sexism, including discrimination they have faced, vulnerabilities they feel, and their fear of violence. These spaces, which include movement and activist spaces, and sometimes classrooms, allow me to research the effects of racism and sexism on its victims, but not the perpetrators. The students who accused me of being unqualified to teach them never identified themselves or shared that feedback, even anonymously in student evaluations. It is not likely they would have said what they thought had the reviewer not also been a white woman. And while I know other students, some of whom were in my class, overheard the comment, it was a black student, who was not even in any of my classes, who shared it with me. Race matters when we talk about race, and it dictates what we say and how honest we are. Additionally, as a black woman ethnographer I would not be invited or welcome into spaces where I could observe unfiltered white supremacist racist rhetoric and banter (without fear of harm).

Representing Public Ethnography

In the previous section, we described our processes for doing public ethnography. Specifically, we investigated topics—class, racism, sexuality—that, we believe, are of public importance; illustrated how we conduct fieldwork in natural settings; and discussed how we used easily accessible comments and artifacts in our research. In this section, we turn our focus to representing public ethnography. Specifically, we describe various considerations for making and widely disseminating ethnographic research.

After conducting fieldwork, ethnographers must consider how to best represent their field experiences and observations. For public ethnographers, these representations need to be accessible and appealing to nonacademic audiences (Leavy, 2014, 2015); they should “eschew jargon-filled, pedantic, pretentious, obtuse, donnish, and elitist discourse” (Bailey, 2008, p. 277) and should not be a “well-written essay penned for an academic journal or edited academic book,” a “witty conference presentation,” “a captivating classroom lecture,” or “a monograph authored for an academic publisher” (Vannini & Mosher, 2013, p. 392). As such, the public ethnographer must assess what to do with the academic characteristics of a project, such as the use of esoteric theories and jargon and the need to articulate strict citation and methodological protocols. Further, public ethnographers should consider more unrestricted ways to disseminate their fieldwork (Goodall, 2008), including popular presses, blogs, social media, music, and/or documentaries (e.g., Ehrenreich, 2001; Livingston, 1990).

Typically, ethnographers do not represent their research for themselves; if they did, then there would not be a pressing need to represent and disseminate their research. As such, public ethnographers need to take audiences seriously and attend to how they construct messages. They should consider who might benefit from their research, as well as how various communities and organizations can access and understand a representation. For written ethnographies aimed at public audiences, this might mean using techniques of journalism, fiction, and creative nonfiction, including character and plot development, narrative voice, and dialogue (see Adams & Holman Jones, 2018; Bochner & Ellis, 2016; Faulkner & Squillante, 2016).7 Public ethnographers also should seek to make their representations available through more open-access venues, as well as free from dense, uninviting prose (Goodall, 2008; Leavy, 2014, 2015).

Public ethnographers should consider the benefits and consequences of using a particular medium to represent and disseminate their fieldwork as well. Specifically, they should consider what the medium may accomplish that other media do not, as well as who has the ability to use and access the medium.8 For example, what are the benefits and consequences of using films and YouTube videos to represent ethnographic research? A film would allow the ethnographer to use sounds and images to accompany a (written) script. Depending on quality, a film may be viewed by multiple audiences, especially if it appeared at popular film festivals, on television channels, or in theatres. Should it adhere to narrative conventions and not contain much jargon, a film also can be accessed by audiences who do not have the time, desire, or ability to read a book or journal article. However, a film would require the ethnographer to work with someone familiar with media production, and possibly even join with a production company to assist with film distribution. The ethnographer could post the film on user-generated media platforms such as YouTube or Instagram, but would still need a minimal understanding of video production and how to effectively use these platforms.

Public ethnographers might rely on various print media to convey their research. However, they must have a fine command of grammar and be able to tell captivating stories. There are additional considerations about print as well. Public ethnographers who want to publish with popular presses (e.g., Penguin Random House; HarperCollins) might need a literary agent. They could pursue book series in which the editors encourage ethnographic texts that appeal to nonacademic audiences—series such as Writing Lives (Routledge), Innovative Ethnographies (Routledge), or Social Fictions (Brill/Sense)—but even the books in these series and with these publishers do not have significant public reach. The public ethnographer could publish on sites such as the Crunk Feminist Collective, Huffington Post, or Slate, or maybe even traditional print forms such as letters to the editor, opinion columns, or magazines (Vannini, 2012). Some disciplines, such as Sociology and Communication, have even created magazines (e.g., Context; Communication Currents) to promote public, accessible research, but even these publications still have a tinge of “academese” (Bailey, 2008), and are only distributed among association members.

Public ethnographers may use blogs or social media such as Facebook or Twitter to promote their research, but they must distill the research into short messages, acquire “friends” and “followers,” and be captivating enough to be shared or re-Tweeted. They would also have to maintain a frequent and reliable online presence, as well as understand factors such as search algorithms and social media trends. Public ethnographers may also use podcasts or radio commentaries to share and disseminate their work, as Robin does with her Crunk Culture commentary with Alabama Public Radio, but the reach of her biweekly musings is limited to listeners of public radio, or those who access the archive online. Further, unlike a printed book or article, online platforms can abruptly disappear. For example, Buddy Goodall, a prominent public ethnographer, devoted his blog, The Daily Narrative, to his experiences in “Cancerland.” Goodall blogged from the beginning of his cancer diagnosis (2010) until his death (2012). Across multiple posts, he described topics such as medication and pain, fears about death, physician visits, observing other cancer patients, revising life goals and expectations, and how cancer influenced his relationships with strangers, students, friends, and family. Goodall used field notes, communication theories, interviews, and research to inform his observations and demonstrated the importance of doing public ethnography.9 Yet, as of this writing (February 2019), Goodall’s blog is no longer searchable or assessible to the public.

Representing Public Ethnography: Robin

In 2010, I was invited to join the Crunk Feminist Collective, a newly formed hip-hop, feminist, scholar/activist group of like-minded folk of color who were interested in creating space online to have difficult and necessary conversations addressing the ubiquitous racism, misogyny, homophobia, and transphobia we witnessed in our everyday lives and through social media. Our primary and collective outlet, a WordPress blog, was intended to be a space where we could share our thoughts, vent our frustrations, and thoughtfully participate in debate and banter about topics ranging from politics and policy to popular culture and relationships. As a collective we wanted to curate an online safe space for each other and the marginalized groups we sought to represent and defend. We were interested in deconstructing feminism and making feminism available and accessible to a larger audience. We wanted to prove we could both love hip-hop and identify as feminists, even though “hip-hop” and “feminism” were seemingly incompatible categories. We used the blog to document our lived experiences, to work through our anxieties and fears, and to define and defend what we understood to be “crunk feminism.”

I reluctantly agreed to write for the blog because even though it was public I never expected anyone to read it. I wrote on topics such as father absence, mental illness, black masculinity, representations of black women on reality television, and intimate partner violence. I combined creative writing and critical thinking to discuss topics I found to be interesting and important to my feminism. I reflected on discussions that took place in my classroom, heartbreaks I cried over in my bathroom, and strategies for being self-sufficient and self-vulnerable. To my surprise, many of our blogs went viral—they were being shared across various social media platforms, used in classrooms, and given to everyday folk as a way of broaching controversial topics. Our public blog was doing the public work we intended and starting important conversations about important topics that may have otherwise not happened.

There are also challenges as a result of the popularity and readership of the blog. As we got more hits and followers, we also had more consistent incidents of trolling and bullying on our site. Although we did our best, as a group, to regulate the comments and allow for respectful disagreement, there were times when we had to block or report commenters who used problematic language and resorted to threats and name calling. Then, in 2011, significant portions of a blog I wrote entitled “20 Things I Want to Say to My Twentysomething Self,” was plagiarized and republished in the weekly column of a Kenyan newspaper called The Star (see Boylorn, 2018) A Crunk Feminist Collective reader alerted us to the plagiarism and I was later contacted by a journalist who was doing a story about international plagiarism. For the first time I understood that public work is complicated and introduces unique problems.

Going public makes you more public, but it can also create more public opportunities. I have since written for venues including Ebony, The Guardian, Gawker, Salon and Slate—many of which are shared across multiple online forums. There is also, however, the possibility that the work you produce online, when it is attached to a larger venue, is vulnerable to that venue. For example, I revised a previously published blog for Gawker.com, which had more than 82,000 views. In 2016, when Gawker went bankrupt, my article and affiliation was at the mercy of the now defunct site. Although the article is still accessible at the time of this writing (February 2019), it is possible that it can disappear at any time. Public digital work that is not archived in hard copy is always susceptible to the lifespan of the public venue. And with the ubiquity of social media and technological advancements, what is popular in public work in one moment can be extinct or outdated in the next (e.g., Myspace).

Representing Public Ethnography: Tony

I approach public ethnography from the interrelated perspectives of topic, form, and dissemination. One characteristic of public research is that the research topic(s) should have mass appeal or importance. Researchers may have a difficult time determining such appeal or importance themselves (or believe their esoteric research is of interest to everyone), but they should think seriously about the importance of their topic. For example, when I consider the mass appeal or public importance of my research, I would argue that my writing about autoethnography does not explicitly or sufficiently address this characteristic. Erroneously, or narcissistically, I might believe autoethnography would be of interest to everyone, but, unlike “autobiography” or “memoir,” I need to recognize that “autoethnography” is very academic and rarely used in everyday contexts.

However, I believe my research about sexuality does have mass appeal and public importance. In my first book, Narrating the Closet (Adams, 2011), I documented struggles of coming out. I demonstrated how, for a person with same-sex attraction, the coming-out process never ends as new audiences make for new times to disclose; consequently, coming out does not end a person’s struggles with sexuality. My next book, Narrating Forgiveness, will take up these ongoing struggles after coming out, beginning where Narrating the Closet ends. I will describe the offenses people have experienced after coming out and the ways in which they (at present) live with (past) offenses tied to their sexuality. With both projects, I frame sexuality as a relational issue, one that implicates persons of all sexualities, and I always try to suggest ways my insights pertain to situations that may have nothing to do with sexuality.

The form of our research texts, such as how we craft them, is also a characteristic I consider when doing public ethnography. Much of my undergraduate education focused on radio and television news reporting and scriptwriting. Some of my undergraduate education, and nearly all of my graduate education, focused on rhetoric, communication, and technology. With this training, I learned about many important topics, including the power of language; reporting details and relaying information; crafting accessible and effective speeches and stories; talking with others about timely and significant social issues; adapting information to particular audiences; using principles such as ethos, pathos, and logos; and appreciating rigorous description, evidence, and argument.

All of these topics inform my understanding and practice of public ethnography, and I try to accommodate many of these topics in my scholarship. For example, one way I try to create accessible texts is through the varied use of academic citation styles. Styles such as MLA and APA—especially for stories—add a layer of formality to a text and prohibit a seamless reading experience. Yet, other citation styles, such as Chicago and Harvard, use endnotes to relay citations. These styles allow readers to focus on the primary ethnographic text; should readers want to further investigate a topic or argument, they can consult with the endnotes. For example, in an attempt to declutter the primary text of one of my coauthored books, Autoethnography (Adams, Holman Jones, & Ellis, 2015), we intentionally used endnotes for all of the references and meta-theoretical discussions.10

When thinking about doing public ethnography, I also think about possibilities for disseminating my research. I begin some projects thinking about how to avoid publishing in restricted journal databases and academic bookstores, and, related to the previous point, to craft my (written) texts in creative and accessible ways. A few years ago, I was asked to contribute to a dating blog about the relational issues persons who identify as transgender may encounter. However, the blog and, consequently, my posts no longer exist. In 2016, I wrote two letters to the editor in which I conveyed my observations about timely social issues to different audiences,11 and I participated in the “Qualitative Conversations” film series, created by Kitrina Douglas and David Carless and featured on YouTube. I have given presentations about Narrating the Closet and Narrating Forgiveness at various universities, often to audiences of hundreds of people. Some of these presentations have appeared on YouTube as well. These successes aside, I have been less public with disseminating my research, writing more for traditional academic outlets, but I continue to learn, and aspire to be, as masterful as Robin is with her public ethnographic work.

Final Considerations

Public ethnographies are often different from traditional ethnographies, which can make them “particularly vulnerable to criticism” (Bailey, 2008, p. 276). Yet, public ethnographies should be evaluated based on the purposes and practices of public ethnography. For example, a public ethnography may not explicitly cite extant research, offer a comprehensive literature review, or follow strict methodological protocols.12 However, it may describe an extensive fieldwork process, offer key insights about public issues, and have mass appeal. Further, the process, content, form, and dissemination of public ethnography are interrelated. If ethnographers do not engage in sufficient fieldwork, then they may only be able to offer thin descriptions, shallow observations, and petty arguments. If their content is not of public interest, then they might not garner a large audience. If they cannot craft a text in accessible ways, the content, however important it may be, might be muddled in jargon and citation. And if they cannot find an outlet that is interested in their content or form, then they may not have any chance of their work being accessed by various audiences.

Public ethnography is “both a theory and a practice” (Tedlock, 2008, p. 160) connecting lived experiences and memories with fieldwork and personal reflection. As ethnographers of public life, who do public ethnography and ethnography in public, we record the happenings of contexts that cannot be easily captured with other methods (e.g., surveys, interviews, experiments). We are always in the field observing others, taking notes, attending to everyday conversations, monitoring social media, synthesizing ideas, identifying injustices, and engaging extant research. We craft representations of this fieldwork and consider ways to disseminate our findings to mass, nonacademic audiences. Given these practices, we believe public ethnography is an ongoing process that invites countless others to not only observe, but also to make, and remake, accounts of their own issues and communities.

Notes


1.Although “culture” is the “ethno” component of “ethnography,” we use “community” to describe the focus of ethnographic research. “Culture” feels too rigid for contemporary ethnographic practice, as it is often used in reference to prominent social groups, which are bound spatially and which have distinct beliefs and practices. “Community” feels more inclusive; it can include these characteristics of “culture,” as well as describe identities and groups bound by shared beliefs, interests, and experiences.

2.Although covert observation is sometimes perceived as a controversial practice, as long as an ethnographer creates a heavily masked, and maybe even fictionalized, description of a community, then covert observation is important, especially when doing ethnography in public contexts. Identifying as a researcher can interfere with organic social interaction, which is exactly the field some public ethnographers need to observe. Informed consent would be difficult, if not impossible, to pursue in public settings, especially from people the ethnographer may never know or encounter again. Further, should a public ethnographer receive informed consent, sometimes the community members will forget they are being studied (see Boylorn, 2013, and Ellis, 1995, 2007). Such a situation constitutes an additional dilemma: If an ethnographer receives informed consent during fieldwork, how much must they continue to seek consent from the same people? Every two months? Every three years? If people forget they are being studied or that they gave consent, does their initial consent even matter? When people can be easily identifiable, then ethnographers may need explicit and regular consent, but if we tell you that a passenger in a car once called Tony a “faggot” (Adams, 2009) or a customer in a store once told Robin that she spoke well as a Black woman (Boylorn, 2011), readers, along with Tony and Robin, could not identify the passenger or customer. With the exception of the relatives we might name, the people we describe could never be found, again even by us, the ethnographers.

3.Bailey (2008) writes, “In sharp contrast to other forms of ethnography, at times public ethnographers cannot even specify where the ‘field’ of their fieldwork is located” (p. 274).

4.Blee (2003) describes how she, as an able-bodied White woman, was able to access the beliefs and practices of the Ku Klux Klan, an organization that non-White populations could not easily or safely access.

5.Sexism in the bar/rural community is rampant as well. For the 2016 U.S. election, my father created stickers advertising the bar and that said, “Life’s a bitch. Don’t elect one,” a reference to Hillary Clinton. My father distributed these stickers to customers.

6.I have adapted this section from Adams (2011, pp. 159–166).

7.As Vannini (2013) notes, writing for print media such as magazines may require “more showing than telling, sufficiently detailed context, and a detailed-enough portrait of people and relevant actions” (p. 445). “Awe, naiveté, and a sense of wonder,” Vannini continues, “must be present in magazine ethnographic writing,” as must “gradual discovery,” adhering to conventions of “journalistic writing,” and storytelling techniques (p. 447).

8.Ethnographers have used various forms and media to represent their fieldwork, including poetry (Faulkner, 2014), fiction (Clair, 2013), performance (Spry, 2016), film (Ellis, 2013), drawing (Metta, 2013), music (Bartleet & Ellis, 2009), art installations (Tuck & Ree, 2013), and blogs (Cooper, Morris, & Boylorn, 2017).

9.For discussions of Goodall’s blog, see Poulos (2016), Riggs (2014), and Trujillo (2012).

10.Although our book discusses topics such as character development, narrative voice, plot, and dialogue, I would not refer to it as “public” scholarship; I only suggest that the move to footnotes can facilitate increased accessibility. Other public ethnographies have effectively used footnotes as well (e.g., Hochschild, 2016; Meyerhoff, 1978).

11.See Adams (2016a, 2016b). Both letters were published in printed and online editions of each newspaper. Within the first month, each letter received hundreds of views and shares on social media; one editor mentioned that one of my letters had “unusually high traffic.” None of my academic journal articles or book chapters have been shared as much, and no journal or book editor has described my articles or chapters as having “unusually high traffic.”

12.As Bailey (2008) notes, public ethnographies might “exclude methodological details if not appropriate for their target audience,” and, consequently, the ethnographer may be “falsely accused of conducting atheoretical research” (p. 271). Vannini and Mosher (2013) make a similar observation, writing that a public ethnography “may involve changing the style, tone, length, focus, or approach of one’s ethnographic composition to meet the demands of a gatekeeper such as a curator, a newspaper, magazine, or book editor, or TV or radio producer” (p. 396).
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An Autoethnography of Working, Failing, and Reworking Public Scholarship

Andrew F. Herrmann and Art Herbig


Scene: Andrew in his living room, on his computer, a hot cup of coffee steaming next to him. Tunes by Tool are playing in the background. He’s on Google Scholar.

“Oh, this looks like a really good article that Art and I can use as we relaunch our research into the concept of polymediated narrative,” he thinks to himself.

He clicks the link. He starts reading. He stops. He never opens it again.



* * *

Have you ever found yourself in a situation similar to the one in the opening vignette? Have you come across something you wanted to read, started it, and then couldn’t get through it? Maybe you came across an article on family communication or on the television series Battlestar Galactica, but it was so full of jargon, obtuse sentences, and writing that was simply so convoluted that you stopped reading. Sound familiar? That’s happened to us as well.

We suggest that scholarship needs to be written in ways that the general public understands (Leavy, 2019). Of course, when doing scholarship there will be some one-hundred-dollar words. There are always going to be times when those words are warranted or even unavoidable (Herbig, Herrmann, Watson, Tyma, & Miller, 2020). The dilemma is that often academics only use those hundred-dollar words or do not take the time to simply explain them. If we as professors need our dictionaries, thesauruses, and encyclopedias open with us as we struggle through a piece of scholarship, how many people outside the academy are going to read it, even if they are extremely interested in the topic? Basically none.

Accessibility is just one dimension of creating public scholarship, but it does highlight the most important topic: audience. Just as the ways in which we address academic audiences who would be familiar with specific language and jargon, we need to think of who the audience(s) is when we create public scholarship. We believe there are three ways by which we can make scholarship accessible to the public(s). One is through how we write our scholarly work, and for that we suggest writing autoethnography. The second is by how we distribute our scholarly work. The third is by using popular culture. We have attempted to combine all three of these aspects in our website ProfsDoPop. Discussing our experience is a useful example of how autoethnography can be used to craft scholarship that addresses audiences. Before we get to ProfsDoPop and popular culture, we want to start by discussing what we mean by public and its relation to audience(s).

The Public? Public? Publics? Counterpublic?

Every time I (Art) sit down to write, I struggle. I struggle with ideas moving faster than my fingers. I struggle with trying to express what can sometimes seem ineffable. However, what I struggle with the most is “who.”

Even now as I write these words, I am thinking of you, my reader. Who are you? Why did you pick up this book? Was it a class assignment? Are you looking for inspiration? What is our relationship? Do you know me? Do you want to? My struggle is simple: Do I have something to say that you want to read?

* * *

As a critical rhetorician, I (Art) have always found myself intrigued by an argument made by McGee (1990): “The fragmentation of our American culture has resulted in a role reversal; making interpretation the primary task of speakers and writers and text construction the primary task of audiences, readers, and critics” (p. 274, emphasis in original).

As you can see from my autoethnographic vignette at the beginning of this section, McGee’s words have caused me a great deal of consternation. If the reader who picks up my words gets to be their author, how am I to navigate the spaces and places their fragmented associations can take what I have to say? It is impossible to manage all of the ways by which ideas can be interpreted, contorted, manipulated, and understood. However, if authorship is to be about interpretation, then it is also about attempting to understand who you hope to address.

For this reason, one of the first and most pressing issues that a scholar must address when attempting to create “public scholarship” is what do you mean by “public”? Given the multitude of languages and media from which we can address people, I believe it is fair to quickly dismiss the idea of “the public” ever existing. The singular construction conflicts with much of what we know about the human experience. Given that, the quest to understand “public” begins with distinguishing the concept from “mass.” Mills (1963) discussed the difference as interactional. Publics have spaces of engagement with both ideas and other members, whereas “mass” treats people as an object for information. As a communication scholar, I (Art) have always been sympathetic to a conception of public defined by the ability to communicate; yet, approaching it this way has implications. For instance, it makes the idea of “writing public scholarship” an oxymoron. For the most part, writing is a closed medium. As you read these words, there is no capacity for you to reach through the pages or the screen to tell me I am wrong. I have no capacity for change on these pages. What I write today might be embarrassing tomorrow (and as I look back on some of my previous writing, it is today). From the medium to the message (and all the McLuhan baggage that comes with that sentence clause), we need to consider if public is a product of how we communicate or a group with whom we are communicating.

If we are to understand “public” as defined by spaces of interaction, it does belie a conception of a singular “the public,” but does it prevent us from engaging “a public”? The concept of “a public” immediately draws us to the fact that it acknowledges multiple “publics.” However, it also draws questions about the differences between publics and audiences. As an example, are the authors part of a public that likes—or an audience for—supernatural drama televisions shows? Are we the audience for the impeachment trial of Donald Trump or are we part of the “American public” that is interested it? Can’t we be both?

In his work on the idea, Warner (2002) gives seven characteristics of publics, and the fifth is particularly important here: “A public is the social space created by the reflexive circulation of discourse” (p. 90). According to his discussion of this principle,


No single text can create a public. Nor can a single voice, a single genre, even a single medium. All are insufficient to create the kind of reflexivity that we call a public, since a public is understood to be an ongoing space of encounter for discourse. (p. 90)



I say this is particularly important here because of its implications for “public scholarship.” If we are to take up Warner’s perspective, it requires us to see public scholarship as a form of participation rather than external commentary. We, as scholars, do not create public scholarship “on” or “about” publics. We create scholarship “with” and “inside” the discourses to which our work is connected. In this conception, we can reconsider “writing public scholarship” as a contribution to evolving and changing discourse, but “contribution” becomes a loaded concept. Whether it is “the” or “a” public, public cannot be treated as an object of scholarship any more than it could when we considered it to be a “mass.” As scholars, we can bring unique perspectives, ideas, and backgrounds to a discourse, but we must see ourselves inside of an ongoing and evolving space and group of people. Public scholarship is not something to be done “for” others. It is done with others. If it is not, then we cannot claim to be engaging publics at all.

For these and more reasons, creating public scholarship is as much about composition as it is about content. Navigating these spaces with deft is a rhetorical skill that needs careful attention. In a previous publication, I (Herbig, 2016) argued that “we need to learn from popular culture as well as learn about popular culture” (p. 105). What I was discussing in that work was the skills of craft, character, story, and dissemination that allow popular culture to participate in publics and reach audiences. At the core of what can be learned from an even cursory exploration of popular culture is that stories connect. Given that, it might help if we choose a method of dissemination grounded in story and try to build our connections from there.

Autoethnography: An Overview

I have a story to tell. At least, that is what I have to think. Sometimes that story is about organizational life. Sometimes it is about my favorite movie. These stories help shape who I am and give me a way of connecting to you. So, let’s start with a story.

I (Art) am both not an autoethnographer and an autoethnographer. As a scholar, my academic identity has evolved from rhetorical critic to critical rhetorician (for more on the difference, consult the McGee [1989] article I referenced previously). However, what allowed me to make my evolution to critical rhetorician was a deeply personal, long reflection on my role in my research. For example, my dissertation was a textual examination of the public presence of NFL football player turned Army Ranger, Pat Tillman. Some of you recognize that name and others had to look it up, but I will never forget it. From the time I was 3 years old, Pat Tillman was part of my life. Our families are friends. We have stories going back as far as I can remember. Honestly, a big part of my dissertation is owed to a conversation with his mother. How can I not account for the “me” in my research about Pat Tillman?

As a scholar, I need to be a person. As a person, I need to show how scholarship has impacted my life. I need to be aware of how they are interwoven. I also need to be able to articulate the influence each has had upon the other. That’s the beginning of my academic story. So, I guess I am an autoethnographer, today.

* * *

Autoethnography is a form of personal narrative writing. The term autoethnography first appeared in the 1970s; however, it did not garner much attention until the 1990s (Adams & Herrmann, 2020). In fact, many works published decades and centuries before the 1990s could be deemed “autoethnographic” even if those authors never used the term (Adams, Holman Jones, & Ellis, 2015; Goodall, 2000). Early examples include the anthropological and sociological works by MacLean (1899), Melendy (1900), and Tanner (1907) at the turn of the 20th century. Included in this history are authors who used their firsthand experiences to explore places, cultural topics, and sometimes offered “confessional” reflections in addition to traditional research (Herrmann, 2020a; Van Maanen, 2011).

Along with the long, although often overlooked and understudied, history of personal narrative writing in the social sciences, a number of important 20th-century philosophical ideas contributed to the development of autoethnography (Bochner & Herrmann, 2020; Herrmann, in press). For example, existential and phenomenological philosophers recognized the importance of the individual as an active interpreter of their own life (Bochner, 2013; Herrmann, 2016a). In the social sciences came the “crisis of legitimacy,” which questioned the authority of who gets to write about whom, and the “crisis of representation,” which upended the idea of the objectivity and the neutrality of research (Clifford & Marcus, 1986). As Clegg and Hardy (2006) wrote,


No longer all-knowing, all-seeing, objective and omnipotent, the researcher has been forced to re-examine his or her relation to the research process, and is now acutely aware of the social and historical positioning of all subjects and the particular intellectual frameworks through which they are rendered visible, the researcher could now only produce knowledge already embedded in those frameworks. (p. 435)



These crises “motivated researchers to acknowledge how their own identities, lives, beliefs, feelings, and relationships influenced their approach to research and their reporting of ‘findings’ “ (Adams et al., 2015, p. 22). Moreover, social critics examined how individual and cultural identities interact (e.g., “the personal is political”). Postmodernists began to interrogate the power of cultural discourses and grand narratives and how they were making “subjects” (Adams & Herrmann, 2020; H. Foster, 1985). Simultaneously, scholars began to pay more attention to the importance of micro-narratives and stories on the margins (Bochner, 2014; Bochner & Ellis, 2016; Ellis, 2004). Autoethnography was born in this boiling cauldron.

So, what exactly makes a work an autoethnography? Autoethnography consists of three interrelated components. “Auto” means one uses selfhood, subjectivity, reflexivity, and personal experience to write about, represent, and critique (“graphy”) the systems of belief, practices, and identities of a particular group or culture (“ethno”) (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011; Adams & Herrmann, 2020; Herrmann & Adams, 2021). Without all three of these aspects, a piece might be an autobiography, a personal essay, or a memoir, but it cannot be classified as an autoethnography. In autoethnography, the first-person perspective is a necessary starting point, although “the use of personal experience does not automatically make a manuscript autoethnographic” (Adams & Herrmann, 2020, p. 2). Here’s an example of the “auto,” the writing about the self, written by Callahan (2008):


The lines are on my face, in my body, dissecting my soul. Poverty is written on my hands: chapped skin; calloused palms; soft, brittle nails; and large, knotted knuckles. It’s written in my limbs: muscled shoulders and firm biceps, strong forearms. My spine curves and my back reads like a cartographic map: plains and peaks and ravines. Poverty is in my smile, crooked and cavitied, and on my skin: deep purple scars, thick lines like rivers plowing across my forehead, premature fractures poking at the corners of my eyes with deep yellow-gray smudges pooling beneath. “Poor” is with me, in me, as I stand in the hallways of the academy leaning against the walls. (p. 355, emphasis in original)



The “auto” is deeply personal and self-reflexive.

Second, autoethnography accepts the idea that personal existence is saturated in social expectations and norms. This “ethno” component of autoethnography means that the writing engages culture in essential ways. As Allen-Collinson (2013) stated, “At the heart of autoethnography, for me, is that ever-shifting focus between levels: from the macro, wide sociological angle on socio-cultural framework, to the micro, zoom focus on the embedded self” (p. 296). The “ethno” may encompass engaging existing literature, fieldwork, performing guided conversations, and scrutinizing grand narratives (Adams et al., 2015; Krizek, 2003; Sambrook & Herrmann, 2018; Young, 2009). “Ethno” can include describing moments of realization and epiphany, providing thick descriptions, and making insider knowledge accessible to those outside the culture under study (Holman Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013).

Take this autoethnographic moment in which Adams (2012) has an epiphany regarding the cultural narrative about father–son relationships and the relationship he has with his father:


I am encouraged . . . to connect to my father while he is still physically here, before he becomes only a memory, disembodied feeling, or guiding spirit. “You still have time,” I hear them all say, in chorus, lovingly—a sentiment that makes me feel like a failure if I do not. But I feel like I cannot connect with him, nor do I have much desire to do so. I am still figuring out how to do us, how we work best, and maybe that is what our relationship means to me: We are doing better together, talking and visiting more often, but I do not want him involved in many aspects of my life. (p. 196, emphasis in original)



As Herrmann (2017) noted, “It is this analysis, the moving back and forth, using the personal to interrogate the cultural and vice versa, that helps delineate autoethnography from other forms of self writing, including autobiography and memoir” (p. 3). This brings us to the third part of autoethnography—the writing, the “graphy.”

Autoethnographies “showcase concrete action, dialogue, emotion, embodiment, spirituality, and self-consciousness” (Ellis, 2004, p. 38). According to Goodall (2004), autoethnographies illustrate “everyday life, which is always first person, deeply felt, rooted in our past, not always rational, and often messy” (p. 188). When writing autoethnography, authors ought to “show” and “tell” what happened. The telling is a more formal explanation of what is happening. When explaining “show,” however, Andrew puts it this way to his students: “A good story in an autoethnography should be written like your favorite scene in a novel, with the writing so lush in detail that the reader can get lost within it.” Take, for example, this vignette by Denker (2017) writing about when she worked at a bar.


I greet customers with a smile. I engage them in conversations with a smile. As they tell me, “You wouldn’t understand what I am talking about,” I would smile. I smile, smile, smile. As they talk about how my chest looks today, I smile. I visualize the verbal lashings I could deliver. I curse them out in my head. “You misogynistic mother fucker!” I visualize violence, slamming a glass mug into their temple, but I smile. I am livid. I want to shudder in disgust at the hands on my arm, the pelvis lingering on my ass a few moments too long, but I smile. (pp. 21–22, emphasis in original)



Autoethnographers want to create texts that are accessible so they can reach the wider audiences that traditional social scientific research does not (Ellis et al., 2011).

There is no set formula to writing autoethnography (Adams & Herrmann, 2020). Some will be more story and more showing. For example, in Final Negotiations: A Story of Love, Loss, and Chronic Illness (1995), Ellis narrates the story of her relationship with Gene, her terminally ill romantic partner. She leaves all of the academic research that informed the narrative until the last chapter, as she didn’t want to interrupt the flow of the narrative. Some autoethnographers integrate literature within the story almost seamlessly, so much so that the reader doesn’t make the distinction between it and the narrative (Lindemann, 2017). Others stack the research and narrative in what is known as a layered account (Ronai, 1995). Some will be more philosophical, interrogating issues surrounding the narrative approach to research itself (Bochner, 2014). Some might include poetry (Tillmann, 2009, 2016), music (The Ethnogs, FemNogs, & Rip Tupp, 2011), and other forms of artwork (Minge, 2007).

Moreover, autoethnography comes in three overlapping types—analytic, critical, and evocative—although parsing out these differences can sometimes be a challenge. We’ll start with the latter first because it is the most prominent, so much so that Anderson (2006) suggested autoethnography has become solely equated with evocative autoethnography. As Anderson (2006) noted, “Evocative autoethnographers have argued that narrative fidelity to and compelling description of subjective emotional experiences create an emotional resonance with the reader that is the key goal of their scholarship” (p. 377). In evocative autoethnography, the author wants the reader to empathize, to feel what the author felt, to “be” with the author as they are reading. As Ellis (2008) noted about her autoethnographically based health research,


In presenting these stories, I seek to evoke readers to feel my experiences and respond with their stories of illness and decision making. Thus, rather than representing how quality of life must be assessed, I desire to open up conversations with readers about how quality of life might be examined on a more complex level than allowed for by measures and typologies. (p. 106)



Evocative autoethnography is written in such a way that the author evokes emotion from the reader, whether that emotion is joy, sadness, frustration, unsettledness, or sorrow (Bochner, 2019; Myers, 2012; Poulos, 2010, 2012).

Analytic autoethnography was presented as a corrective to the supposed self-indulgent, contextless, ahistorical auspices of evocative autoethnography. According to Anderson (2006), although analytic autoethnography is complete member research (“auto”), it also includes analytic reflexivity, dialog with other “informants,” and is committed to analyzing theory. Analytic autoethnography is a way by which researchers can bring aspects of realist ethnography into autoethnography. Moreover, what analytic autoethnography does that makes it distinct from evocative autoethnography is that it performs a postmortem (an autopsy) on the author’s own completed narrative (Anderson, 2006). Instead of being an evocative “writer–persuader,” the analytic autoethnographer seeks “direct control over the interpretations placed on a story in the act of reading, listening, watching and so on” (McMahon, McGannon, & Zehntner, 2019). That’s not necessarily true. Evocative autoethnographers do look back at their previous research and reflect upon and reanalyze it; they just happen to do so after some time has passed, rather than immediately (Ellis, 2009; Herrmann, 2016a).

According to Boylorn and Orbe (2014), critical autoethnography is an autoethnographic practice that seeks “to understand the lived experiences of real people in context, to examine social conditions and uncover oppressive power arrangements, and to fuse theory and action to challenge processes of domination” (p. 20). The optimal word here is power. The interrogation of power is what critical scholars do by asking questions such as Who has power? To what ends is that power being used? and How does that power manifest? Critical autoethnographies not only examine power and privilege but are also liberatory in nature (Adams et al., 2015; Holman Jones et al., 2013). They offer strategies to fight against social injustice and inequity, and challenge harmful beliefs and practices. They are emancipatory, helping to improve lived lives and promoting transformation in the midst of resistance. The forms and formats matter less than the fact that in order to be an autoethnography, all three aspects—the auto, the ethno, and the graphy—must be engaged by the writer.

Furthermore, autoethnography as a research method is extremely versatile. For example, you can do autoethnography in almost every type of organization, including, but not limited to, education (Denker, Rausch, & Williams, 2020; Young, 2020), family businesses (Lindemann, 2017), health care organizations (Arnold, 2020), information technology (Riordan, 2020), the military (Hunniecutt, 2020), religious organizations (Kramer, 2018), and sports organizations (Trujillo & Krizek, 1994).

Autoethnography can also be used to explore familial relationships, friendships, and romantic relationships, including many of the difficult choices and decisions that individuals need to make (Adams, 2006, 2011; Dunn & Myers, 2020; Ellis, 2020; Ellis & Bochner, 1992; E. Foster, 2002; Goodall, 2006; Krizek, 2014; Patti, 2012; Townsend, 2019). Moreover, autoethnography can be used to tell stories to interrogate cultural issues, including gender (Adams, 2020; Barton, 2010; Stern & Denker, 2020), sexism and misogyny (Denker, 2017; Hunniecutt, 2017; Watson, 2017), disability and ableism (Kjær & van Amsterdam, 2020), race (Boylorn, 2017), child abuse (Dorgan, 2018; Ronai, 1995), homelessness (Rennels & Purnell, 2017), and poverty (Krumer-Nevo, 2009). Like we said, autoethnography is versatile. (We’ll return to autoethnography as a method by which to approach popular culture research later.) Autoethnography as a more personal narrative writing style allows anyone to enter the story, making research more accessible. Autoethnography helps overcome dilemma number one about public scholarship: its inaccessibility to the general public.

Public Scholarship and the Problem of Distribution

“I got my check . . . finally,” I say to Art over Google Hangouts, in regard to our royalty payments for our Communication Perspectives on Popular Culture book series.

“Yeah, it was barely enough for a nice meal.”

“You know what I get tired of? Every single time I post to celebrate a newly published book in our series, someone always claps back with ‘Why is that book almost $100?’ I don’t know. I don’t have control over that. I didn’t come up with that price.”

“It’s frustrating because we put all this work into doing popular culture research for this book series, and it’s not really rewarded,” Art notes.

“Well it is on our CVs.”

“Yeah, but what we make is not commensurate with the amount of work we put into it. Lexington may make that much money off a book, but we sure don’t” Art says, leaning back in his chair in his new home office.

“The book series is good,” I say. “But that’s a tough price point. Maybe we have to pull a Bob Batchelor (2017) and write a book like he did with Stan Lee: The Man Behind Marvel.”

“Maybe we should start looking into writing a book for a popular press instead of an academic one.”

* * *

Remember the opening vignette in which Andrew couldn’t get through the jargon-filled badly written research article? Well that’s only one of the dilemmas facing public scholarship. Perhaps you think you found a piece of research with the potential to help you with your own studies and writing. However, you will never know if it will actually help, because it is behind an academic publisher’s paywall, and the publisher wants to charge you $149 to access that 30-page article. Or perhaps the book is completely out of your price range. We know how frustrating that can be, for this too has happened to us. This is the second dilemma regarding academic scholarship: lack of accessible distribution. As many have lamented, most scholarship is inaccessible to the public (Leavy, 2019). For the most part, academic publishing remains a for-profit endeavor run by relatively few, large corporations (Larivière, Haustein, & Mongeon, 2015). This is true despite the fact that the public has already paid for much of this scholarship in the forms of faculty salaries, federal and state grants, and purchases of journals by public universities (Calhoun, 2006). Moreover, most scholarship is inaccessible to the public despite the fact that the internet provides the possibility for free open access research (Manning, 2019). These accessibility issues have led to the lament that academics are generally only talking to each other, and the joke that we are only publishing in “The International Journal of Two Readers” (Batchelor, 2013; Herrmann & Herbig, 2016; Poulos, 2020).

* * *

Andrew: I hunker down in front of my computer and fire up Skype. It’s only a minute or so before 11 a.m. on a cold drizzly Wednesday in the Tennessee Appalachian Mountains. My coffee steams. I look over my list of items on my yellow notepad. I always use the yellow for this meeting. Skype fires up with its “Bloop Bleep Bloop Bleep Bloop” ringtone. Clicking on it, Tony Adams’ face fills my screen. This is our consistent weekly ritual as journal co-editors. We joke for a bit, but then it’s down to business.

“Have any new manuscript submissions come in. Let’s look at those.”

“Oh boy. This one’s not really an autoethnography.”

“Ok, let’s do a desk reject.”

“How many revised resubmissions have we gotten?”

“Let’s send those back out to the reviewers.”

“Hey, did Jones ever reply to you about the review? He was supposed to have that to us three weeks ago?”

“How many book reviews do we have in?”

“Let’s send this manuscript out to Bob and Joe for review. That’s in their wheelhouses.”

* * *

As a co-founding co-editor of the Journal of Autoethnography, I (Andrew) can tell you from personal experience that the review process for any legitimate academic journal is not something taken lightly. Now there is nothing necessarily wrong with the process of academic journal publishing, although there are definitively biases involved. The process is not perfect, but it is a serious attempt to align manuscript submissions with the right reviewers, getting their feedback and contacting the authors about the outcome of the reviews. It’s time-consuming but helps ensure quality. It is not this process that keeps scholarship from the public. Academics want to publish in high-quality journals—journals with solid peer review processes. In general, this peer review process vouches for the credibility of the research (Kirman, Simon, & Hays, 2019; Lederman & Lederman, 2017). And the higher the ranked journal, the more credibility the authors gain, and the more prestige is afforded their institution (Kivinen, Hedman, & Artukka, 2017). It’s the financials that are problematic. (Tony Adams and I looked into the possibility of an open access journal. There were financial, knowledge, and time constraint dilemmas with that option, so we went with a nonprofit university press. More about these issues later.)

The Popular and Popular Culture

We don’t only do autoethnography. In fact, neither of us started out doing autoethnography. As Art noted, he is a critical rhetorician. Andrew studies power in organizations. We have and will continue to publish traditional academic work. However, even that traditional research is based on our personal interests, and narrative identities. We co-authored works about Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Supernatural, and Kolchak because those series are of interest to us. We like them. We are “acafans” in the enviable position to have the ability to like a piece of popular culture and also to be able to write about it critically. This work has been important to both professional careers and ability to develop the kinds of ideas we want to talk about.

* * *

A third issue regarding public scholarship is how it relates to knowledge that people already know. So for us that often means doing popular culture scholarship. Popular culture is important because it is popular. To put this in perspective, more people vote to determine who stays on reality television series than vote in actual political elections (Lang & Lang, 2018; Williams, 2005). We, along with many of our peers, don’t just study popular culture, but we use popular culture to explain difficult concepts (Blinne, 2020; Herbig, Herrmann, & Tyma, 2015; Johnston & Macky-Kallis, 2018; Kratzer, 2020; Reinhard, 2018; Tyma, 2017).

We, in many respects, agree with the culturalism view on popular culture. According to this view, Maudlin and Sandlin (2015) note, popular culture is not merely artifacts and texts such as movies, music, and television “but also as the everyday practices or lived experiences of individuals—it sees popular culture as a way of life” (p. 370, emphasis in original). Similarly, as we have noted regarding popular culture (Herrmann & Herbig, 2016),


It is not about consuming, but experiencing, feeling and sharing their experience with others. . . . Purchasing a shirt at ComicCon or a ticket to a film is not an act of consumption. It is an act of participation. Even the act of purchasing your groceries is an act of participation that leads to consumption, rather than an a priori act of consumption. (p. vxiii, emphasis in original)



As acafans, our pop culture research is decidedly biased; we research what we are interested in. We have followed fragments of the character Kolchak from Kolchak: The Night Stalker across five decades of genre television (Herrmann & Herbig, 2018). We examined the ways fragments from previous episodes were used within one episode of Supernatural (Herbig & Herrmann, 2016). We examined how identity and discourse work together in Buffy the Vampire Slayer to explain the character changes of Spike and how the character of Xander Harris interrogates hegemonic masculinity (Herrmann, 2013a; Herrmann & Herbig, 2015). We have shown Weick’s sense-making process in action using the television show Supernatural (Herrmann, 2016b). We examined how the mediated image of Pat Tillman was narrated (Herbig, 2016). We explored organizational communication research using Joss Whedon’s works (Herrmann, 2020b). And we have attended and interrogated various public popular events (Herbig & Hess, 2012; Herbig, Hess, & Watson, 2015; Herrmann, 2012b). We study these because there are few things more public than pop culture. Plus, it’s fun!

Numerous scholars are turning to autoethnography to explore popular culture, a relatively new approach (Manning & Adams, 2015). Manning (2015) interrogated catfishing, the term and the television series, through a personal narrative of being catfished himself. He wrote,


As Brian and I were eating, I mostly kept quiet. He kept making corny jokes about two things: the quality of the food and getting me into bed later. I was mortified. I was also immature, and so I did not address the situation directly. Instead, I told him he could come up to my room to hang out with me when he asked. I could see the disappointment on his face when we went into the residence hall lounge and not into my room. “Let’s watch TV,” I suggested. I turned on MTV, not thinking much about it, and we started watching music videos. I can remember the exact three videos based on the awkward conversation. (p. 91)



Johnson (2014) explored the possibilities and performances of being a video vixen for rapper Nelly. Stern (2013) examined the varieties of feminism in Felicity, My So-Called Life, and Sex in the City. Meyer (2015) took an autoethnographic approach toward the romantic narrative in the television series Castle. Boylorn (2008, 2013) critically examined the impacts of race and gender through an examination of reality television and through her own alter-ego as a crunk feminist. Herrmann (2013b) celebrated his lifelong relationship with one of his favorite alternative bands, a band that had disbanded when he was in high school and that he never thought he’d see tour. Although the use of the autoethnography to explore popular culture is an exciting development, unfortunately much of it is still written by academics for academics, rather than a broader audience. Speaking to broader audiences is one of the reasons we launched ProfsDoPop.com.

The Dilemma of ProfsDoPop: A Case Study

February 2018: ProfsDoPop is rolling. We are posting pretty often, and the topics run the gambit. Some are individually written. Adam wrote about the death of local pop culture hero Grant Hart, founder of the band Hüsker Dü. Andrew wrote about Stan Lee and Megacon. Alix posted about Comic-Con. Both Art and Adam wrote separate pieces about the National Football League and its toxic masculinity. Joan wrote about Blerds. Andrew reviewed Felicia Day’s book, You’re Never Weird on the Internet (Almost).

Some we have written collaboratively, such as on the cancellation of Sense8, how we approach fandom from our various research perspectives, and about academic publishing. Alix generally gets us started on those collaborative pieces. We sort of feel sorry for Alix. She is running the site behind the scenes and she’s damn good at it. And she’s getting frustrated with us. As the saying goes, she’s “herding cats.” It’s a lot of work to run a site. And Alix is running the site for us pro bono. Still, we are getting site visits, and likes on Facebook. So that’s cool.

* * *

As authors ourselves, we have endeavored to solve these dilemmas of public scholarship. To combat jargon-riddled horrific writing, we have used autoethnography—the use of personal stories to both do research and explain research. After all, according to Fisher (1984), human beings are Homo narrans—that is, we are storytelling animals. To combat the accessibility issue, we decided to launch a website called ProfsDoPop, which is freely accessible to everyone and anyone (you can look it up right now at https://profsdopop.com). To link academic research with what people often already know—that is, what is popular—ProfsDoPop is dedicated to popular culture. The articles are generally timely, written in accessible ways, and include a lot of visuals and links.

We should say, they were timely, were written in accessible ways, and included a lot of visuals and links. For the rest of this chapter, we are going to use an autoethnographic layered account to explore the promises and problems of doing public scholarship, using ProfsDoPop as our case study.

* * *

November 2019. Andrew: “I hate this!! I’m so frustrated that I am ready to quit this whole damn ProfsDoPop thing. It was supposed to be a cool way for a bunch of us to be able to make academic research about popular culture accessible to the general public. Take ideas and make them relatable. Create a website and post. Simple.”

I slam my laptop closed, and walk away from my desk. Frustrated. My mind continues to race. I pace back and forth wishing I hadn’t quit smoking.

“But it’s not simple. In fact, it’s turned into nothing but a pain in the ass. Nobody else contributes anymore. Not even Art, who came up with the idea in the first place. The five of us who launched PDP were supposed to contribute a short blog every couple of weeks. If the five of us actually did that, we’d have about ten or so posts a month. That was supposed to be sustainable, and not overwhelming. But nooooo! In the most recent calendar year, I’ve written six of the last seven posts. As of this writing, the last post was October 2019. And before that: February 2019. Both mine. Is this even worth my time?”

* * *

Art: To be fair, I hatched the idea of ProfsDoPop as a one-off. It was supposed to be a film. We even created a National Endowment for the Humanities grant proposal for it. When that fell through, the idea evolved, changed, even metamorphosized. It was really my partner Alix Watson that sold us on the idea of a website. Something we could build upon. Thus ProfsDoPop.

* * *

Andrew: “I have a ton of ideas about The 100, Dr. Strange, The Expanse, and the #WeWantStargate phenomenon on social media. I have ideas about other science fiction and horror shows and films. I wanted to write about the multiple and various versions of Blade Runner and its follow-up Blade Runner 2049, Stranger Things, The Man in the High Castle, the end of Arrow, and the end of Supernatural. But PDP is not supposed to be the friggin’ ‘Andrew Herrmann Show.’ It’s not supposed to be only about my fortes: sci-fi and horror. So here I am, pondering whether or not I want to continue working on PDP at all.”

* * *

Art: Infrastructure, sustainable content needs infrastructure. Journals have managing editors. Television stations have program directors. Websites need people to coordinate and create content. The “Andrew Herrmann Show” was a product of a lack of coordination and commitment. Personal blogs allow me to post whenever the motivation strikes me, but a shared venture requires collaboration. Building that type of venture requires commitment. Sometimes it makes you feel as if commitment leads to being committed, to the nearest facility.

* * *

Andrew: “I feel PDP is a failed venture. Good idea. Terrible execution. I have basically given up. I could have spent the time I wrote for PDP (or worrying about PDP) working on my Joss Whedon book, or another refereed journal article on polymediated narrative with Art. You know, something that counts towards my portfolio to become a full professor. Like everyone else who was supposed to participate, I have better things to do. And therein lies the rub. Doing public scholarship takes time, and time in the rarefied air of the managerial and administrative auspices of academic discourses is in short supply.”

* * *

At the heart of the ProfsDoPop dilemma are the tensions between the triad (research, teaching, and service) that professors are expected to do, and the desire—indeed the necessity—to write for larger publics, including the general public. We then examine what success might look like, and finally hope that readers can learn from our experience. So what happened?

* * *

Andrew: Running the honors program, the internship, and the basic course were time consuming enough. Then we launched a book series. Then I co-founded a journal. I became a program planner for a regional conference. And then I accepted the position of Associate Chair. Paperwork. Piles and piles of paperwork. Never-ending meetings about strategic plans, and marketing. Not just planning the marketing, but actually creating the marketing materials. More meetings. More piles of paperwork. I’d work on ProfsDoPop more, but I need downtime. It’s not that I am not committed to ProfsDoPop. I am. Its other needs, other deadlines, other commitments need my time more, and often more urgently.

Art: Commitments? I often feel as if I have lost the ability to say “no” when someone asks for help. Right now, I am the Director for the Purdue University, Fort Wayne Center for Collaborative Media. I am the Executive Director of our local not-for-profit movie theater, Cinema Center. I am overseeing a consortium of colleges that govern our local-access television station CollegeTV. Oh yeah, and I am supposed to be directing ProfsDoPop. So, what falls off my plate? What gets ignored to wilt? Well, of course, the thing that is the least pressing. The thing that has potential for long-term difference and short-term anxiety. ProfsDoPop is part of my scholarly identity and it is a source of great angst. I need, I must, I can be better. Or can I?

* * *

We repeat the question, “So what happened?” After all, there are continual calls for public scholarship, and we are definitely not the first scholars to talk about bridging the gap between academic experts and public audiences (Adams & Boylorn, 2019; Leavy, 2019). As Chilvers and Kearnes (2016) noted,


At least since the seventeenth century and the stuttering emergence of a modern scientific and technological enterprise, a central problematic for democratic politics has been the potential conflagration between scientific expertise, on the one hand, and popular representation on the other. (p. 2)



From what we can tell, the call for public scholarship is almost 100 years old, and scholars have long been arguing for more public scholarship (Denzin & Giardina, 2017; Herbig et al., 2020; Hurt, 1961; Kerr, 1936). However, while the impetus to write for general publics continues, the tension between writing for the public and serving the needs of our academic institutions also continues to grow. As Philip K. Thompkins (as quoted in Goodall, 2008) noted when he published a popular article,


Despite the wide circulation of the article, and my technical commentary on it, the head of my department at the time said he would pay no attention to an article that could be read in a barbershop. I heard indirectly that he and the other senior professor in the department would give much more weight to an article in The Speech Teacher than in Esquire. (p. 194)



Unfortunately, like the Thompkins article in Esquire, ProfsDoPop falls into a similar category. According to our institutions, it is not “real” research. It does not contribute to the building of knowledge because it is not peer-reviewed. Because it does not fulfill these goals, nor count toward getting tenure, it is considered a waste of time by the institutions and their various committees.

If anything, the calls for academic peer-reviewed scholarship have only grown, and there is more pressure to publish, a pressure that now often asks doctoral students to have scholarly publications before they graduate (Bartkowski, Deem, & Ellison, 2015). This pressure is acute for new tenure track faculty as well. As Herrmann (2012a) noted, “Let’s put this into perspective. Tenure track assistant professors’ tenure reviews occur approximately 70 months after they start. With an estimated 16-month turnaround time for article publications, new faculty members have merely 48 months to meet tenure publication requirements” (p. 144). Because of this pressure, we have to work on the items that our universities will count toward tenure: articles in academic journals and academic books. This does not include any of the teaching that we need to do, nor any of the service work we are tasked with doing.

There is one more dilemma with public scholarship: how public intellectuals are framed. It wasn’t that long ago that public intellectuals were very public. Sartre, de Beauvoir, and Camus raising hell at a café. Foucault and Habermas. Vidal and Buckley arguing on national television in America. Martin Buber and Carl Rogers doing public dialogue. Public intellectuals are out there. bell hooks. Angela Davis. Cornel West. Tariq Ramadan. Gianni Riotta. Slavoj Zizek. Noam Chomsky. Naomi Wolf. However, they are no longer very public. As Ignatieff (1997) noted,


The death of the intellectual has left a void in the centre of public life. In place of thought, we have opinion; in place of argument, we have journalism; in place of polemic, we have personality profiles; in place of reputation, we have celebrity. (p. 395)



Part of the problem here is that public intellectuals are framed as detached from the real world, or smart yet inept, or sinisterly evil, or “dangerously partisan ideologues who were responsible for the French and Bolshevik revolutions” (Eagleton, 2004, para. 1).

Moreover, public intellectuals are often ridiculed by other academics. Tannen may not be fashionable in academic circles, but her book You Just Don’t Understand: Men and Women in Conversation (1990) started a conversation about the ways in which men and women communicate. People might mock Gladwell’s optimism and enthusiasm, but Tipping Point (2002) brought one theory of societal change to the public’s attention. Shirky didn’t create the idea of organizationless organizing, but Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing Without Organizations (2009) made the concept popular. This ridicule has a long history. Even Immanuel Kant ridiculed popular writing by academics (Alcala, 2014).

ProfsDoPop is not dead, not yet anyway. It is, indeed, changing. We are trying to find a way to navigate academic spaces with all the markers of credibility and prestige necessary to navigate the waters of tenure and promotion as well as institutional priorities. We need to do this while also not losing what is at the heart of this endeavor, reaching beyond academic audiences. This is not merely a professional or theoretical exercise for us. We are living this, in situ, right now. (By the way, depending on the situation, we switch roles, with Art ranting and Andrew being more analytical. It’s one of the reasons our writing partnership works so well.)

* * *

“We should create an open access academic journal to go with ProfsDoPop,” Art says.

“Did you even read my vignette about running a journal?”

“Yeah,” Art laughs. “But listen. It doesn’t have to include full-on 8,000 word articles. The journal could include shorter pieces. Think in terms of think pieces, rather than articles.”

“It’s a lot of work. We’d have to put together an entire editorial team to start. And then create policies for submissions, reviews, and the like.”

“It’s a way to get what we and our contributors write for ProfsDoPop to do public research on popular culture that also counts towards tenure.”

“That’s worth considering. But dammit that’s even more work for us to do.”

* * *

This collaborative autoethnographic layered account about ProfsDoPop illustrates the dilemmas of attempting to do public scholarship and to make scholarship publicly accessible. Moreover, it does so by showing some of the tensions in attempting to do public scholarship in a profession in which public scholarship research, while given lip service, is not rewarded. Reading this back and forth between Andrew’s in-the-moment frustrated venting and Art’s more reflexive and thoughtful critique might seem like an invitation to learn from our mistakes, and it is. However, it is also an invitation to watch as we continue to learn from those mistakes.

Who Lives, Who Dies, Who Tells Your Story

I (Art) have always wanted to write about the stunning triumph that is Hamilton, but as a White, cisgendered male it just did not seem like my place. So, I will just use this little homage here as my shot. (I did it again. I digress.)

The goal of this chapter was to introduce you to autoethnography as a path to public scholarship. I hope we did so. However, for us, it is even more important to advocate for the idea that our stories are important. Our writing, even when framed as objective, is deeply personal. We hope that as you begin to engage with publics, you see their stories, options, and ideas as personal as well. If autoethnography teaches anything, it is empathy. We wish you the best of luck on your journey and hope to see you along ours.
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Letters from the Field

Sharon Brisolara, Denise Seigart, Kathryn Sielbeck-Mathes, Tristi Nichols, Rebecca Ewert, and Dawna Holiday-Shchedrov

Dear Reader,

We welcome you to this eclectic chapter, a collection of reflective letters to a range of professionals responsible for or considering the use of program evaluation. Program evaluation, to paraphrase classic definitions, can be thought of as systematic assessment of the operation or outcomes of a program or policy in order to judge the merit, worth, and improvement potential of these social efforts (Weiss, 1972/1998; Scriven, 1991). As the field has grown, so too, have definitions, models and approaches, and theories flourished. We have returned time and again to the value found in evaluation, and have continued to engage in deeply understanding the complex, dynamic and systems informed nature of the programs we evaluate. The letters are written by evaluators and researchers who are part of the struggle, like you, to learn tested strategies for producing credible evidence, to ensure that our work is responsive to promote social justice, and to make a difference in our world. We each came to the field of evaluation in different ways, with varied backgrounds, a wealth of experiences, inevitable baggage, and unexpected career paths that have contributed to our understandings, biases, gifts, interests, and growth over time. Some of us have worked together off and on for many years, and our ways of thinking and practicing have been deeply influenced by our conversations. What we share here are reflections, sometimes deeply personal and years in the making, on what it means to do this work while ensuring that what we help produce is accessible and used.

We have made an effort to keep these letters accessible, avoiding excessive jargon, as a way of inviting you into these conversations about moving through the world as an evaluator, as one engaged in inquiry and searching for communities in which to deepen your practice. It is through such communities and conversations that we have been able to grow in knowledge and abilities and in which we have been sustained. We hope that these reflections prove useful in your journey, where you are now and wherever your work may lead.

—The Authors

Letter to Community College Researchers on Creating a Culture of Inquiry (Brisolara)

Dear Institutional Research Team,

Thank you for the invitation to visit your community college campus and the opportunity to share both the challenges and joys of serving as the central source of data for your institution. I recognize, from my own experience as an educational administrator responsible for planning and evaluating programs, the pressure to respond to multiple requests for data needed for grant applications, program reviews, establishing hiring priorities, conducting course assessments, and meeting state reporting requirements. I appreciate the limited capacity offices like ours have to meet such pressing needs while simultaneously facing new challenges raised by national and state efforts to aggressively address low rates of course, certificate, and degree completion. Having witnessed the challenges and benefits of the current restructuring efforts happening here in California from a close vantage point, I would like to suggest that, despite the constraints you feel, now is the time to adopt large-scale changes in your institution’s approach to data collection and use. This is the time to fully adopt the framework of Institutional Effectiveness and to lead your institution in the creation of a culture of inquiry that is dynamic, culturally responsive, relevant, inclusive, and attentive to the rich and complex contexts in which our work is situated.

Characteristics of a Culture of Inquiry

Institutions of higher education are no strangers to data. We collect and unearth headcounts, full-time equivalency numbers (FTEs), demographic data, and success indicators to produce fact books, develop budgets, inform program reviews, prepare board presentations and state reports, and create a variety of strategic planning documents. Such external and internal requests can consume institutional research office resources, leaving little time for the reflection necessary to more deeply understand contexts and to attend to utilization. The result can be obligatory sharing and data overload, both contributing to a lack of appreciation by key stakeholders of the value of information and how findings can be used to inform appropriate responses to current challenges. We know data. Inquiry is another matter.

The term culture of inquiry refers to the environment and practices that shape what kinds of inquiry are conducted and for what purposes, how inquiry strategies are implemented and used, and who is involved. It has not been uncommon to find institutions where monitoring, compliance, research, and, arguably the most needed form of inquiry for colleges, evaluation are conflated. To create a culture of inquiry goes beyond clarifying these distinctions and developing the technical skills and theoretical frameworks required to conduct applied inquiry projects and program evaluations. The critical elements of the kind of culture of inquiry we need include the development of (1) a mindset or ways of thinking that appreciate the contexts and systems that shape inquiry needs and possibilities, (2) attention to use of inquiry results, and (3) the institutional relationships necessary for transformation and through which both learning and change can be sustained.

Mindset

It is precisely the historic tendency to focus on data collection methods that makes cultivation of broader approaches to thinking and understanding so critical. To create a culture that embraces and nurtures inquiry as central to our practice, actors within that culture should design evaluative efforts with a mindset of curiosity, where we meet data with interest about what they mean and why these data have emerged (Chaplot, Booth, & Johnstone, 2017). We adopt a (growth) mindset of continual learning, committing ourselves and resources to learning in preparation for, through, and from inquiry processes. We recognize that our approach to understanding must be able to account for contexts and interrelationships, the system in which our enterprise operates. A deep appreciation for the context in which our students live and move is the foundation from which shaping relevant and effective student success strategies becomes possible. And a systems thinking approach allows us to see the actors, dynamics, connections, and trends important to account for in our models and investigations.

Action and Use

The groundwork for utilization lies not only in the mindset brought to the subject of inquiry but also in clarity about the intended use by intended users (Patton, 2008). Despite the popularity of the term “backwards design,” deep consideration of who will be making decisions based on the findings of an inquiry project, for what reasons, is not always integrated into evaluation designs. To consider intended users, particularly within the context of community college research and evaluation, is to acknowledge the diversity of stakeholders in our work. Today’s students are more varied in race, age, language, gender identity, national origin, and familial responsibilities than the students higher education institutions were initially designed to serve. These students and their families, faculty, staff, community members, industry partners, and others all have an investment in what we learn about what is and isn’t working. If we want our findings to matter to those we serve and to advance the equity we are called upon to create, our evaluative work must be accessible, relevant, and culturally responsive (Mertens, 2009).

Relationships

We learn in relationship (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018) and need safety and trust if we are to engage in the explorations and deeper learning characteristic of a culture of inquiry (Chaplot et al., 2017). When it comes to evaluation of programs, courses, and institutional initiatives, the stakes are high, and in real and perceived ways, livelihoods as well as student well-being are on the line. Institutional patterns of communication and indications of valuing (from contracts and salary schedules to what is celebrated and given space to discuss) can contribute strongly to the development of safety and trust; so, too, can how and with whom data are presented and explored. Engagement requires clarity of terms, inquiry goals, quality of data, limits of the analysis, and what is being collected and why (that is, transparency). To attend to data accessibility through the development of user-friendly, open platforms and easily understood analytical tools and strategies is to attend to the relationships in which the aims of inquiry are advanced. Through engagement and in relationship, community members are more likely to risk the vulnerability and courage needed to have the deeper, courageous, and difficult conversations about who is benefiting and who is disadvantaged by current practices. It is in relationships that we, as practitioners and as an institution, are more likely to take a hard look at what these conversations tell us about what we need to do differently.

Gathering Resources: Creating Your Culture of Inquiry Roadmap


You have to be very careful if you don’t know where you are going because you might not get there.

—Yogi Berra



Before heading down the road, it is important to have the ultimate desired state in mind. Here in California, that desired state is contained within the California Community College Chancellor’s Office’s (2020) Vision for Success, aggressive goals that set system-wide targets for degree, certificate, and credential completion; for transfer to 4 year universities; for reducing the average number of units/credits students accumulate; for student employment in certificate and technical education fields; and for reducing equity gaps within institutions and regionally (vision.foundationccc.org). Importantly, a new funding formula reflective of these commitments has also been established. Guided Pathways (https://www.caguidedpathways.org) is a key framework for such institutional restructuring, one undertaken with success in other states and popularized by Redesigning America’s Community Colleges (Bailey, Smith Jaggars, & Jenkins, 2015). The Chancellor’s Office has adopted this framework to focus attention on working across traditional silos to increase our understanding of students’ experiences, the barriers they face, the equity gaps that undermine our effectiveness, and the resources we can bring to bear on promoting improved outcomes. Guided Pathways’ focus on clarifying academic paths, helping students get on the path, helping students stay on the path, and ensuring that learning is happening cannot occur without engagement by college professionals in cycles of inquiry and reflection. (For more on guided pathways, see http://www.luminafoundation.org and http://www.achievingthedream.org.)

Another resource for structuring our work, one that you might not readily appreciate, is the accreditation process. For Western states, this process is guided by the Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC). The preparatory work that precedes accreditation visits provides an opportunity for a deep examination of how well the interrelated elements of our colleges are functioning. The breadth and types of questions that colleges are compelled to answer, when the larger campus community is involved, can provide support for the kinds of discussions critical to change. The quality-focused essay, in particular, provides an opportunity to articulate and examine a key institutional focus and where creative approaches to issues can emerge and be considered (ACCJC, 2020).

Initiatives and frameworks such as these provide context and structure. Action is also facilitated by capacity building. One critical source in California is the Research and Planning Group (RP Group). This nonprofit, nonpartisan group consists of institutional researchers, data scientists, deans of institutional effectiveness, and others who have been working, within and outside of their institutions, “to increase the success of California Community Colleges and beyond” (RP Group, n.d.). Members of this group not only conduct research and meta-analyses but also offer technical assistance in order to inform initiatives, strengthen data presentation and accessibility through use of data dashboards, and further the knowledge and skills needed to realize our student success goals. Critical to their success has been their timely response to pressing needs, attention to how and by whom their work will be used, and advocacy for systems changes related to data collection and metrics simplification (Digital Futures, 2018). They offer support through webinars, white papers, workshops, and conferences.

There is perhaps no stronger approach to relationship formation for the purpose of transformation than a community of practice. Etienne and Beverly Wenger-Traynor (2015) define communities of practice as “groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (p. 1). Within the definition is a focus on the domain of concern, engaged interaction, the relationships that are formed as a result, and the, shared knowledge creation, and over time (Wenger-Traynor & Wenger-Traynor, 2015). The heart of a community of practice is support for ongoing, intentional learning and a recognition of the deep commitments and sustained effort required to faithfully engage in the challenges before us. California Community Colleges’ Success Network (3CSN; http://3csn.org) nurtures such communities of practice by engaging and supporting groups of individuals in learning and transformative work within their own institutions and across colleges. 3CSN works through a variety of gatherings, experiences, and communities of practice, allowing the space and time for deep inquiry and reflection that our daily duties do not typically permit. The model recognizes that transformations in our own identities and relationships are foundational to the changes we wish to see for our educational institutions and, most important, in student success. Participants in 3CSN experiences build skills, map out their own campus resources, engage with readings on key concepts, and create action plans based on their interactions. Learning through relationships is a critical resource in overcoming the resistance and barriers to change and to identifying and leveraging new resources that often exist just under our radar.

3CSN facilitators have raised awareness that although we are in the business of fostering learning, a focus on our own learning is often overlooked. Indeed, recent training of facilitators included a deep dive into the book How People Learn (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018) as a reminder not only of what our students need but also of what we need to remain responsive in our practice. One powerful experience 3CSN offers is BSILI, a 1-week summer experiential affectionately pronounced “Be Silly”; BSILI is an acronym for a title previously focused on Basic Skills that now refers to Leadership for Curricular & Institutional Transformation (http://bsili.3csn.org). Participation in BSILI stretches beyond the week intensive. BSILI participants commit to implementing a shared vision of transformative learning and inquiry in service of outcomes strategic to increased student access, success, equity, and completion. The model values inclusion, equity, and relationships as central to the learning process and promotes appreciative inquiry and growth mindset approaches to learning and leadership. As such, the experience reflects the essence of a culture of inquiry: a commitment to sustained learning, ongoing relationship development, shared knowledge and information, and engagement in understanding what our data are telling us about who we are, where we are, and what we need to do to achieve our missions and goals.

Summing Up and Moving Forward

We began with a call to action to and an invitation to reconsider your role at your institution and in transformational change. Contributing to the creation of a culture of inquiry is the foundation from which your work can have its greatest impact. A culture of inquiry will also help sustain the relationships and commitments needed to take action on the findings that emerge. You can find allies desirous of a more culturally responsive, relevant, equitable educational institution. Together you can create the conditions for change. I wish you well on the journey.

—Sharon

Letter to New Graduate Student: What I Have Learned About Evaluation (Seigart)

Dear graduate student,

Welcome to the field of evaluation! You may be entering your graduate program with some knowledge of the evaluation field, or be more like me, an outsider who stumbled upon the field in an attempt to find a graduate program that meets multiple needs. In this letter, I will share with you what I have learned since completing my graduate degree at Cornell University. It will perhaps be useful to you, as you pursue your own interests and grow into the field. My background is in nursing, so I came to evaluation via a health provider perspective, and have spent most of my career in academia, either teaching or serving as an administrator.

History of Evaluation and My Favorite Authors

The history of professionalization of the evaluation field can be traced to the 1970s, although as Scriven (1996b) notes, it is a relatively young field but an old practice. There have been many debates over the years regarding methods (quantitative versus qualitative) and approaches (participatory, empowerment, utilization-focused, feminist approaches, etc.), and many of these continue to this day. Distinguishing evaluation from research can sometimes be difficult, as the purposes of the work can vary, and certainly the use of the results can differ significantly, but overall, the methods and processes used can be very similar. Time, funding, and potential for participation of stakeholders often determine which way a study leans. Most evaluators regard evaluation practice as a way to examine the effectiveness of programs, in order to help make decisions regarding program improvements, support continued funding, and, ultimately, foster social justice via programs to ameliorate the social ills of our world.

In my own practice, I tend to lean more toward research and less evaluation because I do not practice as a salaried evaluator (I am an academic who uses evaluation methodologies/skills to promote better academic programs and to contribute to community efforts to improve programs via evaluation). In order to help you understand how I work, I’ll share with you some of my favorite authors, and hope that you will continue your reading by investigating some of their latest works. This not an exhaustive list of important evaluation scholars, just a few of my favorites, and a place to start.

Jennifer C. Greene is a favorite of mine and was also my dissertation chair at Cornell University. Her interests are varied and primarily focus on centering evaluation work in democratic processes, participatory approaches, and mixed methods. Greene (2005) stated,


I use the phrase democratic pluralism to capture three leverage points for being as inclusive as possible in an evaluation. First is inclusion in setting the evaluation agenda, that is, the questions and concerns to be addressed in an evaluation. Second is establishing criteria for judging quality. How are we going to know if this is a good program? I think that these types of judgments are often defined by default and that we need to include more people in the conversations about what constitutes a good program. A third point of leverage is interpreting results and whatever action implications might follow from them. (paragraph 2, p. 9)



If you really want to challenge your mind, read Mixed Methods in Social Inquiry (2007) by Greene. This book addresses not only the various methods and approaches an evaluator might choose to evaluate a program but also the various paradigms that drive how methods are combined, how programs are approached, etc. It provides thoughtful reading and a truly comprehensive discussion of mixed methods for the reflective evaluator.

Michael Patton has always been a favorite as well, because he writes in a very accessible style, and I happen to like his politics (Patton, 2019). Patton advocates for the use of evaluation findings, and ways to ensure that happens within programs, communities, etc. This makes sense to me, as I have seen evaluation reports that land on dusty shelves and are never seen again. This is a frustration for many program staff and evaluators, and a real effort has been made in the evaluation field to deal with this issue. Many of Scriven’s works (e.g., Scriven, 1991) are also classics and should not be forgotten. I once portrayed Michael Scriven in a role play during my doctoral studies, and had particular fun demonstrating a consumer reports type of approach for evaluating blenders. Let me just say, in the testing of blenders demonstration, several of us in the class were drenched with orange juice by the end of the skit!

Donna Mertens writes about feminist, empowerment, and transformative evaluation approaches that truly touch my heart and inform my practice with regard to considerations that must be made in the support of those who are most vulnerable. Her work has focused on Indigenous peoples (Mertens, Cram, & Chilisa, 2013), those with disabilities, and other vulnerable populations who need assistance with empowering their voices in the context of evaluation and research. Mertens (2010) stated,


Some researchers believe that because they do not work with people with disabilities, African Americans, Latinos, postcolonial and/or indigenous peoples, deaf people, or feminists that the transformative paradigm does not have relevance for them. I make the argument that the transformative paradigm has relevance for people who experience discrimination and oppression on whatever basis, including (but not limited to) race and ethnicity, disability, immigrant status, political conflicts, sexual orientation, poverty, gender, age, or the multitude of other characteristics that are associated with less access to social justice. (p. 474)



Last but not least, my feminist colleagues have had and continue to have a profound impact on my thinking and my practice. Including those authors with letters in this chapter, I have relied on works by Whitmore (Cousins, Whitmore, & Shulha, 2013; Rashmi, Whitmore, & Moreau, 2003), Pillow (2002), Hesse-Biber (2011), Podems, (2010), and many others to inform my practice. I encourage you to spend some time with them.

Methods and Personal Styles

Given any familiarity with those authors to which I have referred you, you might now suspect that my preference is for very collaborative evaluation/research approaches with qualitative or mixed methods integrated into the processes. I am not a big fan of stand-alone surveys and utilize them only when I don’t have a lot of choices regarding the evaluation process (due to time, funding, or other issues). Although they can provide nice quantitative data, in my experience, they often lead to more questions than answers, and the development of quality surveys can be a laborious process. As in any research or evaluation project, it is extremely important that the methods and processes you use are well thought out, adhere to principles of good evaluation/research, are driven by important questions, and lead to answers that can provide for positive change in the way a program is run. Careful attention to a multitude of processes and factors is required in any research or evaluation study, and the more people you involve, the harder it becomes to do (though it is worth it). As noted by Scriven (2019),


However you like to characterize your approach to evaluation—as participatory, developmental, collaborative, or democratic, and so forth—and no matter how interesting and valuable each of these approaches can be, none of them gets down to the details of what you should include in the evaluation. And unless you get down to the details, not just the methodological style, you cannot do a good evaluation. (p. 49)



I once watched a presentation by an evaluator who surveyed principals about how to improve schools and education, and his conclusion was that we need more principals. I suspect there may have been a bias introduced there.

Evaluation Use

Careful attention to the details of the evaluation will not ensure use. Depending on who is involved in the evaluation, the purpose, the stakeholders, etc., the process can become very political (Weiss, 1973). Usually, careful attention to the details and a collaborative approach will ensure some use of the results, for the evaluation/research should produce data that are important to the staff and other stakeholders in the program. Conversations, discussions, and even debate regarding the data and interpretations of that data can lead to increased understandings of the purpose of programs, the impacts, and areas in need of improvement. Unfortunately, sometimes administrators don’t really want to know if a program works. Funding can disappear, access to populations and programs can be withheld, and reports can be buried. Problems identified by Chelimsky in 1987 raise their heads again and again—”Indeed, a complicating problem is that, not only are evaluations not being done, the administration has been phasing out much of the data system infrastructure that is needed for conduct of these studies” (p. 210). A good example of this is the dismantling of the Environmental Protection Agency by the Trump administration.

Evaluators do plow ahead however, in whatever ways we can, to continue to promote excellent evaluation/research, producing data that are useful for the promotion of improved programs, the amelioration of social problems, and, ultimately, social justice. One factor I have found that is particularly important to promoting use of evaluation results is providing these in a way that is easily understandable for stakeholders. Visual representations of data are particularly useful, and Hans Rosling was a master at this. I encourage you to check out his TED talks, particularly “How Not to Be Ignorant About the World” (Rosling, 2014).

My Forays into Evaluation

Most of my evaluation and research work has been done in the context of being an academic. I have studied the practice of school nurses, evaluated the impact of school-based health centers, and participated in research regarding teaching practices in the education of nursing students. I have interviewed dairy farmers in upstate New York to evaluate a program designed to help them in tough times; dairy farmers who refused to use hormone enhancing drugs on their cows, and who were subsequently told their cows were not producing enough milk and were cut from trucking routes. I have worked with colleagues to evaluate a program designed to improve the lives of vulnerable women in upstate New York, where women stated repeatedly that they didn’t really need programs to promote their self-esteem, what they needed was jobs. I have worked with faculty to evaluate educational programs for the purposes of national accreditation (e.g., nursing programs and teacher preparation programs). Currently, I am working with a local county jail to help incarcerated women, in whatever ways I can, to evaluate their own health, and to help them envision ways they can improve their health and prospects for the future.

Often, I have had the freedom to design my own research/evaluation plan, since the study was not funded or prescribed in any way. In these cases, I tend to favor very collaborative approaches and qualitative methods (including interviews, focus groups, and immersive observations). Other times, if working with colleagues or on a very prescribed project, I had less flexibility and had to use particular surveys, measures of outcome data, less stakeholder involvement, and shorter timelines for the project.

In all cases, the decisions made regarding questions, design, methods, samples, etc. were influenced by my values, which as I have mentioned already are firmly based in feminist and participatory approaches. This has worked well for me, but I don’t depend on evaluation work for my bread and butter. If you plan to work as an evaluator, the pressures and responsibilities will be very different, and you will need to figure out how to find balance.

Recommendations for Future Study

In developing your own practice, I encourage you to spend time with the authors I have recommended, as well as those recommended by my colleagues in their letters. The more you read, the more you learn, and of course, it may also cause you to question everything you do! There will be times when you do not feel confident, when you question the approach, the questions, the design, the methods, the samples, and everything else involved in the conduct of evaluation (and research). Try not to get discouraged; moving forward and trying, as long as you proceed in ethical ways, is better than standing still, and as you practice, you will learn and grow. Evaluation and research, like democracy, can be messy, but it is important that we keep trying.


Democracy depends on strong institutions and it’s about minority rights and checks and balances, and freedom of speech and freedom of expression and a free press, and the right to protest and petition the government, and an independent judiciary, and everybody having to follow the law. And yes, democracy can be messy, and it can be slow, and it can be frustrating. . . . Democracy means being in touch and in tune with life as it’s lived in our communities, and that’s what we should expect from our leaders, and it depends upon cultivating leaders at the grass-roots who can help bring about change and implement it on the ground and can tell leaders in fancy buildings, this isn’t working down here. (Obama, 2018)



Like the promotion of democracy, evaluation and scientific research are important, not just for the improvement of individual programs but also for the promotion of a just society, one that we all can be proud to be a part of. I wish you all the best in your studies and your practice!

—Denise

Letter to New Program Evaluation Employees: Why Evaluation Is Important in a Nonprofit Organization (Sielbeck-Mathes)

Dear New Employee,

Welcome to the field of Program Evaluation! I am pleased that you have made the choice to launch your career as a program evaluator with our nonprofit organization. I begin this letter with an overview of my circuitous career route into the field of evaluation and a brief outline of the multiple opportunities that I have experienced both personally and professionally along my journey. I will then provide you an overview of the critical function evaluators have in helping our organization understand the level to which their mission of delivering life-changing care is achieved, some of the differences between program evaluation and social science research, methods most commonly used by our evaluation teams, and the ways in which you will help build organizational evaluation capacity by advancing evaluative thinking.

After serving in the United States Army Nurse Corp as a pediatric nurse practitioner and earning my Master of Science degree, I became a nursing faculty member. It became clear over time that in order to achieve tenure, I needed to earn my PhD. A close friend and colleague encouraged me to consider a major in Program Evaluation from Cornell University’s Human Services Studies Department. I embraced the field in 1993, primarily because the discipline aligned with an important personal intrinsic motivator, connecting and collaborating with others in a responsive, participatory fashion in order to improve the quality and quantity of life for vulnerable people.

Since graduation from Cornell in 1999, my program evaluation career has included owning my own consulting firm, working in a nonprofit setting as a senior program evaluator evaluating programs focused on strengthening families at risk of losing their children, and as a director of program evaluation with oversight and management of staff evaluating multiple federally funded programs. In collaboration with my leadership teams, we developed a performance monitoring system and conducted an organization-wide evaluation project to measure outcomes that linked to long-range goals in behavioral health (e.g., recovery, permanent housing, employment, teen pregnancy prevention, and improved mental health status). We also created innovative approaches to reducing science-to-service gaps by developing user-friendly dashboards visually displaying progress toward goal achievement, one-page grant performance reports, and presentations highlighting what was working and why. As vice president of research and evaluation, I had the opportunity to work toward mainstreaming evaluation across the organization by embedding the process of evaluation into targeted clinical workflows, creating continuous feedback loops of relevant information for program improvement.

My professional experience has taught me the importance of understanding context. Nonprofit organizations are not designed to advance private or financial gains. They are designed to improve the quality of life for others at a community, local, state, national, or even global level by focusing on many of society’s most significant problems (mental health issues, addiction, trauma, poverty, homelessness, hunger, illiteracy, chronic illnesses, etc.). Despite the lack of focus on earning money, delivering programs, services, and supports for ameliorative programs costs money. In our current environment, there are decreasing funds for nonprofits, but increasing community needs. Our nonprofit organization fills this gap by aggressively seeking local, state, and federal grant funding. Common in all applications is the requirement for program evaluation.

Program evaluation significantly contributes to the successful implementation of our federal grant programs. Focus is placed on whether the programs implemented really make a difference in the lives of individuals touched by them. Over the years, programs have moved beyond merely determining how much money was spent, the number of people served, and client satisfaction. Although these aspects of program implementation are important, more and more evaluators are expected to understand and report on the benefits to clients during and after participation in programs and services. Identifying effective programs can positively influence decisions related to continued or enhanced funding. Our aim is to demonstrate results so that successful strategies, interventions, and evidence-based practices can be sustained because we have confidence that they are effective and there is evidence that supports requests for ongoing funding.

Program evaluation has been deeply embedded into grant-funded processes for many years, but has only recently been embraced more widely by our community-based mental health organization. This is not because evaluation information is not valued but, rather, it is poorly understood. Evaluation is perceived as something that is done if there is time and funding remaining after the priority activity of service delivery is accomplished. Insurance/payers do not reimburse for evaluation services, and providers, program staff, managers, and executive leadership often do not know how to use evaluation information for decision-making. This provides an exciting opportunity for our program evaluation division, particularly in the area of helping others understand how to use timely, relevant, and actionable evaluation information to demonstrate the level to which the care that is delivered changes lives for the better.

Throughout my personal journey, I have become acutely aware of the differences between evaluation and social science research. One of the primary learning curves that you will experience in your new role is understanding subtle as well as distinct differences between the theory and practice of program evaluation and the theory and practice of social science research. Although there are numerous intersections with the social science discipline and evaluators depend heavily upon many social science methods to conduct their work (quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods, phenomenology, grounded theory, etc.), program evaluation requires the use of “group skills, management ability, political dexterity, sensitivity to multiple stakeholders, and other skills that social research in general does not rely on as much” (Trochim, 2006 in Michael Hirsch & Tina Quartaroll,2009, p. 73).

At the root of this difference is the purpose of each. Program evaluation is generally concerned with informing and improving decision-making and typically focuses on programs, policies, or services. Social science research is generally concerned with discovering new information that adds to the knowledge base. Cronbach and Suppes (1969) determined that research is conclusion-oriented, evaluation is decision-oriented. Michael Scriven (1996a) shares that “evaluation determines the worth or merit . . . of a program, policy or other evaluands, social science research does not establish standards or values and prides itself on being value free” (p. 151), and Michael Quinn Patton (2008) states,


Basic scientific research is undertaken to discover new knowledge, test theories, establish truth, and generalize across time and space. Program evaluation is undertaken to inform decisions, clarify options, identify improvements and provide information about programs and policies within contextual boundaries of time, place, values and politics. (p. 40)



It is this purpose you will be asked to pursue.

Our division supports the organization by using evaluative thinking to clearly define desired client outcomes and the intervention strategies designed to achieve those outcomes so that they can be replicated if they are effective, improved if deficient, or discontinued if found ineffective or unethical. We use evaluation information systematically to measure impact, inform decision-making, and make improvements in implementation, as well as to report on progress toward and achievement of our organizational mission of delivering care that changes people’s lives.

As a new evaluator, you will be assigned to federal grant projects as the Lead. You will work closely with a team of evaluation staff as well as with staff implementing the program being evaluated. As you design and implement your evaluation plan, you will be asked to think about the process of evaluation in ways that will help the organization apply key learnings to strengthen the implementation of services and programs while building internal evaluation capacity. Our aim as a department is to expand evaluation into the mainstream of the organization so that information can be used in a timely manner to improve processes and program implementation.

Because we have multiple stakeholders to satisfy (e.g., the federal funder, the nonprofit organization, and the community), our approach to evaluation typically reflects both a participatory paradigm utilizing qualitative and quantitative methods with a goal of incorporating mixed methods when feasible. A mixed-methods approach is different from using qualitative and quantitative methods simultaneously. A mixed-methods approach intentionally combines methods that are meant to gather different kinds of information. Greene (2007) notes,


The underlying premise of mixed-method inquiry is that each paradigm offers a meaningful and legitimate way of knowing and understanding. The underlying rationale for mixed-method inquiry is to understand more fully, to generate deeper and broader insights, to develop important knowledge claims that respect a wider range of interests and perspectives. (p. 9)



The models that we most commonly use to frame our evaluations are responsive, participatory, and utilization-focused (see those developed by Greene, Whitmore and Patton.

I also encourage my staff to incorporate feminist methods and principles into their evaluation plans. These include responsiveness, attention to voices of the underrepresented, inclusiveness, and reflexivity. In my opinion, feminist evaluation (FE) addresses the heart of what is most important in our nonprofit setting, ensuring that we are delivering equitable care that meets people where they are, and addresses their needs in ways that are tailored and aligned with their values, current circumstances, and perspectives. Moreover, as Sielbeck-Bowen, Brisolara, Seigart, Tischler, and Whitmore (2002) note, FE questions


what it means to do evaluation, questions authority, examines gender issues, examines the lives of women, promotes social change, centralizes gender inequities that lead to social injustice, views participation as a political activity, views knowledge and participation in discourse as a form of power, seeks to ensure that the narratives and experiences of women enrolled in evaluations are valued equally to that of men and does not treat women as a homogenous group. (pp. 3–4)



It is also important in our nonprofit contexts to design evaluation in ways that increase the likelihood of detecting the presence of gender inequity, implicit bias, and low health literacy that contributes to health and health care disparities. These disparities negatively impact vulnerable groups that already face significantly more obstacles to maintaining good mental/physical health, often because of specific social or economic factors, such as their gender, mental health and/or substance use disorder status, socioeconomic status, race or ethnicity, geography, ability, religion, sexual orientation, and/or immigrant status.

During the process of evaluation, you may experience multiple confounding factors including staff/administrative/leadership turnover, changing politics that can alter priorities and funding, and socially constructed biases often difficult to see and even more difficult to measure. You will develop advanced synthesis skills in order to interpret and report on findings in ways that are relevant, actionable, engaging, and consumable, with an eye toward use by decision-makers and program stakeholders. You will need more than empirical skills; you will need to sharpen your evaluative thinking skills to help you determine the impact of a program delivered in a community-based setting with numerous variables that can undermine even the best-designed plans for successful program and evaluation implementation. Evaluative thinking sits “at the intersection of logic, reasoning, and valuing” (Vo & Archibald, 2018, p. 8). It is “questioning, reflecting, learning, and modifying . . . conducted all the time. It is a constant state-of-mind within an organization’s culture and all its systems” (Bennett & Jessani, 2011, p. 24).

You will be tasked with helping develop all that evaluative thinking involves, “asking questions of substance, determining what data are required to answer specific questions, collecting data using appropriate strategies, analyzing collected data and summarizing findings, and using the findings”—throughout all of an organization’s work practices (Baker & Bruner, 2012, p. 1). Again, welcome to our exciting and challenging organization. I invite you to deepen your knowledge and understanding in the field of program evaluation in a nonprofit setting.

—Kathryn

Letter to a Program Evaluation Officer in an International Development Organization (Nichols)

Dear Program Evaluation Officer,

This letter is to advocate for a different perspective in international evaluation, one drawing attention to gender and positionality of the evaluator. These reflections address the following questions: (1) How do you see gender and equity in your work? (2) What roles do women in the country in which you currently work have or assume that you respect? (3) What do you believe ought to be enhanced? and (4) What data would you use as your evidence base? These issues also require adaptive management and can lead to surprising results.

As an African American female evaluator in the field of international development, I offer a very different perspective compared to many others who stumble upon the field rather than pursue formal education in program evaluation. I did not have the opportunity to take common North American routes to work in the international development field, as I never enlisted in the Peace Corps or engaged in missionary service. My mother worked for nongovernmental organizations, and so I studied French and Portuguese in high school overseas, which in turn opened up the opportunity for me to work in Lusophone, Anglophone, and Francophone countries later in life. Although most of my evaluation experience has been in Africa, I have also worked in Asia, Eastern Europe, and, most recently, the Caribbean.

Working in international development requires an understanding of the intersections of gender with other substantive topics, such as health, education, nutrition, agriculture, or climate change. One no longer needs to embrace the “feminist” label to be a fierce advocate of social justice in evaluation practice. Other fashionable, but related terms include equity, equality, human rights, empowerment, and participation. When I was a novice evaluator, all of these terms were articulated as “cross-cutting.” That is, within the international landscape, in development, humanitarian affairs, or the nexus in between, these terms used to have established meanings and definitions. While it is not my intent to reduce the value of such important terms today, I only wish to highlight that as everyone is using these terms, their meanings have been modified to suit different needs. The rise of technology has facilitated information sharing and communication, merging these terms into co-constructed concepts with variable meanings or emphasis.

It is therefore important to be aware of one’s positionality—that is, being clear about “where one stands in relation to the other” (Noh, 2019, p. 330). How you perceive gender is based on your position in life, your position in the field of international development, your ethnic background, religion, language, culture, and/or your familial roles. As you work in a different culture, you could be perceived as an “outsider,” as an “insider,” or you may inhabit aspects of both simultaneously. Although this discussion is not new, it is nonetheless an important reflective exercise. Many international evaluators often find themselves grappling with notions of emic (insiderness) and etic (outsiderness) identities and negotiating among them (Taylor, 2011).

To assist in demonstrating how the insider–outsider framework functions and how these questions should work, I share an illustrative example of an assignment in the Caribbean for the evaluation of an early childhood development (ECD) program. I had the privilege of assessing the work of practitioners and educators in nine Caribbean islands. As an African American, my ethnic background, language, and culture are different from those of the Caribbean ECD practitioners. We share similar features and attributes, including dark complexion and our history of enslaved ancestors. Although I do not speak with the melodic Caribbean accent, we understand each other and there is no need for a translator. Our communication is open and clear. With these similarities, I am perceived as “one of them” or one of the family.

In the areas of gender and equity, however, our views and beliefs diverge greatly. For example, from my perspective, early childhood interventions should not be perceived as a luxury for a child, but instead all children have rights to this programming (see the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, General Comment 7). As a child, I attended a preschool, and so did my children. In many of the Island States that I visited, however, child attendance is uneven, primarily because parents are unable to pay for school fees. Children are not always prioritized over other competing expenses, including leisure activities such as attending the nail spa and “liming,” which is a term for enjoying the beach, food, drink, conversation, and laughter. These too are part of the Caribbean culture. In all Caribbean countries, children are greatly loved, especially girls. However, as an evaluator, mother, and daughter, I hold the position that the benefits of early education extend well into adulthood, and I became aware that I was using my role as an international evaluator to broaden the outreach of this important intervention.

Therefore, it is absolutely necessary to define terms such as gender and equity rather than assume that the same notions are being understood as a collective. To tease out these issues, you may ask yourself the following questions: What beliefs have contributed to gender and equity in this context? Are those beliefs relevant or appropriate to the country context? Are there other perspectives that ought to be considered? What are these alternatives? What are you certain about related to gender in this country? What evidence is available to justify these certainties?

Another conundrum is that evaluations often generate findings that are surprising. In continuing with the assessment in the Caribbean as an example, I was also tasked with examining what practitioners and educators thought about the terminologies of (1) ECD and (2) children with special needs (CWSN). What was their understanding? Did they see these two terms as the same thing? How did they see their role(s) as supporting children to develop? My initial perception was that the distinctions would be semantic and that the better investment of funds could be on exploring more immediate concerns, such as the prevalence of corporal punishment in schools or messages to improve nutrition in schools. It is not widely known that many Caribbean children are exposed to a great deal of gun and sexual violence in and outside of school, and they are also food insecure (Williams, 2006, 2013).

After conducting a content analysis of results from an open-ended survey of more than 150 practitioners, it was surprising that CWSN were mainly viewed as children who had physical impairments. The term “special needs” is much broader, including social–emotional, behavioral problems, vision, hearing, and physical challenges (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). These other challenges were not part of the overall perceptions of practitioners serving CWSN. Another unexpected finding was that Caribbean educators perceived themselves as having an active role in the lives of CWSN. Respondents would say the children need “special attention,” “extra help,” “one-on-one support,” “extra love,” and “more patience.” Indeed, these practitioners viewed themselves as the nurturers, caregivers, and the ones who would be “respectin’ “ and “talkin’ “ to the children.

Moreover, in the age of big data, unlike in the past, there is an enormous amount of data already available. For instance, administrative and financial data, scholarly databases, social media metrics, and online surveys are easily accessible from one’s desktop. It is prudent to use what is already available before going out and searching for new data. The risks of “survey fatigue” are documented well, and a recent evaluation uncovered that affected populations in humanitarian contexts were tired of (and felt frustrated about) being asked so many questions (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development and United Kingdom Department for International Development, 2019; Baker, Nichols, Afonso, & Custodio, 2020).

Finally, working in international development requires a great deal of patience, and adaptive management of the evaluation process is not an ambitious ideal but, rather, the future. An emerging practice dedicated to informing future program activities, called outcome harvesting, is the “the identification, formulation, analysis, and interpretation of outcomes to answer useable questions” (Wilson-Grau & Britt, 2012, p. 1). (The Outcome Harvesting website is a source of applications, events, and resources to support the development of a community of practitioners of outcome harvesting; see http://betterevaluation.org/plan/approach/outcome_harvesting.) Although this approach may not be suitable for all contexts, it has been adopted by the international community because its strength is that it functions effectively in “complex programming contexts, where relations of cause and effect are not fully understood” (Wilson-Grau & Brit, 2012, p. 2; Wilson-Grau, 2001, p. 2). The elements of this approach include being “adaptable,” taking risks, and making no assumptions. Six questions, developed to assist in identifying the overall monitoring and evaluation need, are summarized in a worksheet intended to serve as a starting point for identifying gaps in your current evaluation systems and to facilitate decision-making (U.S. Agency for International Development [USAID], 2014).

The first step in the outcome harvesting process is identifying outcomes that include a behavior change or progression toward a change. The outcome must have a date, detail the actors involved, and describe the level at which it may be categorized (i.e., micro, meso, or macro) (Bronfenbrenner, 1970, 1979). The second step is to ask yourself the following questions: Why is the observed change actually significant? How does this change contribute to or relate to the overall mission or objective? As an example, the overall vision within the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) is “all citizens at every stage of their learning journey, from early years to adulthood, are able to reach their full potential and be successful in life, at work and in society” (OECS, 2012, p. 8), and the objective used “increase (and expand) access to quality Early Childhood Development Services (ECDS)” (p. 13). Although there are many related outcomes, a specific (fictitious) one is that practitioners have sufficient capacity developed to identify CWSN and then support their early learning.

Once early education practitioners have consensus that this outcome is appropriate, or officially harvested, the next step is to look at values. Subsequent questions are the following: Does any substantive progress toward this outcome represent real progress toward increasing access to quality ECDS? If so, how? The key to initiating this process is to generate “actionable questions” that will lead to actionable answers, and ultimately the best data sources to satisfy the detail required for improving or modifying the intervention being monitored (USAID, 2016, p. 16).

To serve on a team that promotes this type of evaluation requires vision, commitment, humility, and courage. These qualities will help you integrate the elements of evaluative thinking we have discussed: (1) reflection, (2) being open to surprising findings, (3) integrating data that already exist, and (4) thinking evaluatively. Wishing you good fortune in letting evaluative thinking and positionality guide your efforts to center your work in who you are.

—Tristi

Letter to Doctoral Committees (Ewert)

Dear Ivory Tower,

As a graduate student researcher, the elitism of academia is seductive. It cradles me when I’m feeling insecure about my work and holds me up when my expertise is challenged in conversations with nonacademics. It’s easy to rest in that feeling of superiority, that sense of power as a knowledge-producer, that comfort of wood-paneled rooms and hallowed halls of study. But when I go out into the field and speak with people disconnected from those esteemed halls of learning, it can be difficult to connect. Perhaps this is because we aren’t trained to see our participants as peers but instead as raw resources to be mined. This paradigm limits our data collection as well as our ability to share our findings beyond the walls of the Ivory Tower.

My qualitative work focuses on residents of rural places, many of them with limited formal Western education and some with limited literacy skills. Although few of my academic peers would claim outright that these subjects lack intellect or are uninteresting, a small but significant group scoff at the idea that individuals who are the subject of research can be the source of new knowledge. Others who do agree that those with less education have something to teach us see that “something” as limited to intuitive, affective, or otherwise less valuable knowledge than intellectual products. This paradigm also devalues the experiences of people in subaltern positions, many of them economically marginalized.

My dissertation research fieldwork required that I listen intently to sobering stories of rural residents’ experiences of wildfire disasters. Through these encounters, I felt an intensification of my commitment to actively involve them in the production of knowledge. They meaningfully articulated their experiences, some using a more linear structure than others, but all engaged in a thoughtful study of their circumstances. Why should my analysis bear more weight than theirs? Their recounting of their lived experience holds wisdom, folly, care, and disregard all wrapped up together. Their mixed experiences mirror the mixed experiences of academics, as well as the ambivalence many feel as they work to fit findings within theory. I see my job as contextualizing and ordering my experience and that of my respondents, shedding light on patterns, calling theory to account for our narratives and shaping theoretical frameworks when they do not.

Methodologically, there are several ways to engage respondents in knowledge production and dissemination. These methods align most easily with qualitative research, as this type of intellectual practice allows the researcher to become enmeshed in the daily lives of respondents in order to make sense of their lived experiences. However, it is still possible to conduct this research, albeit poorly, without due respect and appreciation for respondents’ meanings. To produce more engaged scholarship, start with how you conduct data collection. First, forefront the indigenous meanings respondents hold and construct without relegating them to the area of “folk notions” lacking analytical value. Yes, you will perform formal analyses on these statements and determine how respondents’ sense-making occurs, but you don’t have to dismiss their local understandings to do so. Second, a note to qualitative researchers: Remember that the qualitative interview is a context in which cultural practices and social values are not merely documented but also performed, debated, and reinforced (Oakley, 1998, 1999). You as an interviewer are, consciously or unconsciously, engaged in a meaning-making endeavor with your respondents. Participant observation, or ethnography, lends itself especially well to reflexivity and relationships with respondents. It’s nearly impossible to make sense of ethnographic field notes without a sincere appreciation for the meanings that respondents construct, reproduce, and challenge. Of course, we must also remember that there is a key difference between doing engaged research and being the researched: “Sometimes we can walk away” (Chapkis, 2010, p. 494). As researchers, a healthy dose of privilege recognition is key.

To do this type of engaged scholarship, statisticians and other quantitative researchers may struggle to determine how to connect with respondents. First, researchers can connect with participants early in the study design stage to ask participants what they would like to know. Involving participants in question design is one step toward producing engaged scholarship. Second, we can engage with participants when we disseminate our findings. Qualitative and quantitative researchers have a responsibility to share their findings with the communities from which they extracted knowledge. Part of that commitment requires writing in a less jargon-filled form than the typical academic article. Another component involves committing to returning to the site of research and sharing findings verbally and visually, for those who cannot access our written work. If we don’t share our results with members of the community from which they were gleaned, we lose the opportunity to engage in reciprocity. It takes years to publish results that respondents may never read, due to inaccessibility of language and journal paywalls. If we truly believe that our work can improve lives, we cannot waste that precious time. We must take our findings straight to the community and be attentive to the role of key power brokers.

There are barriers to doing this kind of academic work. Many dissertation committees would rather hear about rigorous methodological design and what happens during the research process than about engaging with respondents after the research has been conducted or similar attempts to make scholarship accessible. They probably won’t want to hear about involving participants in the knowledge-production process beyond the simple outlining of recruitment strategies. Grant and fellowship application committees are no different. Explain your research design in less than 500 words, please. Don’t bore us with reflexivity and commitments. Those who receive funding are granted more than money; they are given legitimacy. As long as scientific neutrality is determined to be synonymous with disengagement, the work that forefronts relationships with respondents will be disincentivized.

Furthermore, there is a culture within social science graduate programs that elevates theoretical work over applied research. This is part of the “hidden curriculum” of graduate school in many cases (Hendricks, Applebaum, & Kunkel, 2010; Romero, 2017). But what is the use of producing this knowledge if it never leaves the academy? In fact, some research is not even circulated within the academy because many academic articles are never cited; although citation rates are increasingly dispersed, 32% of social science articles fail to receive a citation within 5 years (Lariviere, Gingras, & Archambault, 2009). Normative low circulation of results and a dearth of published articles on negative/null results make it even more pressing to share our findings with diverse audiences. Otherwise, what is the point of conducting research? Applied social science research, including evaluation research, has a clear goal: to “produce positive social change through active intervention” (Bruhn, 1999, p. 1). Applied social science shares goals with public sociology. This branch of sociology aims to engage “lay” audiences, including respondents, with the intention of stimulating an informed public dialogue about moral and political issues (Burawoy, 2004). Ideally, these discussions lead to social change.

Through my experiences in the field and through reading the work of other feminist (Rupp & Taylor, 2011) and queer sociologists (Compton, Meadow, & Schilt, 2018) as well as sociologists of color (Gonzalez-Lopez, 2010; Serrant-Green, 2002) who are thinking critically about involving research subjects in their work, I have come to the conclusion that many of the barriers we erect between “lay” and academic intellectual labor exist to enclose us and limit our production of knowledge, not aid with that project. As we call ourselves knowledge producers, it is easy to cling to that title while shutting off the knowledge produced by our respondents. It’s easy to call their knowledge “lay theories” or “common sense,” brushing it aside or worse, appropriating and remaking it in our image. It is hard work to grapple with the narratives of our respondents and identify where they have produced meaning and knowledge in areas where we have not. We have at least two social scientific commitments that require us to take the harder path: Reflect the world as it is and properly attribute ideas to their sources. We are responsible for bearing the torch of knowledge on the sometimes-long path from our respondents to the academy and back again. This letter is an invitation to rethink how we conduct research.

—Rebecca

Letter to Evaluators and Researchers on Deconstructing Western Paradigms (Holiday-Shchedrov)

Dear Community Evaluators and Researchers,

Knowing your interest in developing reflective practices and ways to have authentic, culturally inclusive engagements with Indigenous peoples, I am writing to you as a colleague to share my thoughts and experiences with you. As an Indigenous woman who grew up on a reservation, my worldview, knowingly and unknowingly, has actualized into principles and has become the way I interact with colleagues and guided the way I conduct research and evaluations. As a lead into this discourse, in practice, I reject assigning universal notions and valuing only Western epistemology. In this letter, I illustrate the reason I strive for reciprocity and reject valuing only one type of knowledge.

In 2011, I worked on a tri-university consortium, mixed-method evaluation team that collected qualitative data from a diverse range of families and children with the goal of measuring the impact of an early childhood statewide initiative in Arizona. Collection of data in Tribal communities required the approval from a Tribal Institutional Review Board (IRB). Seeking to be culturally inclusive, the qualitative data team sought not only approval but also input from participating Tribal communities (Joanou, Holiday, & Swadener, 2012). At the Tribal IRB meetings, the principal investigator shared information about the project and the methodology. Upon completion, an intriguing question followed from a Tribal IRB representative: “How will our people benefit from the data you’re collecting?” New to applying research methods and collecting data in Indigenous communities, I vaguely recall the principal investigator’s response but knew it lacked the necessary “epistemological scaffolding” (Gerlach, 2018, p. 1) that would redress concerns about Western research methods and approaches. Through this and many other experiences, I started to understand the difference between Western and Indigenous methodologies and the impact of Western research, which is what many mean when using the term scientific research. I have subsequently attempted to incorporate and “actualize” Indigenous worldviews in my work.

Answering the question of “who benefits” requires serious contemplation about the interlocking relationship between power and knowledge. Notably, the power differential is determined by those “whose knowledge is valued, who determines the importance of ideas, and who determines the rule for procedures for examining knowledge” (Fine, Tuck, & Zeller-Berkman, 2008, cited in Carjuzaa & Ruff, 2010, p. 75). Western civilization has historically monopolized power structures, often at the expense of Indigenous peoples. The dominant power groups have “long established foundational principles of epistemic traditions, recognizing science and scientific inquiry as [their] most trustful source of knowledge” (Grincheva, 2013, p. 146). Darlaston-Jones (2007), tying together science and epistemology, writes that these scientific endeavors and their results, in fact, are a statement about the nature of knowledge and therefore it is in fact an epistemology, the investigation of what distinguishes justified belief from opinion.

Western epistemology, widely accepted in the world today and has been for centuries, has dominated and become fixed in the field of research and knowledge production (Grincheva, 2013). Indigenous peoples and allies committed to elucidating the colonizing impact of this “knowledge” have criticized the scientific method and its claim to produce “knowledge,” Hester & Cheney, 2010) refer to the knowledge produced as “only in an attenuated sense.”(p. 321)—attenuated because knowledge is elicited through “forced” affirmation (Deloria, Foehner & Scinta, 1999, p. xviii), which is guided by specific protocols to achieve specific outcomes. Furthermore, Western scientific researchers assume that the products of their mind are inherent in the structure of the universe (Deloria et al., 1999) and extract data through “systematically controlled investigations” (Darlaston-Jones, 2007, p. 20) that are primarily quantitative. Indigenous scholars have raised important critiques of scientific methods and Westerners’ interpretation and how they make sense of it. They argue that the “process,” approached with “force,” is extracting only a partial story and is absent of relationality (Deloria et al., 1999):


We may elicit and force secrets from nature, but it is only answering the specific questions we ask it. It is not giving us the whole story as it would if it were specifically involved in the communication of knowledge. What is given willingly is more valuable than what is demanded as a matter of force. (p. 136)



A foundational understanding of the Western epistemological paradigm and the criticism by Indigenous scholars sets the groundwork for you, the reader, to understand that there are multiple epistemologies and ways people interact with the world. Indigenous peoples hold an epistemology that diverges from the dominant perspective. Some have used the words diametrically opposed when referring to the paradigms because one is supposedly objective, the other subjective; one claims to be value-free, the other embraces relationality, reciprocity, and having a “wholistic” understanding. This relational nature is a foundation of Indigeneity; Greenwood (2005) writes about how dynamic this is:


The foundations of Indigeneity, then, are comprised, in part, of values that privilege interrelationships among the spiritual, the natural and the self; reflect a sacred orientation to place and space; encompass a fluidity of knowledge exchanged between past, present and future, thereby allowing for constant and dynamic knowledge growth and change; and honor language and orality as an important means of knowledge transmission. (p. 554)



From a relational perspective, it is necessary that those from whom data are collected are benefiting as much as the person collecting the data. In fact, “relational processes of knowing take place in the context of relationships” (Gerlach, 2018, p. 4), and relationship building and developing trust take time. To fully gain trust, the researcher needs to demonstrate a commitment to reciprocal communication. Knowledge (not to be confused with information) dissemination flourishes in safe, trusted spaces. These are the necessary conditions in which “bidirectional” dialogue, which involves nonjudgmental consideration and listening on the part of the researcher, can take place. This is a departure from the “unidirectional” Western scientific research method of collecting from and not with, thereby reducing people’s value to a set of numbers that are used for comparison and the “criteria of evaluation against which societies [could] be ranked” (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 43).

The goal in relationships is to achieve a give-and-take process, a reciprocal sharing of knowledge. This is an entirely different process than that of the researcher approaching with the intent of amassing information disguised in a cloak of goodness. Tuhiwai Smith (1999) describes these researchers as “armed with the goodwill in their front pockets and patents in their back pockets” (p. 25), and too many have made gains by exploiting Indigenous communities. The researcher working to be culturally sensitive is willing to dispossess of the power differentials and move toward an authentic dialogic process, not just inculcating or extracting. Carjuzaa and Ruff (2010) describe the necessity of this: “Reciprocity demands collaboration, interchange of ideas, sharing power, learning from the ‘other’ “ (p. 75). This approach loosens ties to prescribed, academic learned research methods that are linear and goal-oriented and focuses instead on the dynamic knowledge exchange, flexible standards, and co-learning that occurs in respectful and equitable relationships.

Reciprocity lies in the willingness to unveil and confront the reality that Western epistemologies are not value-free and objective; that, in fact, the positivist approach has been the tool of colonization. Tuhiwai Smith (1999), a leading scholar on Indigenous methodologies, writes that Western scientific research “is one of the ways in which the underlying code of imperialism and colonialism is both regulated and realized. It is regulated through the formal rules of . . . scientific paradigms” (p. 7). Many institutions, including media, have supported stereotypes framing Indigenous peoples as primitive, lacking intelligence and slothful, and other dehumanizing terms. These constructions are associated with power. Researchers who use science as an objective tool have used multiple classification and compartmentalized systems to place Indigenous peoples in the lower echelons of humanity, giving superiority to those who meet the “White criteria” to make decisions about Indigenous peoples’ well-being, because moral claim can only be given to a civilized “man” (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999).

The discourse of Indigenous peoples as racially inferior, placing them as the “locus of the problem,” blaming them for their own failures, and communicating this explicitly and implicitly (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999) has been a “Western obsession.” Part of the need to characterize the “Other” is to exert control and dominance over them. Bataille (2001) writes, “Whoever controls your definition controls your sense of self” (p. 99), and as long as non-Indigenous people control the Indigenous story, the story will remain unequal. In seeking to engage authentically, researchers/evaluators must depart from the view that people have deficits, create a space for possibilities by resisting the dominant paradigms, and work toward equity. Remember, for Indigenous peoples, the data and the “research itself is taken to mean ‘problem’: the word research is believed to mean, quite literally, the continued construction of Indigenous peoples as the problem” (p. 92).

Deficit-labeling is not uncommon to Indigenous peoples, especially tribal youth. Often, tribal youth are seen as the problem. Issues such as generational trauma, parents’ negative experiences and continued apprehensiveness about formal schooling, and structural inequities are ignored. The quantitative narrative lacks the important detail that Indigenous children have their own tribal language and are part of a larger tribal network that values relationships above self, has powerful oral traditions, and focuses on community above competition.

Data collection, analysis, and evaluation through a Western lens may produce quantitative, presumably objective, results; however, this lens lacks the information necessary to offer a wholistic picture of Indigenous peoples who honor “stories and oral knowledge as real and legitimate forms of data and ways of knowing” (Brayboy, 2005, p. 439). It is important to recognize that research is culturally bound. For Indigenous people, stories are crafted to preserve Indigenous ways of knowing and to strengthen the community; according to Corey Weber-Pillwax (2001), the stories are “not frivolous and meaningless, no one tells a story without intent or purpose.” (p. 156). Researchers need to provide context. Care should be taken to share the “whole story” with all interrelated parts—spiritual, physical, emotional, intellectual.

I end with this: Information acquisition is only one form of “learning”—a form that is accomplished through the process of data collection. The goal of non-Indigenous researchers and evaluators seeking culturally responsive practices should be transformative learning that focuses on critically reflecting on one’s views and assumptions. In this way, you can contribute toward our collective interest in understanding a different worldview, including the expression of knowledge systems by Indigenous peoples.

—Dawna
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Literature and Creative Writing as Public Scholarship

Sandra L. Faulkner and Sheila Squillante

Literature is important, maybe especially in public spaces. Let’s write from that fire.

Introduction

We begin this chapter with a piquant quote about the belief in the power of art, literary art in particular. Writers, researchers, readers, and practitioners use creative writing and literature as means for social change, visibility for social causes and stigmatized identities, as a means to give voice to lived experiences, as a pedagogical tool, and as a means for healing psychic, social, and physical wounds. The use of literature and creative writing as public scholarship bridges the humanities, social sciences, and social activism. This type of work is sometimes happenstance, and other times it is organized and supported through institutions such as universities, veterans’ groups, private and public foundations, and community organizations. In this chapter, we discuss the venues, places, spaces, and forms of public literature and offer suggestions for using your fire to make literature and everyday life combust. We do not, however, make the impossible claim of having surveyed every public literature and creative writing project; rather, the examples and analysis we provide are illustrative of many writers’, researchers’, and activists’ goals of using literature to give voice to lived experience, advocate for social justice, and teach through example. We use extensive quotes from writers, activists, scholars, and organizations using literature and creative writing as public scholarship to demonstrate the goals and potentials of their projects.

Defining Literature as Public Scholarship

Public scholarship merges creative writing, democratic impulses, and the power of activism. The Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis Center for Digital Scholarship defines public scholarship as “intellectual work that produces an evidential public good through relevant and meaningful research, teaching, or service; artistic, critical, and historical work that contributes to public debates” (Associate Dean of Public Scholarship, 2016, para. 3). In a similar vein, Imagining America, a consortium of artists and scholars in public life, considers public scholarship to be “scholarly or creative activity that joins serious intellectual endeavor with a commitment to public practice and public consequence,” such as:


Scholarly and creative work jointly planned and carried out by university and community partners; Intellectual work that produces a public good; Artistic, critical, and historical work that contributes to public debates; Efforts to expand the place of public scholarship in higher education, including the development of new programs and research on the successes of such efforts.

(Center for Community and Civic Engagement, 2016, para. 2–3)



These purposes are what make the leap from literature as something for the elite to literature for the everyday and for us all. We argue for the power and possibilities of literature as public scholarship for transforming our communal perspectives and our self-perspectives and for contributing to meaningful public dialogue and the public good. In a recent special issue on public poetry in Liminalities, an online performance studies journal, Chamberlain and Gräbner (2015) ask:


How do poetic expressions enter public space and, if they do not, what stops them? How have changes in public space brought on by the neoliberal era affected the nature of public space and, consequently, how do they affect the kind of poetry that seeks to connect with public space in one way or another? How can creativity and critique intervene in these processes to turn “public spaces” into what Daniel Chamberlain calls “radical meeting places”? (p. 2)



These questions of what public space means and the place of poetry in it motivate us to ask larger questions about what poetry and other literary forms “do” in public spaces both online and offline. How can creative writing and literature alter, transform, and reimagine our experiences and definitions of public space? How does literature in everyday spaces democratize our lived experiences and empower our voices? Some poets and writers use their positions within established literary venues to transform our institutions, whereas others work within community organizations and social media to use, create, and “publish” literature of all kinds for the public good.

Virtual and Nonvirtual Spaces for Public Literature

Venues for public literary projects are varied, from posters on public transportation and in bathroom stalls, to libraries, schools, coffee shops, front lawns, and online spaces. The use and availability of literature and creative writing in public spaces, online and offline, represents literature as public good and community dialogue. We present projects in community venues, large and small, which are considered for maximum impact, such as the Poetry on MetroCards and the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA)’s Big Read projects. These projects use the places where communities spend time as a forum for bringing literature and the public in conversation.

Poetry on MetroCards is an example of literature in motion. The MTA of New York has displayed “more than 200 poems or excerpts before the eyes of millions of subway riders and rail commuters, offering each a moment of timelessness in the busy day” (MTA Arts & Design, 2016). In 2012, the program began showcasing two new poems with accompanying artwork every quarter on “car cards” in New York City. In addition to the subway car displays, the poems in the series are printed on the back of MetroCards and are displayed on the MTA’s On-the-Go touchscreen kiosks and in other transit venues. Individuals can engage with poetry as they move about their daily lives. Other transport systems around the world have similar projects. For instance, Poetry on the London Underground, which consists of displays of poems on posters in the Tube, has inspired like-minded projects in Paris, Barcelona, St. Petersburg, New York, Vienna, Stockholm, Shanghai, and Warsaw (Crenshaw, 2015).


[P]erhaps the strangest thing about our poetic travels on the tube is the almost universal delight with which Poems on the Underground have been received. They are famous worldwide, capital cities have adopted similar schemes, and we enjoy happy relations with every poet and poetry publisher in the UK. The poem-posters now appear regularly on YouTube, Flickr and thousands of websites. I like to think of Tube travelers today stepping onto a train, reading a poem and then aiming their phone cameras at it—allowing these words to reach an even wider circle of family and friends, long after the journey’s end.

(Chernaik, 2013, para. 6)



An example of literature as public good and community dialogue in local communities’ daily lives is the NEA Big Read, where communities choose books, from memoirs to novels to poetry, to read together and discuss. The program’s goal is to spark dialogue about important topics through common reads in communities (https://www.arts.gov/partnerships/nea-big-read):


[T]he NEA Big Read broadens our understanding of our world, our communities, and ourselves through the joy of sharing a good book. Showcasing a diverse range of contemporary titles that reflect many different voices and perspectives, the NEA Big Read aims to inspire conversation and discovery. The main feature of the initiative is a grants program, managed by Arts Midwest, which annually supports approximately 75 dynamic community reading programs, each designed around a single NEA Big Read selection.

(NEA, 2016, para. 1)



As one NEA Big Read participant said, “The book taught us how to talk to and trust one another so that we could ultimately approach issues that were difficult and immediate” (NEA, 2016, para. 3). The scope of the project is large: “more than 4.2 million Americans have attended an NEA Big Read event, approximately 72,000 volunteers have participated at the local level, and 34,000 community organizations have partnered to make NEA Big Read activities possible” (NEA, 2016, para. 3). Other communities have adopted this idea, with common reads at universities and elementary schools (e.g., Bowling Green State University: https://www.bgsu.edu/provost/academic-affairs/common-reading-experience/about-common-reading.html).

Little Free Libraries

The Little Free Library movement began in 2009 with the goal of building 2,510 libraries—as many as Andrew Carnegie did. The organization has far surpassed that number, boasting over 40,000 do-it-yourself structures modeled on the “take a book/leave a book” model often seen in coffee houses and other public spaces (Little Free Library, n.d.a, para. 1). Little Free Libraries welcome and encourage community involvement at local, national, and global levels. Founders David Bol and Rick Brooks work with a board of directors and an operations staff, and they consider “every single steward who cares for a Little Free Library as part of our team.” The organization also supports community literacy programs that pair children with police officers (e.g., in Minneapolis) in an effort to improve comfort and connection. Minneapolis Police Chief Janeé Harteau explains, “Kids often interact with police only when something sad or scary happened. We hope Little Free Library will help residents and police get to know each other a little better because books are a good conversation starter” (Little Free Library, n.d.b, para. 7).

Conferences

Literary festivals are a venue for the celebration, workshopping, and networking of creative writing for the public good. For example, Winter Wheat is a literary festival started in 2001 sponsored by the prestigious literary magazine the Mid-American Review, housed at Bowling Green State University:


In workshops, students, faculty, and guests from the Bowling Green community and beyond come to learn, discuss, and most importantly write. Through “keynote” readings, special guest authors read their work, sign books, and talk with Winter Wheat participants. Winter Wheat creates the ideal environment for graduate and undergraduate students, faculty and staff, community writers, and those from other states to mingle and create new work, effectively planting the seeds of new writings for future harvest.

(Winter Wheat, n.d.)



Another example of an event focused on a community common good is the yearly conference run by Barrelhouse magazine, Conversations and Connections: Practical Advice for Writers. It was held in Washington, DC, from 2007 to 2013 and has been held in Pittsburgh, PA, since 2014 (http://writersconnectconference.com/). This one-day event brings together writers, editors, and publishers for panel discussions, craft workshops, one-on-one conferences, and networking. Different from larger conferences such as the Association for Writers and Writing Programs, Conversations and Connections focuses less on literature and writing in theoretical or academic contexts and more on the practical, offering participants immediately usable tools for their work. The conference is also committed to remaining affordable for writers at any level, especially students; the $70 registration fee includes the day’s programming, individual conferences with editors, and a featured book and a literary magazine subscription. But the real value comes from the “friendly, supportive environment” the conference organizers have worked assiduously to create:


I think the most useful thing about the conference was the atmosphere. It was very non-pretentious and inviting. As someone who has never attended a conference before, I suppose I had some preconceived notion. But I thought everyone from the facilitators to the attendees to the panelists were accessible and friendly and helpful. The sense of community and new relationships was well worth it.

(Conversations and Connections, n.d.)



As an arts organization, Barrelhouse has many arms, including a print and online literary journal, a book press, and the aforementioned conference. The group also runs Writer Camp, a three-day retreat in the wilds of central Pennsylvania where participants spend time writing in a bucolic setting, meeting with editors to discuss their work, and being in community. Dan Brady, poetry editor, takes seriously the effect their offshoot programming has on the literary world:


I absolutely think that our work beyond publishing the magazine and books contributes to the public good. We don’t often talk about it this way, but the events we put on like Writer Camp and Conversations & Connections educate and edify aspiring artists. Most of the people who come to our conference are really just starting to get serious about their writing. They want to know if this life is really for them and if they’re really good enough to keep trying. C&C gives them the tools, contacts, and experience they’re looking for to move forward in their writing careers. We’ve seen great work come from that—not only stories and poems and even books published, but also new reading series, magazines, and other literary projects launch as an outcome of our work. Our events, which you could call a form of Arts Education, create an environment for writers to flourish, to find the community support they need, and to believe in themselves and what they’re doing. So yes, I believe they do contribute to the public good both by generating new art, which is an important factor in the perception of quality of life in communities, and by enriching the lives of individual aspiring writers, which after 10 years of running the conference, includes about 2000 people.

(Dan Brady, personal communication, 2016)



Digital Projects

Scholars, activists, and writers have been using online technology and social media to promote digitally enabled forms of research, pedagogy, and publication (McPherson, 2009). Many digital humanities projects comprise groups or collectives of scholars working together on social issues. For example, the Fembot Collective, comprising faculty, graduate students, media producers, artists, and librarians, promotes interdisciplinary and international participation for research on gender, new media, and technology (http://fembotcollective.org/about/). The collective works within traditional academic discourse to transform and refigure staid understandings of research, peer review, and the public good:


The collective Fembot aims to seize the means of scholarly production by creating an open access journal, Ada: A Journal of Gender, New Media, and Technology, with a re-envisioned model of peer review and tools for multi-modal publication, community and promotion. Fembot has developed a framework for a two-level review process that includes an open editorial peer review and a community level of review for works in progress. Valuing both the scholarly works and participation in the community of review, Fembot will provide metrics on article views/downloads and the usefulness of comments . . . Not solely creating a means for traditional scholarship to appear online, Fembot seeks to redefine what scholarly communication means in a digital environment by transforming the concept of “article” and embracing multi-modal technologies for production and distribution. Built using WordPress and with a commitment to open source, the tools created by Fembot will be shared with the community.

(Fembot Collective, n.d.)



Another example of a digital humanities project is the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH)’s Open Book project funded by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, which involves communities in dialogue and contributes to the public good through the engagement of literary work. The NEH Open Book project seeks to take out-of-print humanities books that are not in the public domain or easily accessible and make them available to scholars, teachers, students, and the public via e-books. The books are digitized and made available as free Creative Commons–licensed e-books that can be read on computers, mobile devices, and e-book readers (http://www.neh.gov/grants/odh/humanities-open-book-program). The goal is to open access to literary scholarship for the general public:


Traditionally, printed books have been the primary medium for expressing, communicating, and debating humanistic ideas. However, the vast majority of humanities books sell a small number of copies and then quickly go out of print. Most scholarly books printed since 1923 are not in the public domain and are not easily available to the general public. As a result, there is a huge, mostly untapped resource of remarkable scholarship going back decades that is largely unused by today’s scholars, teachers, students, and members of the public, many of whom turn first to the Internet when looking for information. Modern ebook technology can make these books far more accessible than they are today.

(Office of Digital Humanities, n.d., para. 2)



Social Justice

Some digital humanities projects are aimed at sharing social justice initiatives from public and social life in the classroom and beyond through curriculum and syllabi, such as the Black Lives Matter movement:


From the killings of teenager Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri; to the suspicious death of activist Sandra Bland in Waller, Texas; to the choke-hold death of Eric Garner in New York, to the killing of 17-year-old Trayvon Martin in Sanford, Florida, and 7-year-old Aiyana Stanley-Jones in Detroit, Michigan—-#blacklivesmatter has emerged in recent years as a movement committed to resisting, unveiling, and undoing histories of state-sanctioned violence against black and brown bodies.

(Roberts, 2016, para. 1)



The African American Intellectual History Society (AAIHS) posted a list of readings or “syllabi” that address the shootings of African Americans by a White U.S. terrorist during Bible study at the Charleston, South Carolina, Emanuel Church on June 17, 2015. Through the use of social media, Chad Wilson, Associate Professor of African and Afro-American Studies at Brandeis University, created the #Charlestonsyllabus (http://www.aaihs.org/resources/charlestonsyllabus/). The hashtag trended on Twitter on June 19, 2015, with the help of Kidada Williams. The AAIHS, along with bloggers Keisha N. Bain, Melissa Morrone, Ryan P. Randall, and Cecily Walker, compiled and organized the list of readings:


These readings provide valuable information about the history of racial violence in this country and contextualize the history of race relations in South Carolina and the United States in general. They also offer insights on race, racial identities, global white supremacy and black resistance.

(AAHIS, 2016, para. 1)



Chad Wilson argues that “#Charlestonsyllabus is more than a list. It is a community of people committed to critical thinking, truth telling, and social transformation” (AAHIS, 2016, para. 2).

Another online project for social justice and pedagogy is Professor Frank Leon Roberts’s downloadable Black Lives Matter Fall 2015 and 2016 Syllabus (http://www.blacklivesmattersyllabus.com/fall2016/). The syllabus includes literature, essays, and writing by African American intellectuals on structural, cultural, and institutional examples of racism in the United States:


Among the many topics of discussion that we will debate and engage this semester will include: the moral ethics of black rage and riotous forms of protest; violent vs. nonviolent civil disobedience; the hyberbolic media myth of “black on black” crime; coalitional politics and the black feminist and LGBTQ underpinnings of the #blacklivesmatter movement; the similarities and differences between the blacklivesmatter movement and the U.S. civil rights movement; and the dynamics of political protest among the millennial and post-millennial generations.

(Roberts, 2016, para. 3)



Literary Journals

Literary publishers are responding to the impetus for public dialogue about current social events through creative writing and artistic expression. Public Pool is an example of an online literary journal devoted to literary responses to public debate. The editors began the RIGHT NOW section of their journal for submissions after tragic events, such as the June 2016 shooting at Pulse, a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida. The editors post every poem, with no vetting required, in an effort to get writers of all ilks to engage with current events:


PUBLIC POOL seeks to nurture the citizen within the poet and the poet within the citizen. While we publish original poetry and poetry-videos by today’s best poets—regardless of background and style—we’re also committed to cultivating intellectual curiosity in our community by providing content that combats civic apathy, fosters empathy, and enlarges one’s understanding of the world.

(Price, Castro, & Sutherland, 2016, para. 1)



Rattle’s Poets Respond® project grew out of a wish to close the temporal gap between news, pop culture events, and the poems that often grow out of them in their immediate wake. Though the journal acknowledges that good poetry is timeless, there is a raw urgency, perhaps even a kind of clarity, that comes from immediate response. Imagine the power of linking an event to poet to poem to audience, rather like lighting a short, quick fuse. Poems in this series must be written about something that happened in the previous week and must be submitted by midnight on Friday to be published every Sunday (Poets Respond®, n.d.). Examples of poems in this series include Megan Collins’s “How I Fathom the Crash,” dated July 20, 2014, which responds to the crash of Malaysian Airlines Flight 17 over the Ukraine (Collins, 2014), and “Daraprim,” by Kayla Rae Candrilli, which comments on Turing Pharmaceutical owner Martin Shkreli’s September 2015 decision to raise the price of a life-saving HIV treatment drug by 5,556%, from $13.50 to $750 per tablet (Candrilli, 2015). Other poems in the series serve as elegies for celebrities like David Bowie (Pope, 2016), for victims of police violence like Michael Brown (McCall, 2014), and for “regular” citizens like Lane Graves, the two-year-old child who was drowned by an alligator at Disney World in June 2016 (Hookway, 2016). The power of the Poets Respond archive can be felt both by reading these individual poems, each of which renders crystalline and permanent these moments of (in)humanity, and also by simply reading the titles chronologically from 2014 to last week—like a constantly refreshing news site, adding new headlines regularly.

Poets Respond does include a poem written in response to the June 2016 massacre of 49 people at the Pulse nightclub (Emslie, 2016), but some events loom so large and feel so overwhelming that they cannot and should not be limited to one small print or digital space. Hermeneutic Chaos Press’s forthcoming anthology, Pulse/Pulso, will include poetry and essays written in response to the shooting. Their submission call asks for work only “from writers who identify as queer latinx and/or queer people of color” (Hermeneutic Chaos, 2016). Because the shooting took the lives primarily of people who identify as such, the anthology creates a necessary safe space for public grieving and conversation for that community first and foremost.

HEArt Online is a literary journal committed to “building an international community of citizens who believe in art as a vehicle for social reform through publication of HEArt Online and promoting the role of artists as human rights activists” (HEArt Online, 2016). Cofounders Leslie Ann McElroy and Daniel H. Morrow created HEArt as a print journal that ran from 1997 to 2002, but it now exists only online. Their historical focus has been on work that engages “racial, gender, and class discrimination,” and the editors currently encourage submissions that explicitly grapple with disability. A recent special issue celebrated the poetry of Latinx poets (http://www.heartjournalonline.com/cantoarchive), while another curated work by “people of color exploring their experiences with body image and self-love” (http://www.heartjournalonline.com/letmelovemearchive) In every part of their website, their guiding principles are clear: “Awareness is growth. Knowledge is power. Be part of a community of artists and activists who believe that challenging prejudice through intense and skilled craft is a way of giving voice/witnessing/opening the door to social reform” (HEArt Online, 2016, para. 2).

Academic Journals

Many academic journals have created spaces for public scholarship, and literature in particular, that addresses popular culture, lived experience, and oppression in local communities. The goal is often starting and sustaining critical dialogue around important social issues like racism and sexism and advocating for social change. Open-access journals provide a wide forum for activist, scholars, and community members to interact. Other journals offer a space for activists and writers to dialogue within an academic community. For example, the editors of QED: A Journal in GLBTQ Worldmaking, explain the journal’s existence and goals:


QED: A Journal in GLBTQ Worldmaking brings together scholars, activists, public intellectuals, artists, and policy and culture makers to discuss, debate, and mobilize issues and initiatives that matter to the diverse lived experience, struggle, and transformation of GLBTQ peoples and communities wherever they may be. With an emphasis on worldmaking praxis, QED welcomes theory, criticism, history, policy analysis, public argument, and creative exhibition, seeking to foster intellectual and activist work through essays, commentaries, interviews, roundtable discussions, and book and event reviews.

(Morse & Nakayama, n.d., para. 1)



The aims of this project are noteworthy: the use of academic, activist, and public scholarship to create dialogue and new narratives for social justice.

Other journals use all of their pages as activist projects. For instance, the editors of the PTO (Pedagogy & Theatre of the Oppressed) Journal state:


The mission of the PTO Journal is to create a scholarly and community-based space for critical dialogue about oppression and liberation, and to foster collaborative connections that share, develop, promote, and document how transformative theory (including, but not limited to, Pedagogy of the Oppressed and Theatre of the Oppressed) can effect social change locally and globally. The journal is dedicated to unveiling the lived experiences of communities we belong to and interact with, and struggling against systemic oppression in the pursuit of freedom.

(http://ptoweb.org/aboutpto/)



PTO encourages literary forms like manifestos, literary essays, poetry, photo essays, and hybrid work.

There are arts-based research journals devoted entirely to the presentation of social research through artistic means, such as the open access Art/Research International: A Transdisciplinary Journal.

Some academic journals focus on giving voice to experiences not well represented in academic work, such as stigmatized mental and physical illnesses. Witness the trend in narrative medicine in medical and health journals, the need and desire for the lived experiences of health, illness, and wellness to be represented in evocative and engaging ways (Marini, 2016). For instance, the journal Health Communication publishes essays, poetry, and prose about illness in a section called “Defining Moments.” The Journal of the American Medical Association has a “Poetry and Medicine” section in which poems about medical experiences from any point of view are published.

Organizations and Writing Projects

Some literary public projects are created and supported by individuals and organized groups like universities, veterans’ groups, prison advocates, and activists.

Veterans

Creative writing can be a form of bibliotherapy or art therapy that helps veterans contend with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other service and wartime maladies (McCulliss, 2013). For example, Matt Ping was an Army specialist with a field artillery unit of the 10th Mountain Division, deployed to Afghanistan from February 2006 to June 2007. He talks about how poetry writing is healing:


Poetry helps me deal with coming back to a society that’s gone in a different direction. Coming home is one of the strangest things I’ve ever encountered. The 16 months of isolation and being secluded and then coming back and trying to be the same person you were before you left. I don’t know if that’s possible.

(Allen, 2009, para. 31)



One example of an organization that serves veterans and their families through art therapy is the nonprofit organization Military Experience and the Arts (MEA). MEA works with veterans and their families to publish their creative prose, poetry, and artwork (http://militaryexperience.org/). The organization seeks to help veterans and their families who are living with PTSD through online and in-person writing workshops, consultations, and editing with volunteer staff; the goal is to provide art therapy and to create a public space for veterans and their families to develop their skills in the creative arts. MEA publicizes veterans and their writing in creative outlets and venues such as editorials, blogs, virtual art galleries, and profiles to provide a public forum for and a space to voice their lived experiences of the world.

One veteran detailed his reasons for writing poetry and what creative expression does to heal and frame lived experiences of war:


I am a veteran of the war in Iraq. I have been playing music for ten years and writing poetry for a little over two years now. Where my music is a little more hopeful in its essence, I think my poetry is more eclectic and cathartic—a means for me to vent. Poetry allows me to say more of what I want without being tied to musical time and meter. For instance, not needing to rhyme, using caesuras for an added effect, and just being free in form to get my thoughts out on paper. If I don’t say anything, it just festers inside me—the negativity. Then it manifests itself in different forms. The main goal for my poetry is for other vets to have someone to relate to. I’ve been there. I’ve seen hell, and these are the things we carry. Trust me. It will get better. It just takes time.

(Frewerd, 2015, p. 64)



Funding for veterans’ writing groups may come from universities and the donation of faculty resources like the Syracuse Veterans’ Writing Group, which supports the writing of veterans through monthly workshops led by writing faculty:


The focus of our group is on writing nonfiction accounts or “true stories” of life in and out of the military. Veterans of all ages, branches of the military, and conflicts are welcome. You need not have any prior experience with writing, just a desire to write your stories and share them with others.

(http://wrt.syr.edu/syrvetwriters/)



Other funding sources include the NEA and state art councils like the Art Access/VSA Arts of Utah, which provides grants to support visual and literary arts programs for veterans (http://accessart.org/).

Prison Projects

Pittsburgh’s Words Without Walls program is a creative partnership between the Chatham University Master of Fine Arts (MFA) program in Creative Writing, the Allegheny County Jail, the State Institutional Correctional Institution, and the Pittsburgh and Sojourner House, a residential drug and alcohol treatment facility for addicted mothers to live with their children. Each year, MFA students, faculty, and alumni teach 15 classes in poetry, fiction, and creative nonfiction to over 250 women and men. Cofounders Sheryl St. Germain and Sarah Shotland share the belief that literature does the least amount of good inside the closed circuit of an academic institution: “I saw women and men who previously identified as inmates or addicts—we begin to treat them as writers and they begin to tell stories” (Lizarondo, 2015). They believe bringing writing to the community can promote healing and change:


We believe that the exposure to contemporary writers and the nurturing of the participants’ own writing leads to an increased sense of self-worth, gives a healthy outlet for emotions, and prepares them for a more meaningful life outside of jails, prisons, and treatment centers. We believe that the skills of creative writing, which include but are not limited to the ability to be honest and intimate with oneself and others; the ability to craft and imagine both current realities and new futures; and the development of a confident, mature voice, are crucial skills for those who are incarcerated as well as those who may be released from prison into a less-than-perfect world.

(St. Germain & Shotland, 2015)



A 2013 RAND Corporation study supports these notions, showing that inmates who participated in correctional education programs like Words Without Walls, and even more so in degree-granting programs such as the Cornell Prison Education Program, were 43% more likely to avoid recidivism than those who did not (RAND, 2013, para. 4). And this is about more than acquiring job skills that can get one into and past the hiring office. Glenn Martin, head of Just Leadership USA, recounts his own experience after incarceration: “What a college degree did for me was [also] to recalibrate my own moral compass and help me better understand why I was facing all those barriers to the labor market, the stigma I was facing. . . . [I] was able to analyze my situation in a much, much more complex way” (Chen, 2015, para. 8).

Brittany Hailer (2015), an instructor at Sojourner House in Pittsburgh, describes similar effects of the program on addicted mothers:


And so the addict is impoverished because she is mute. She doesn’t have the words to articulate her situation fully, and her situation dictates whether or not she has the opportunity to access words. Simone De Beauvoir describes this in The Second Sex, interviewing French prostitutes in the late 1940s who didn’t have the language to describe what’s happened to them. Between its pages I heard my students’ voices describing ripped panties by the Allegheny River, drunken fathers coming home from the steel mills, their lips wet in the middle of the night . . . a mother describing the time she dropped her son on railroad tracks at a crossing in East McKeesport when she fell drunk against a signal gate assembly. “I’ve never told this to anybody,” she said. And I heard what I didn’t hear: It isn’t so much their poverty of language; it’s lack of agency to interpret what has happened to them—what continues to happen to them—to slash back against it as a birth right, first on the page of their own journals and then as reimagined women slashing back against it in their own lives. (para. 20)



Poetry and Writing Collectives

Poetry is, in fact, made or produced by individuals and groups working with particular goals in mind. Often such goals intersect with broader issues of community construction, group membership, inclusion and exclusion, identity making, and personal and social empowerment, all of which manifest in various forms of poetic practice. Poetry, in other words, is a social activity that involves any number of people, organizations, resources, routines, and conventions configured in various ways to support different forms of poetic production (Vernon & Marsh, 2014, p. 1). Vernon and Marsh emphasize the idea of poetry and poetry making as a community activity. This spirit of collaboration and camaraderie can be seen in poetry collectives, in which members write and support one another’s poetry and poetic projects.

Sister Spit is an example of a traveling collective of slam poets “began in 1994 through the efforts of co-directors Sini Anderson and Michelle Tea. Sini and Michelle gathered together a group of some of the most notorious, talented, and just frickin’ interesting women and dykes, and went on tour” (http://www.sisterspit.com/). Other collectives worth noting are The Bread Is Rising Poetry Collective (http://www.thebreadisrising.org/index.html) and the Nuyorican Poets’ Cafe, which has been a cultural landmark and performance space for Latino and African American poets:


Over the last 40 years, the Nuyorican Poets Cafe has served as a home for groundbreaking works of poetry, music, theater and visual arts. A multicultural and multi-arts institution, the Cafe gives voice to a diverse group of rising poets, actors, filmmakers and musicians. The Cafe champions the use of poetry, jazz, theater, hip-hop and spoken word as means of social empowerment for minority and underprivileged artists . . . Founded in 1973, the Nuyorican Poets Cafe began as a living room salon in the East Village apartment of writer and poet Miguel Algarin along with other playwrights, poets, and musicians of color whose work was not accepted by the mainstream academic, entertainment or publishing industries.

(http://www.nuyorican.org/history-and-awards/)



The same goals of community and collaboration are held by affinity organizations, which seek to create spaces for discussion, empowerment, and professional mentoring for African American, Latinx, and Asian poets and writers. Cave Canem, CantoMundo, and Kundiman are the most high-profile examples of these. Each program works on a fellowship model, wherein emerging writers work with esteemed faculty writers. The mission statements of each organization illustrate a similar impetus—to bring these communities together for support, visibility, and enrichment:


Founded by Toi Derricotte and Cornelius Eady in 1996 to remedy the under-representation and isolation of African American poets in the literary landscape, Cave Canem Foundation is a home for the many voices of African American poetry and is committed to cultivating the artistic and professional growth of African American poets.

(Cave Canem, n.d.)

CantoMundo is a national organization that cultivates a community of Latinx poets through workshops, symposia, and public readings. Founded in 2009 by Norma E. Cantú, Celeste Mendoza, Pablo Miguel Martínez, Deborah Paredez, and Carmen Tafolla, CantoMundo hosts an annual poetry workshop for Latinx poets that provides a space for the creation, documentation, and critical analysis of Latinx poetry.

(CantoMundo, n.d.)

Kundiman is dedicated to the creation and cultivation of Asian American literature. Kundiman offers a comprehensive spectrum of arts programming that gives writers opportunities to inscribe their own stories, transforming and enriching the American literary landscape. Kundiman sees literature not only as vehicle for cultural expression but also as an instrument for political dialogue and self-empowerment.

(Kundiman, n.d.)



Fellow testimonials for all programs point out the transformative experience of being both immersed and buoyed. They come away with a deeper sense of their craft, their goals and intentions, their self and communal identities. Kundiman fellow Diana Park states it this way:


This community is small enough to permit individuals to be open and vulnerable about their work. It is also large enough to possess diversity in aesthetics, poetics, and personal histories. This intimacy and range allows for dialogue. We converse about the tonal shift of a stanza to the arrangement of poems in a manuscript. We also discuss issues that normally do not arise in workshops but relate to the art of poetry and our roles as poets. How do we create more audiences? How will we be engaged with the literary world? There is also a dialogue with history. How have Asian American poets interpreted and written elegies? Who paved a way for us? Because of these discussions and questions, I am trying to develop a longer view of my life. I challenge myself to write, write well, and consider how that is done. Kundiman has challenged me to consider how I may contribute to American poetry as a poet, a reader, and an Asian American. This challenge is so much bigger than me. But I can approach it because I have Kundiman, a community that I can support and that will support me.

(http://kundiman.org/testimonials/)



Examples of Public Literature

Poetry

Poetry is particularly good for projects focused on identities, stigmatized positions, and emotional subjects (Faulkner, 2019). As Faulkner (2017) wrote in her poetry manifesto:


Poetry is political. Writing, performing, and publishing poetry is important political activity. Jay Parini (2008) argues that poets’ work is politically powerful because the language of poetry provides deep understanding in ways that other writing does not. Many poets engage politics through their writing bypassing stifling social structures (Orr, 2008). Poets represent marginalized groups and positions in nuanced, sensitive, and myriad ways (Archambeau, 2008; e.g., Faulkner, Calafell, & Grimes, 2009). As Fisher (2009) argued, the “political task” of poetry is “a visionary one, the work of making way for new worlds and words” (p. 984). Poetry confronts social structures to engage audiences and activate poetry’s political potential; poetry engages a “political voice” (Orr, 2008, p. 416). (p. 89)



It is just this potential to use the political in poetry that fuels many poets. Chamberlain and Gräbner (2015) discuss how poetry “helps sustain the radicalness of moments of mutual encounter . . . deep-rooted transformations brought about through poetic meetings are much more than ephemeral incidents, brief moments of relief that make the status quo a little more bearable for another stretch of time” (p. 4). For some poets and writers, this means working outside of the literary establishment, as in the case of two Chilean Mapuche poets—David Aniñir and Andrés Huenún—who use their work to build spaces outside of a literary establishment that does not speak to the Mapuche search for language and contemporary identities (Crow, 2015). And others use resources within institutions and the literary establishment to work for their goals.

Poet Laureate Program

Since 1937, the U.S. Librarian of Congress has appointed an individual poet to serve in the position commonly referred to as Poet Laureate. From 1937 to 1986, the position was named “Consultant in Poetry to the Library of Congress,” and from 1986 forward the position was called the “Poet Laureate Consultant in Poetry” (Library of Congress, n.d., para. 2). This honorary position was created to engage and “raise the national public consciousness to a greater appreciation of the reading and writing of poetry” (Library of Congress, n.d., para. 1). The Laureate receives a stipend and is expected to give a reading to open the Library’s annual poetry series and a lecture to conclude the series, but beyond those tasks, requirements are kept to a minimum so that the poet can focus on his or her own work and creative projects.

Several of our contemporary Laureates worked to create national programs to further the reach of American poetry. For instance, Joseph Brodsky prefigured the kind of “guerilla poetry” seen on MetroCards and National Park signs by placing poems in public spaces like airports, supermarkets, and hotel rooms. Gwendolyn Brooks and Rita Dove both worked with elementary school children, as did Billy Collins, whose Poetry 180 program sought to put a poem into the hands of a student for every day of the school year (Library of Congress, n.d., para. 5). Kay Ryan’s program focused on engaging community college students and staff. Each of these initiatives promoted literacy in general, while also showing students that poetry is a vital and relevant art form.

Robert Pinsky’s Favorite Poems Project had similar aims but went further than the classroom and out into the workaday world to engage with everyday Americans (Library of Congress, n.d.b). During the year of his appointment, 1997, the project collected 18,000 audio and video submissions from Americans aged five to 97 who read and commented on the poems that meant something to their lives. Pinsky held that the act of reading poems out loud could transform a reader’s understanding of the poem’s content or narrative, and that the bodily experience of a particular poem—one that you use your muscles and breath to form and speak and share—creates a far deeper connection to the ideas therein. Pinsky’s project could be seen as a kind of affirming response to poetry criticism of the 1990s, such as Dana Gioa’s (1991) essay, “Can Poetry Matter?,” in which Gioa posited that university creative writing programs in effect keep poetry held aloft, apart from a general reading public:


The project is also founded upon Pinsky’s belief that, contrary to stereotype, Americans do read poetry; that the audience for poetry is not limited to professors and college students; and that there are many people for whom particular poems have profound, personal meaning. When he began the project, Pinsky had a hunch that poetry already had a vigorous presence in American life. The project has sought to document that presence, giving voice to the American audience for poetry.

(Favorite Poem Project, n.d., para. 5)



In addition to the audio/video archive, the Favorite Poems website (http://www.favoritepoem.org/index.html) continues to accept submissions and maintains a database that includes pedagogical and instructional resources for teachers and community members who wish to teach poetry or start their own reading series or Favorite Poem-inspired events.

Many states and cities around the country also boast a Poet Laureate who is similarly honored and similarly expected to work in an outreach capacity with the public.

Public Poetry Project

As part of the Pennsylvania Center for the Book at the Pennsylvania State University, the Public Poetry Project began in 1999 as an outreach initiative led by the Paterno Family Librarian, Kim Fisher. Each year the project produces printed broadside posters of poems by Pennsylvania poets, which are distributed for free to libraries, bookstores, coffee houses, and other gathering places throughout the state. The project quotes Russian American poet Joseph Brodsky’s wish for poetry “as ubiquitous as the nature that surrounds us . . . or as ubiquitous as gas stations, if not as cars themselves” and describes his belief that poetry is “the only insurance against the vulgarity of the human heart. Therefore it should be available to everyone in this country, and at a low cost” (Public Poetry Project, n.d., para. 1). More than 500 poems have been featured since 2000, representing the wide and eclectic range of poets and sensibilities found in Pennsylvania.

Poetry in National Parks/Sidewalks

In 2016, through a grant from the Joyce Foundation, the Michigan National Parks system transformed signage throughout three parks to include poems by Egyptian American poet and artist Moheb Soliman (Hodges, 2016). The signs retain their standard visual formatting and appear to be purely descriptive; it is only when park-goers move close enough to read that they can comprehend the change. The poems are site-specific, describing the natural landscape within the park, but many expand to comment more broadly on issues like immigration, identity, and community. Poet Linda Gregerson, a professor of English at the University of Michigan, said, “Poetry belongs in public spaces as well as in the privacy of lamp-lit rooms” and called projects like this one “a gentle ambush,” engaging the public consciousness in a lateral way (Hodges, 2016, para. 6). Gregerson and Soliman both refer to the effectiveness of a surprise element, noting that audiences are perhaps more likely to engage with art that doesn’t “beat you over the head with its art-ness.” Gregerson goes on to commend the project’s “discretion,” while Soliman himself lauds its “modesty” (Hodges, 2016, para. 17–18).

This language of quiet and subterfuge is curious and perhaps strategic when perceived against the blaring background noise of American pop-cultural spectacle, from reality television personalities to viral social media memes to the pageantry of the presidential election cycle. What social and cultural forces dictate such positioning? There is power in subtlety or surprise that has the ability to cut through the noise to deliver meaning and create thoughtful connection. We must cup our ears and lean in closer to hear the whisper.

In a similar collaboration between state and municipal government and the arts, Boston’s nonprofit Mass Poetry program has created the serendipitous Raining Poetry initiative:


Using a biodegradable water-repellent spray and stencils made by local artists, the city’s Mural Crew is setting out to place poems throughout the streets of Boston. The spray vanishes once dry, so the poems are invisible—until it rains. Once wet, the area around the poems will darken, and Bostonians will be treated to short poems as they walk around the city.

(Mass Poetry, 2016)



The first poems were chosen by Boston’s Poet Laureate, Danielle Legros Georges, and installed on April 1, 2016, to celebrate the start of National Poetry Month, which itself is a kind of public literary scholarship (https://www.poets.org/national-poetry-month/home). City dwellers can look down to read rain-soaked poems by artists like Langston Hughes, Gary Duehr, Barbara Helfgott Hyett, and Elizabeth McKim on sidewalks all over the city. Georges says that she chose the poems “based on their relationship to Boston, as well as the general themes of water and rain,” and hopes “in the next two years everyone in the state will encounter a poem in their daily lives at least once or twice a month.” (Lewis, 2016, para. 4).

Pittsburgh Poetry Houses

The “About Us” page of the Pittsburgh Poetry Houses project begins with a call to imagine yourself “walking through the city, on your way to work or lunch or an evening out with friends” (http://pittsburghpoetryhouses.com/post/128063001171/about-the-pittsburgh-poetry-houses-as-you-are). It goes on to describe how you come across a small wooden box perched on a mailbox post, fashioned with a Plexiglas door. Inside this curious structure you will find printed sheets of poetry. They are free for you to reach in and take. Maybe you will read one to yourself on your break at work. Maybe you’ll read one out loud to your lunch date. You could be anyone in this narrative, and that’s very much the point of the project, which describes on its website the goal to make poetry “fun and accessible.” They go on:


When we say accessible, we mean both intellectually accessible and physically accessible. Poetry these days has a reputation for being impossible to understand and meaningless for everyday life, locked away in an ivory tower. We want to show people that poems can be anything, from strange and mystifying on through to simple and sweet. The poems we choose for the houses, then, will tend toward the narrative and the humorous as opposed to the experimental and fractured. By installing Poetry Houses alongside sidewalks and other places with good foot traffic, we aim to make poetry a physical part of people’s everyday lives.

(Boyle, Boyle, & Wilson, 2015, para. 4)



The project requires our active participation. You must choose to notice, stop, open the box, and read. You must then choose whether to keep the sheet with you or place it back for the next person to find. Pittsburgh Poetry Houses is thus far a small, localized project with funding for only three planned structures and a small staff of five, including three founders—Pittsburgh poets Sarah and Jeff Boyle, and Tess Wilson.

Public Chapbook and Poem Projects

Karen Craigo, a poet and essayist, has been using social media, Twitter primarily @AmrcnSentences, to memorialize everyday victims of gun violence. She started the project after the June 2016 Pulse massacre. Every day she wakes up, gets a cup of coffee, and conducts an online search using the phrase “shot dead”:


Every single morning starts with meditation for a person who died because somebody shot them . . . It’s hard—I found it to be a really hard start to the day. It’s a grueling activity, but it seems like our governance structure aren’t taking this problem seriously. . . . We all feel it, normal people feel it. It’s a thing that’s around us all the time, but nothing is happening. I thought I can do something myself and hold these people in the light and just not let them be forgotten.

(Dungjen, 2016)



We spoke to Ms. Craigo via Facebook Chat about her project:


craigo:

  American Sentences (#AmrcnSentences) is going to be a full-length collection from Stay Thirsty Media—probably with some online interactive content.

faulkner:

  What was your impetus for starting the project?

craigo:

  The Pulse shooting, actually. I wrote a poem about that, and it was 12 of these linked American sentences. (Twelve, because it happened on June 12.) I used the American sentences form because it’s 17 syllables, and I saw that as a sort of ammunition magazine, like an automatic weapon has. I have 17 shots to fire off, and I reload every day. Here’s that first poem:




American Morning: June 12, 2016 (12 American sentences, after Ginsberg)

Sudden jerk in the beat and the dance grows frenetic, automatic.

His clip holds thirty rounds—he erases thirty names and then reloads.

I’ve been shot at the club losing blood love you all—victim’s Facebook post

It took time to get inside and count the dead, bodies shielding bodies.

The impulse is to cradle the hurt, even with bullets still flying.

Someone flying over could map what’s lost: one light turns on, another.

A mother posts to the club’s page: please, has anyone seen my daughter?

Gunman’s father says he saw gay men kiss: once two dared to lean toward love.

Sunday morning, lines wend around the block, strangers extending bare arms.

Just before: hands up in wild abandon; then one latecomer enters.

Liked math, kind to animals, made the best bread—but that’s all over now.

“In the face of hate and violence, we will love one another.” This.




faulkner:

  What kinds of reactions have you received?

craigo:

  Believe it or not, I have received no negative reaction at all. A stranger did write to remind me that gunsdontkillpeoplepeoplekillpeople, but it was respectful and friendly enough. I thought it would be more controversial, but the fact that I’m merely mourning the dead seems to save me from the attacks we’ve all come to expect from the gun lobby. Here is a random sampling of some of the daily poems . . .




Riddled with bullets, we say; it puzzles us, a body full of holes. “Man killed sitting in his car,” Atlanta Journal-Constitution, June 14, 2016, Darryl Gibson, 31, Augusta, Georgia, died June 13, 2016.

After attending a vigil and thinking life’s too short, teen shot dead. “4 people shot in downtown Oakland, 1 fatally,” Los Angeles Times, June 14, 2016, Reggina Jefferies, 16, Oakland, California, died June 14, 2016.

Station pauses clip just before face of father bursts into flower. “Deadly shooting posted to Facebook,” ABC7 Chicago, June 16, 2016, Antonio Perkins, 28, Chicago, died June 15, 2016.

Picture from the scene: bike propped against garage door near basketball, grill. “Two teens killed in Pine Hills shooting, deputies say,” Orlando Sentinel, June 17, 2016, Teryus Garmon, 16, and Lee Nelson, 18, Orlando, Florida, died June 16, 2016.

“All those babies running”: witness of morning murder can’t shake image. “Police ID man fatally shot near School 54,” (Rochester, NY) Democrat & Chronicle, June 17, 2016, Efrain Orta, Jr., 38, Rochester, New York, died June 17, 2016.

Friends: “He gave them the cash, I don’t understand”; “I always called him Boo.” “Macon store clerk shot dead in Bloomfield armed robbery,” (Macon, GA) Telegraph, June 18, 2016, Prakash Patel, 40, Macon, Georgia, died June 18, 2016.

Shop owner killed when his gun safety students practiced malfunction drills. “Police: Gun shop owner accidentally shot, killed during CCW class,” WLWT Cincinnati, June 18, 2016, James Baker, 64, Monroe Township, Ohio, died June 18, 2016.

Just after Mass, semiautomatic delivers its Hail Mary. “Back of the Yards attack leaves boy, 17, dead,” Chicago Tribune, June 20, 2016, Salvador Suarez, actually 21, Chicago, died June 19, 2016.

Dead man managed to preserve safety of wallet; unknown who shot first. “Man shot, killed trying to defend himself from robber,” 11Alive Atlanta, June 21, 2016, Andrew Shin, 52, Dunwoody, Georgia, died June 20, 2016.

27 holes in body of boy granted only 14 years. “14-year-old boy shot 27 times near his home,” CBS North Carolina, WNCN.com, August 2, 2016, Nicholaus Scroggins II, 14, Fort Wayne, Indiana, died June 21, 2016.

In circle of family, brother father son yanked suddenly from the world. “Man Visiting Kids On Detroit’s West Side Ambushed, Killed In Front Of Family,” CBS Detroit, June 22, 2016, Tyrone Delaney, 26, Detroit, died June 22, 2016.




faulkner:

  Why poetry? What is it about the form? Why not prose?

craigo:

  The definition of poetry to me is language pared down to its most essential expression. I’m a former newspaper journalist, and it occurs to me that this is also a potential definition of a headline—a story reduced to a distilled statement. For me, these are the spirit’s headlines, to counter the newspaper headlines I put with them. They reflect loss and confusion instead of certainty, and I take seriously the job of summing up a life.

faulkner:

  What are your goals with the project?

craigo:

  At the outset, I didn’t articulate a specific goal for the project. It just felt like something I needed to do. Gun violence is an epidemic, and it’s absolutely unbearable every time a toddler blows someone away or yet another black man is gunned down by a panicked cop. I think poetry should comment on the things that matter, and for too long I’ve sat by without using my powers for good. We all need to work for good, for right, for justice—whether through poetry or through whatever else we do. If I’m a welder, I’m welding for justice. If I’m a librarian, I’m shelving for justice. As a culture, people of conscience need to set our intentions and focus our energies on bringing into being a better world.



Creative Nonfiction/Fiction/Hybrid Forms

Mapping Salt Lake City

Mapping Salt Lake City began in 2013 as a project in a creative nonfiction class at the University of Utah and transformed into a collaboratively created digital archive of narratives, history, culture, and changes happening inside the city’s neighborhoods (Rekdal & Lewis, 2013). Participants can log in to the website to submit their own material to this multivoiced space, which seeks to publish oral histories, photo and sound essays, walking tours, and other content intended to reflect the community as it exists and has existed. One particular category, This Was Here, solicits submissions that memorialize lost or radically transformed community spaces—parks converted to strip malls, local businesses shuttered due to the economic recession or to make way for a franchise (http://www.mappingslc.org/submit-your-project). Such places and stories were once housed in the memories of elders who shared them with younger generations. As those elders die and neighborhoods shift and reshape, Mapping Salt Lake City functions as the collective, historical memory for its inhabitants.

The Place Where You Live

Orion Magazine’s web feature, The Place Where You Live, creates a similar living archive of place, stretching beyond city and nation to include the magazine’s global readership: “This is a space for you to tell us about your place: What connects you to it? What history does it hold for you? What are your hopes and fears for it? What do you do to protect it, or prepare it for the future, or make it better?” (https://orionmagazine.org/place-where-you-live/). The sense of stewardship implicit in these questions aligns with the magazine’s overall mission statement as expressed by its first editor-in-chief, George Russell: “It is Orion’s fundamental conviction that humans are morally responsible for the world in which we live, and that the individual comes to sense this responsibility as he or she develops a personal bond with nature” (Russell, 1982, para. 2). Using a Google Maps interface, short text (up to 350 words) or images that embrace and illustrate locality can be posted by anyone, anywhere in the world. Each entry becomes a star on a clickable map for readers to explore. Orion vets work only insofar as to make sure it adheres to standards of decency (no hateful or defamatory language) and purpose (no advertising); it must be about place, and from place we learn community.

Geonarrative Project

In 2012, Geoff Schmidt, fiction writer and an Associate Professor of English at the University of Illinois at Edwardsville, began a project that wed GPS technology with storytelling: “Geonarrative is a new way to put stories out into the world, an experiment in ‘publishing’ that also pokes and tugs at form and the reading experience. It combines the art of storytelling with geocaching technology” (Schmidt, 2012). Practitioners of the popular activity geocaching—a kind of technological treasure hunt where apps give users the coordinates of a cache (a bottle or box hidden in the landscape and containing some small finding)—could expect from Geonarrative a similar delight. The difference is that instead of a cache offering small trinkets or toys to the finder, seekers are rewarded with chapters or fragments of fictional stories. Geonarrative shares sensibilities with both the poetry found on park signs and sidewalks in that there is a radically public element to it; though participants don’t know exactly what story will unfold, they know they are hunting for stories. It also bears some resemblance to programs like Mapping Salt Lake City in that it engages with a wide range of people, and the small pieces, when assembled, take on a larger picture or narrative whole. Though the project ended in 2014, there is Schmidt’s blog, which explains its purpose and spirit, to answer the question, “Why is Geonarrative?”




1.It’s fun.

2.A story read in a book or on a screen is like a long silk scarf pulled through a knothole. A story read in Geonarrative is a dance of scarves. A traditional text unfurls in time. A Geonarrative unfurls in time AND space.

3.Degrees of active engagement. A story read in a book asks you to translate marks on page/screen into words into language into image into story blooming in mind. A Geonarrative asks you to locate those words (and translate them into language into image into story in bloom) and not only read them, but read them in context, read the surroundings, read the text and the surroundings together, and read your self in those surroundings reading those words.

4.A page/screen story is a single blossom. A Geonarrative is a field of flowers.

5.Leaves of grass.

6.Stories on page/screen render technology invisible (to some degree, to the degree one enters a fictional dream, that is to say, how much language to image to story makes one forget the spine of the book the press that put letters on the page the pixels the waves the illumination (to the degree of realism, to the degree to which even experimental fictions do not resist the tidal pull of narrative). Geonarratives render your relationship with technology quite visible.

7.Geonarratives make landscape visible.

8.A page/screen story is to some degree patriarchal. A Geonarrative wants to interrogate the patriarchy.

9.A Geonarrative (assuming caches with logs, with prizes, with something you take and something you leave) reminds you of a community of readers.

10.Your legs move. Your heart pushes blood. You take in air. Your legs and heart and lungs are part of the reading of this Geonarrative.

11.Gotta catch ‘em all.

12.Geonarrative reminds us that there are hidden narratives all around us, in the faint scar of abandoned railroad tracks, in the cracked sidewalk, in the park and the neighborhood and forest and rock. The narratives we impose upon ourselves, and the landscape, and each other. Story fizzes and sparks about us.

13.

14.It’s kind of fun. (Schmidt, 2012)



ONE LARGE

In 2015, through a grant from the Sprout Fund, Pittsburgh writers and social activists Joy Katz and Cindy Kroot launched ONE LARGE, “An immersive, participatory collaboration about race and money” (http://www.onelarge.org/) in which 100 participants were each given a $10 bill that they would commit to spending at a black-owned business in their community. This transaction would then be documented via narrative, photos, video, or other artistic media:


Black consumers in the U.S. spend over a trillion dollars a year. Yet nearly all of that money, $95 out of every $100, leaves black communities within hours, flowing mainly to white business owners (or businesses owned by people of other races and ethnicities) who do not live in or reinvest in black communities. This financial leakage diminishes economic power in black communities. Black entrepreneurs have access to less capital to launch a business. Black-owned businesses are more than twice as likely to have a loan application rejected than those owned by whites. The dearth of thriving black-owned businesses in many cities means young people of color see few people who look like themselves in charge, and they tend not to picture themselves in charge, running businesses, hiring people, shaping their communities. The cycle continues.

(Katz & Kroot, 2015)



Responding in the FAQ page to the question of how the artists imagine so small an amount of money could make a difference, Katz and Kroot explain, “ONE LARGE creates 100 experiences for 100 participants who engage with black-owned businesses that they may not have previously known about. The project does not fix any of the problems that black business owners face.” They further define the project as “an artwork that creates a brief interruption in a flow of money that goes mainly one way—to distant white business owners,” and address any question of racial appropriation on their part (as white artists) by stating their belief that “the strength of black-owned businesses is one measure of the health of our cities, no matter our race, and that it is all right for anyone to know about the historical underpinnings of our economy and the businesses in our neighborhoods and cities” (http://www.onelarge.org/faqs.html).

The project debuted in Pittsburgh in 2015 and traveled to Washington, DC, in 2016. The ONE LARGE website chronicles all 100 initial transactions at businesses as diverse as barbershops, organic food markets, comic stores, and daycare centers, in locations from Pittsburgh to Ann Arbor to Buffalo and Brooklyn. Here is a testimonial from EM:

Race/ethnicity of participant: Caucasian:


Name of black-owned business: Georgiana’s Juke Joint, Atlanta, GA

I was in Atlanta for the American Alliance of Museums conference. This was my first time in the South, in an area with such a rich and fraught history. Finding a place to spend my $10 was a lot harder then [sic] I expected—walking around downtown and various other neighborhoods the majority of the people I encountered were African-American yet most business appeared to be owned by Whites. I visited the center for civil rights and the house that Martin Luther King grew up in. Both of these experiences sent chills down my spine. Walking around trying to find a black-owned business I couldn’t help but feel sad and wonder how much had really changed in all this time. I finally found a tourist-oriented soul food restaurant—our waitress was friendly and engaging and in the end I was happy I spent my money there. She told us that the majority of ppl visiting the restaurant were not from Atlanta. I had delicious fried catfish and peach cobbler.

(“Georgiana’s Juke Joint,” 2015.http://www.onelarge.org/georgianasjukejoint.html)
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Recommended Resources

We offer some resources for how to engage in literature and public scholarships projects in your community.


•Favorite Poem Project. The database includes lesson plans for teachers and tips on how to set up reading series in your area. (http://www.favoritepoem.org/about.html)

•Little Free Libraries. The website includes information about volunteering for the organization, becoming a library steward, building plans for do-it-yourself libraries, and ways to purchase a ready-made library for your town. (https://littlefreelibrary.org/)

•Words Without Walls: Writers on Addiction, Violence, and Incarceration. Sheryl St. Germain and Sarah Shotland, Editors. Trinity University Press, 2015. “More than seventy-five poems, essays, stories, and scripts by contemporary writers provide inspiration for students in writing workshops in prisons, rehabilitation centers, and other alternative learning environments A teaching guide to Words Without Walls for use in alternative classroom settings.” (http://tupress.org/books/words-without-walls) For those interested in starting similar programs, Shotland and St. Germain have also written Words Without Walls: Writers on Addiction, Violence and Incarceration—A Teaching Guide. This accompanying handbook, available as a free e-book, offers supplemental instruction and curriculum for those using the anthology in alternative classrooms. “The prompts in the guide have been used successfully in the Words Without Walls program in Pittsburgh, and they are linked to anthology selections mostly by theme, although craft-based prompts and ice-breaker and community-building prompts are also included.” (http://tupress.org/books/words-without-walls-1)

•Michigan Prison Creative Arts Project. There are resources and a toolkit for programs or individuals hoping to begin an initiative to serve incarcerated populations. Here you can find syllabi and exercise templates, information about best practices for working with adult and juvenile populations, and a guide to volunteering. (http://lsa.umich.edu/pcap/resources/toolkit-for-arts-programs-and-faculty.html)

•“So You Want to Start a Literary Magazine . . .” by Becky Tuch. The Review Review. (http://www.thereviewreview.net/publishing-tips/so-you-want-start-literary-magazine) This article provides advice and recommendations for those considering starting a literary magazine. It includes examples of presses and journals for modeling.

•The Americans for the Arts organization is a comprehensive website and excellent resource for anyone interested in creating public art. It offers an overview of the category of public arts and includes information about development, obtaining community approval and funding, and other tips for navigating local and state bureaucracy. The site contains links for artists and arts administrators that lead to further resources that cover issues like copyright and sustainability and offer site-specific information for places like airports and public transit, and subject-specific information including areas like eco- and environmental art and street art. (http://www.americansforthearts.org/by-topic/public-art)

•Creative Writing Opportunities (CRWROPPS) email list. Since 2005, poet Allison Joseph has maintained a Yahoo group and attendant email listserv that individuals can either join (https://groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/crwropps-b/info_) or subscribe to in digest form (crwropps-b-subscribe@yahoogroups.com). Joseph pulls together calls for submission to literary journals and contests for poetry, fiction, and creative nonfiction. Post your call for submission by sending it in an email body to crwropps@aol.com.
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Health Theatre: Embodying Research

Susan Cox and George Belliveau

Introduction

In the last few decades, research-based theatre (Belliveau & Lea, 2016) has been adopted across a wide variety of academic disciplines, including anthropology and sociology (Conrad, 2012; Goldstein, 2012), in education (Belliveau, 2008; Bird, Donelan, Sinclair, & Wales, 2010; Lea, 2013), and most significantly in health research (Cox, Kazubowski-Houston, & Nisker, 2009; Gray, 2011; Lafrenière, Cox, Belliveau, & Lea, 2013; Mitchell, Dupuis, & Jonas-Simpson, 2011; Schneider et al., 2014). Research-based theatre represents an emerging methodology that has the potential to simultaneously gather, analyze, and disseminate data (Belliveau, 2014; Bird, Donelan, Sinclair, & Wales, 2010; Norris, 2009). Drawing from theatre artistry and arts-based and qualitative research approaches, this approach has the potential to engage researchers and audiences in critical and empathetic explorations in a live space. This liveness and embodied approach to knowledge mobilization allows for health-related issues to be brought forward in ways that evoke emotions and support cognitive understandings.

Mienczakowski and Moore (2008) argue that theatricalizing data can extend the three-dimensional presentation of research to give “an empathetic power and dimension often lacking in standard qualitative research narratives” (p. 451). This “empathetic power” offers insights between the research presentation and the audience in which “the overall performance becomes a shared context that the actor [supported by the researcher] and audience member intimately construct and relate to because of their own emotional link to the topic of the research/performance” (p. 452).

This chapter explores the use of research-based theatre through the lens of three examples drawn from the authors’ and others’ research in health-related topics. Each of the three examples focuses on a different intention and application of research-based theatre. The first is primarily about the use of theatre to disseminate research findings; the second looks at the use of theatre in developing a therapeutic intervention; and the third is concerned with the use of theatre as a means of engaging citizens in health policy development. The discussion that follows then identifies salient ethical and methodological issues arising from the use of research-based theatre in these projects.

Theatre as a Method of Sharing Research Findings

In contrast with the high degree of attention most researchers give to research design, funding, and publications, the experiences of persons who volunteer to participate in health research are often neglected. This has significant consequences for our understanding of research ethics and how best to ensure that our system of research ethics governance adequately protects participants in health research (McDonald & Cox, 2009). In this section, we describe a pilot project using arts-based methods to represent the experiences of research participants to a wider audience. The work was undertaken at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, Canada, as part of the knowledge-dissemination strategy for a study entitled Centring the Human Subject in Health Research: Understanding the Meaning and Experience of Research Participation.1 Four artistic forms—found poetry, drama, song, and visual arts—were combined in the resulting theatrical performance.

The project involved more than 50 artist-collaborators over an 18-month period. The resulting performance, Centring the Human Subject, was about 40 minutes in duration. It was performed for two different audiences: participants in the original research study, and members of the university and wider community. An archival DVD of the performance, or extracts from it, has also been shown to a variety of other audiences, including researchers and research workers, members of research ethics boards, policymakers, university students, and the general public. Assessment of audience responses was carried out through survey methods and short open-ended interviews conducted after each performance (Lafrenière & Cox, 2012).

Here we reflect on two aspects of our experience in using live theatre as a mode of knowledge dissemination in health research. First, we unpack the methodological process we followed in the development of the performed research. We then report on aspects of the audience evaluation of the performances.

Methodological Approach

When researchers and artists engage in performing research, a central question is how the artistic representation honors and informs the research (Belliveau, 2014). Individuals working with performed research have a responsibility to the research context and to participants. As such, the intent needs to honor what was found in the research, the process, and/or the findings. All artistic contributions to our project were informed by a close reading of thematically coded transcripts arising from interviews with participants in a wide range of health research studies that were conducted in the Centring the Human Subject project. Thus, the found poetry, song, visual art, and theatre were all based upon the same set of substantive ideas and experiences. The four primary themes we focused on were (1) reasons that participants decided to take part in health research (e.g., seeking access to better treatment, getting potential diagnosis of an unknown condition, acting altruistically, seeking compensation), (2) practical costs of participation (e.g., time spent answering questionnaires or going through medical examinations, missed time at work, costs of parking, meals, drugs or incidentals not provided), (3) research relationships (e.g., quality and quantity of interactions in the research process, such as lack of sensitivity shown by a researcher, failure to act upon a promise made to a research participant, degree of empathy demonstrated by research assistants), and (4) trust (e.g., how trust is created, whether participants trust researchers and research institutions, and why or why not).2

Development of the Performed Research

Here we focus on how the theatrical portion of the performance was developed and integrated with the other artistic components. Space does not permit a full discussion of how the found poetry, songs, and visual arts were developed, though it is significant to note that the creative process differed both in terms of how fidelity to the research data and findings was observed and in terms of the professional training and expertise of the artists involved (Lafrenière et al., 2013).

To develop a theatrical (re)presentation of the thematically coded interview transcripts, the drama performance creation leaders Graham Lea and George Belliveau took inspiration from the work of director Vrenia Ivonoffski, who has been involved in several health research–based theatre projects. In describing the development of their research-based theatre project I’m Still Here, Mitchell et al. (2006) identify three development phases:


1. Data immersion, in which a development team of actors, playwright, and researchers familiarize themselves with the data and their own experiences with the topic;

2. Improvisatory exploration as the playwright guides improvisations through pivotal concepts; and

3. Scripting, during which the playwright weaves “transcripts of scenes, silent improvisations, highlighted sections of the research interviews, and notations of aha moments that the playwright and the others found powerful,” along with actor journals, original research, and the theoretical framework of the research (pp. 200–201).



While the theatrical development for Centring the Human Subject was based upon their model, financial and temporal concerns precluded spending weeks on the theatrical development, as described in Gray et al. (2000). Phases one and two were condensed into two development sessions of 2.5 hours each. Volunteer actors were solicited and recruited, for the most part, in the Faculty of Education at UBC. Each development session had six actors (graduate theatre education students), three of whom attended both sessions. The playwright (Lea) led the two sessions as a participant-observer, facilitating the workshops and taking observation notes in preparation for the scripting phase.

Each development session theatrically explored two of the four themes mentioned in the “Methodological Approach” section. Actors self-selected into two groups, each exploring one of the two topics. They were then presented with hard copies of the coded data with the suggestion that while reading, they look for “significant lines and images for theatrical development” (Lea, 2010). As actors finished reading their package of selected portions of anonymized interview transcripts, they began to discuss and use theatrical improvisations to explore the data. While some groups used verbatim text to create monologues or choral text, others used images either mentioned in or inspired by the data to create tableaux, and some improvised around a moment in the data.

After approximately 30 minutes of discussion and theatrical exploration, actors were asked to present their work to each other. The scenes shared in the process ranged from funny to poignant, literal to metaphorical, verbatim to invented, physical to verbal, and monologue to dialogue to choral. As the groups presented, the playwright (Lea) took notes on the form and content of their presentation, as well as impressions that came to mind, such as references to other plays and possible staging ideas.

After the two development sessions, the playwright (Lea) began the scripting phase, using his observations of the development sessions, the actors’ notes, the original data, and his theatrical background and aesthetic to weave together the first draft. After the first draft of the script was written, the original actors, as well as other interested parties, were invited to a script-reading session where the script was read and discussed. Based upon comments from this session, a second draft of the script was developed, which was used as the basis for a short rehearsal phase. The playwright directed four volunteer actors who helped clarify the script as they worked to embody the text.

Developing Centring the Human Subject brought to the fore several significant issues that arise when developing research-based theatre, particularly when a script is written by a single author based on the exploratory work of a team of actors. What is the role of the playwright? Should he or she attempt to script the work of the actors in the development sessions, or is there latitude to use the sessions for inspiration rather than attempting to recreate them? This tension also raised other related issues such as how authorship should be ascribed.

The performance ultimately also incorporated the work of many other collaborators and artists who contributed in various ways to the creation of a visual arts installation that was displayed during the performance, and found poetry and song (all based on the verbatim interview transcripts) that were woven into the script and became an integral part of the performance. The creation and display or performance of each of these additional artistic elements introduced other complex issues around how to blend differing aesthetic styles and approaches and effectively transition between them during the performance. We also needed to pay close attention to ensuring that the audience was aware that the performance was itself part of the research and that we were in part studying audience responses to the performance.

Here is a found poem from Centring the Human Subject:




“Uncertainty”

I’m involved in this study

I don’t know about the study;

I’ve heard nothing.

I just do what they tell me to do:

go and meet “S”, then fill out a survey,

then go and meet Dr. what’s his name.

All the other stuff is behind the scenes.

There are safeguards in place if things weren’t working out and

the results we’re being carefully monitored; I was being monitored all the time

mind you, that means nothing to me.

I think this trial is important; they seem to know what they’re doing

but I don’t know what to expect.



Audience Evaluation

After each performance, members of the audience were invited to complete the first section of a written survey provided to them upon their arrival. This survey focused on the experience of the artistic performance for audience members using four criteria: (1) understanding of the topic (i.e., human subjects’ participation in health studies), (2) creation of emotions, (3) generation of salient questions raised by the artistic performance, and (4) change in attitudes or beliefs about aspects of research participation.

We then initiated a dialogue between the audience members, the artists, and the research team. This lasted about 50 minutes and followed a fairly traditional question-and-answer format. Audience members were then asked to complete the second part of the survey dealing exclusively with the impact of the dialogue on the same four criteria mentioned above. Total attendance at the two performances was approximately 70, with 41 attendees completing the questionnaire (Lafrenière & Cox, 2012).

Responses revealed that the artistic production enhanced audience members’ understanding of the experiences of human subjects’ participation in health research (Lafrenière & Cox, 2012). The woman quoted below refers to a song that depicted the process of obtaining informed consent. The research participant was sitting on a stool contemplating a thick sheaf of papers and singing about her confusion with all the required forms, while a man wearing a white coat and carrying a clipboard twirled around trying to get her signature on the consent form to enroll her in a research project:


One example that stands out for me (as someone who obtains informed consents from vulnerable participants) was the dance, the tango that made me think of how the researcher needs to be seductive to convince participants. Very evocative, and without watching that performance, I would not have thought of it that way.

(Female, researcher, 40–49 years old)



The performance also generated a range of emotions for audience members, such as empathy, guilt, and sadness:


I felt upset with myself for all the studies I’ve done where I didn’t disseminate findings to the subjects or thank them appropriately. I felt protective of the subject who was given drugs and a urine collector. I wanted to speak out for her.

(Female, researcher, scholar, research participant, 30–39 years old)



New questions also arose for many audience members. Here a researcher who attended the performance contemplates how she might do a better job of communicating with patients:


Without trust the system of health-related studies could not exist. It is hard for patients to understand statistics used by the physicians. How to make it understandable for the human subject?

(Female, research worker, 30–39 years old)



There were also instances where the performance and ensuing discussion moved some audience members to think more deeply about the experiences of human subjects and to identify with family and friends who have experienced a lack of respect within the healthcare system:


I feel I can relate further to family and friends who express frustration when treated as an unfeeling “subject.”

(Female, scholar, 30–39 years old)



Other researchers felt there were too many scenes in the play where research participants were objectified or treated disrespectfully and that, in consequence, the play did not present a balanced picture. The emergence of this issue illustrates the tension that may arise when members of the audience introduce normative criteria (such as balance or representativeness) that may or may not be compatible with the overarching aims of the play.

The main objective in creating and performing Centring the Human Subject was to share some of the findings of the larger study focusing on the meaning and experience of being a human subject in health research. Although we had a minimal budget, we were able to give voice to many of the experiences that emerged as significant to participants. Equally importantly, the performance and ensuing discussion lent audience members the opportunity to reflect on their own experiences as researchers, clinicians, and research participants, raising, for some, awkward questions around the lack of respect accorded to research participants and, for others, new insight about how to best protect research participants.

Playbuilding and Therapeutic Enactment in Recovery from Trauma

In the United States, an average of 22 veterans take their own lives each day, which is nearly one life taken every single hour of each day (Kemp & Bossarte, 2012). These devastating statistics demand a call for help to veterans to facilitate the transition home after deployment. This section looks at a men’s health initiative and shares how engaging in theatre-based work with veterans offers an opportunity for them to share their experience with others and continue developing coping mechanisms and strategies on their pathway toward recovery. A dozen veterans took part in this project, led by University of British Columbia researchers in counseling psychology and theatre in Vancouver, Canada, in 2015.

The arts initiative focused on the development of a collectively built theatre play and tribute pole that investigates what it means to come home with stress injuries. Contact!Unload, a research-based play co-developed with veterans and community members, depicts the experiences of a group of veterans serving in Afghanistan (and elsewhere) and their difficult transition home. The play was first produced in April 2015 in a professional theatre venue in Vancouver, Canada, and has subsequently been staged in Canada House in London, UK, a military armory in Vancouver, University of British Columbia, and in our nation’s capital, Ottawa, for Ministers and policymakers (Figure 9.1).
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Figure 9.1 Performance of Contact! Unload, London House, UK.

 
Blair McLean.



In this section of our chapter I (George Belliveau) examine the playbuilding approaches that our artistic team used to generate the stories that led to the script, as well as the ways in which the art-making process within the scripting honored the voices of the veterans. I was a co-creator, facilitator, and performer in this project, thus working from an insider perspective. This project draws and builds upon a rich and growing literature on playbuilding (Norris, 2009; Tarlington & Michaels, 1995; Weigler, 2001) and research-based theatre (Beck, Belliveau, Lea, & Wager, 2011; Belliveau & Lea, 2016; Prendergast, 2010).

Community members, artist, researchers, and veterans participated in a series of drama-based workshops for a period of three months in Vancouver in order to devise Contact!Unload. The theatre initiative was part of the Man/Art/Action project3 where theatre and visual arts were used to engage veterans to share stories of trauma and pathways toward recovery. In April 2015, the development process culminated with a full production at a professional venue on Granville Island near downtown Vancouver. Four veterans and six civilians performed the 50-minute theatre piece to sellout audiences for three evenings. The theatre piece provided a forum for veterans to model men’s engagement with the emotional, physical, and cognitive effects of participating in war. A foundational piece of the theatre project stems from work that Westwood and Wilensky (2005) have developed over the last few decades called Therapeutic Enactment, a group counseling strategy that asks people to “enact critical events from their own life—enacting the narrative, going beyond language to express the self through action, movement, emotion, and reflection” (Westwood, 2009, p. 1). Westwood, co-principal investigator on the Man/Art/Action project, is a leading expert in group counseling support for veterans who suffer from stress-related injuries after deployment. The theatre piece worked hand in hand with Westwood’s initiatives and approaches.

Here is an excerpt from the script:


IT’S A RUSH

VET 1

It’s fucking awesome, a rush, being mark’d to die, being shot at. You gotta die when you join, so you don’t fear dying when you’re there. (makes sounds of firefight . . . fsssshht, whooommmp, etc.) I miss it. Sounds strange . . . but I miss it.

(The VETS 2, 3 and 4 are crouched, anxious but at ease.)

VET 3

There’d be days of boredom. Weeks of boredom.

VET 2

Lookin’ out at a desert that never changes.

VET 3

I’ve watched that same rock for days.

VET 2

You wait. Wait for those seconds, minutes, those moments.

VET 3

That’s what you wait for.

VET 2

Not your family . . . over here they can’t exist . . .

VET 3

They can’t exist or you die.

VET 2

So, you wait to get shot. Wait to see if you’re going to—

VET 1

Contact! Gage, gage, gage!

(Gunfire, movement and chaos, soldiers are miming that they’re shooting. While it is chaotic, there is order and precision to it.)

VET 1

Reorg! Reorg! Reorg! (VETS reorganize ammunition)

K boys, check yourselves out, make sure you’re good to go. Just take a knee here.

VET 2

How many mags you got?

VET 3

Three. You?

VET 2

Same.

VET 3

Fuck, d’you even see what we were shooting?

VET 2

Not a clue man. (silence)

VET 2

(to self) Silence.

VET 3

The birds aren’t chirping anymore.

VET 2

(To self) It’s the silence.

VET 3

(To self) Before it begins.

VET 2

(To self) That’s what’s fucking scary.

VET 3

(To self) You got time to think in the silence.

(VET 4 takes a small step forward. VETS behind him slowly form a tableau of firing their rifles.)

VET 4

I wanted to be useful.

By 2008 it was roadside bombs and suicide bombers. I was standing at the front gate of Kandahar airfield. This kid, dressed all in black, came right past our red light and big red stop sign, straight at us. My Sergeant is screaming and yelling. I’m thinking “I’m supposed to do a warning shot first” but the kid is getting closer: 60 feet, 55 feet, 50 feet—there are no barriers between him and I. He’s just a kid. I start to pull the trigger and . . . hesitate for a split second . . . the kid then turns his bicycle . . . and that was it.

I thought, “Shit, maybe that was my one chance to have shot my rifle in this entire tour.” You know, thank God I didn’t, but it’s hard to get over wishing you’d done your piece.



To unpack some of the learning that took place in this project, I examine how using a community, collective playbuilding approach (Belliveau, 2015; Norris, 2009; Rohd, 1998) shaped and informed the script development. This phase of the process used a playbuilding approach where information, primarily stories, was gathered and generated in the exploration space with the veterans as key informants. The exploration space was an art studio where we worked alongside visual artist Foster Eastman (fostereastman.com) who was developing a brother project with veterans carving a tribute pole that depicts what it means to serve one’s country and return home afterwards. This synergy between the visual art and theatre was critical later in the project as the tribute pole became a centerpiece for the play.

Graham Lea was lead writer for Contact!Unload. Graham and I generated data from various sources, including previously published work about the veterans, interviews, and audio and video recordings, along with Graham’s own notetaking during the playbuilding phase. As the artistic lead and director of the theatre piece, I worked closely with Graham to develop a frame for the play. From the outset, we wanted the story to emerge out of the veterans’ experiences and voices, rather than Graham attempting to write his interpretation of what it might be like for soldiers to serve and return with injuries. In this sense he became a creative scribe (Lea, 2012), gathering, editing, and shaping the stories they shared during rehearsal. Shakespeare’s St. Crispin’s Day speech from Henry V (where King Henry rallies his soldiers for a final battle) became an important thread within the structure of the play, allowing the veterans to respond to the Shakespeare speech with their memories and lived experiences of battle. In addition, scenes from Linda Hassall’s play about veterans, The Difficult Return (2014), resonated deeply with our troupe, and with her permission we adapted a few of her scenes for Contact!Unload during our playbuilding phase.

In the first weeks of the project we spent time in a circle to share stories, which generated a sense of trust and community among our group of veterans, researchers, and artists. We slowly introduced nonverbal drama-based activities during these early sessions to stimulate the veterans to express their stories through the body. Our aim with the Man/Art/Action project was to do, and within the doing discover, unpack, and process moments that might have been locked up or paralyzed. Once we had the soldiers on their feet creating visual tableaux, the embodied experience brought out new understandings and emotional responses to these fictive moments. After each drama activity, we would process what happened and debrief in a group circle.

Initially, it was the soldiers who would become emotionally activated (i.e., triggered) from the various tableaux and short scenes. However, as we progressed with the work, we recognized that not only did the emotional activation touch the veterans, but the triggers began to include the entire group, with the civilians equally affected. It was during this phase that we became a company. In sharing and disclosing stress injuries and vulnerabilities, the soldiers had opened themselves by sharing their experiences with the group. For our part as civilians, we were no longer only hearing but instead listening, understanding, and feeling the impact of the veterans’ lived narratives. Or, as Mike says in the play: “What it truly means to come back” (Lea et al., 2016, p. 16).

After two months of playbuilding, drafts of the script were generated by Graham with continued consultation from the group. Graham’s careful listening to the veterans and the group discoveries in the playbuilding resulted in an authentic script that honored the group’s collective stories. The veterans saw the emerging script as representative of their stories and experiences and gave it their stamp of approval. It became clear to the theatre artists that this script could not have been created to the same degree of authenticity by merely examining interview transcripts, videos, and/or journal notes; we needed to be in the space with the veterans, co-creating the work to ensure validation of their stories by them directly. The community experience that took place within the script development phase was critical, as it generated ownership but also elicited the unspoken kinship soldiers have with one another. The excerpt from the script given earlier in the chapter tries to capture the excitement of serving, juxtaposed with the waiting and ethical decisions that take place in zones of combat (Lea et al., 2016, pp. 4–6).

The power of the community that was built during the play development allowed the soldiers to perform with confidence and panache. The soldiers had a distinct unspoken look between one another that suggested, “You have my back and I have yours, so let’s get through this.” This unspoken bond among the veterans was one that the company recognized from the beginning of the playbuilding process.


From this day to the ending of the world,

But we in it shall be remember’d;

We few, we happy few, we band of brothers . . .

Henry V, Act iv, Scene iii



The objective of the project involved men sharing their stories through theatre, using a collective playbuilding approach. This approach to gather stories provided ownership for the men and an opportunity to perform a part of themselves to an outside audience. The play was about giving voice to soldiers—outlets for themselves, and as importantly for co-participants and audiences to glimpse inside the lives of these men. The difficult transition from soldier back to civilian life was at the core of the project: What does it mean to come home, fully?

Theatre as a Method for Public Engagement in Health Policy Development

In 2005, Canadians in three cities participated in the use of live theatre as a method of public engagement in the development of health policy. The musical play Orchids (written by physician Jeff Nisker) focused on the ethical, social, and political implications of preimplantation genetic diagnosis (PGD), a technique used to identify genetic features in a developing embryo so that specific traits can be selected for or avoided (Figure 9.2). The goals of this bilingual public engagement process were to provide Canadians with the opportunity to learn about and discuss the complex social, ethical, and health policy issues arising from PGD and to provide Health Canada with input from Canadians to inform the development of health policy on PGD and related techniques in prenatal genetic testing and genomics. In addition, the project sought to evaluate the use of live theatre as an innovative method of public engagement in health policy development (Cox et al., 2009).
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Figure 9.2 Poster used to advertise performances of Orchids.

 
Image created by and used with permission of Jeff Nisker.



In this section, I (Susan Cox) set the context for this use of theatre by briefly looking at problems related to common methods of engaging citizens in health policy development. I then zero in on the process of developing Orchids and the means by which we documented audience engagement in the production. By “engagement,” I mean bringing citizens together in a forum that facilitates active participation; involving citizens in mutual learning about scientific, clinical, ethical, and social considerations; and stimulating citizens to consider, question, and empathize with persons immersed in the issues being considered for policy development.

Common strategies used for public participation in policy development include focus groups, citizens’ juries, public hearings, and consensus conferences. These approaches, however, often lack sufficient opportunity for adequate numbers of citizens to participate (Rowe & Frewer, 2005). Public opinion polling is capable of surveying large numbers of citizens, but there is little opportunity to link this with education on the issues, and common problems inherent to the construction and analysis of surveys, as well as recruitment of respondents, may minimize validity and hence usefulness (Nisker, Martin, Bluhm, & Daar, 2006).

Many advocates of the science and democracy movement have called for greater public participation in policy development, with an emphasis on using methods of deliberation that directly involve “the ordinary citizen” (Einsiedel, 2000, p. 324). These efforts have, however, been hampered by the misplaced perception that the general public is incapable of understanding science at a level useful to policy development. Moreover, there are “many and heterogeneous publics,” which act differently in different social contexts, shifting their attention and levels of knowledge as they engage with different issues (Einseidel, 2000). Educational components are therefore now seen as integral to obtaining informed and meaningful public input regarding health and science policy development.

The use of theatre to engage citizens in democratic process may be traced to Augusto Boal, who began using theatre in the 1960s as a means of empowering the ordinary citizens of Brazil to participate more fully in the political arena. Boal described his work as “[t]heatre helping to bring about social transformation” (Boal, 1998, p. 8). Theatre has since been widely used for public education in science and has also now been shown to be an innovative tool for citizen deliberation in genetic and genomic science issues. This is, in part, because live theatre is capable of educating and engaging citizens, both emotionally and cognitively, through creating a shared experience of the struggles and dilemmas of persons at the center of the policy issues under deliberation (Nisker et al., 2006).

Orchids is a musical play that explores the social construction of normalcy and abnormalcy in the context of reproductive and genetic medicine (Nisker, 2001, 2012). The playwright, Nisker, was both fascinated and deeply troubled by the possibilities raised by developing genetic techniques for manipulating life. The storyline is based on the plausible situation that two women carrying a genetic marker for the same condition meet in an infertility clinic waiting room: a woman with a genetic condition who requests in vitro fertilization (IVF) to bypass her blocked fallopian tubes so she can become pregnant and have a child (who may or may not carry the gene for the condition) and the other requesting IVF and PGD to avoid having a child with that specific genetic condition. The two other main characters are physician/scientists. One is enamored by genetic science while the other is concerned with the implications of embryo selection. The play is staged as a musical, and four additional actors make up a chorus of IVF laboratory technicians, who are proud “embryo engineers.”

The play raises issues relevant to many genetic conditions and forms of disability. Tourette syndrome (TS) was chosen in part because its outward manifestations can be effectively portrayed to help audiences understand the social challenges of the condition. Although the role of genetics in TS is unclear, TS is like many inherited conditions in that it presents a “spectrum” of manifestations (i.e., motor and vocal tics, varying greatly in kind, frequency, and depth) that make it very challenging to live with.

Nisker conducted background interviews with persons with TS, family members, and the Tourette Syndrome Foundation of Canada during script development.4 The preliminary script was then reviewed by interviewees to check the accuracy of factual information and the sensitivity with which central issues were portrayed. Input was also received from representatives of Health Canada and others integral to policy development in this controversial area. This feedback informed many aspects of the production and was integral in identifying the unique constraints within which theatre can be effectively used in health policy development. For example, it was important that opposing perspectives on the key policy issues were presented in a balanced way. Thus, the central characters, representing differing perspectives, had to be seen as equally compelling. All the central characters were, also for this reason, given a similar number of lines and songs. The scripts were, as much as possible, identical for both the English and French productions (Cox & Nisker, 2010). Here is an excerpt from Scene 4 (with a portion removed):


heather:

There certainly are a lot of baby pictures in this room.

rose:

I suppose they’re here to inspire positive thinking.

heather:

I stared at that “LOVE” one for quite a while before you arrived. Do you realize it’s created from thousands of tiny identical baby faces?

rose:

So is the other orchid picture. Do you like them?

heather:

Well. There’s something . . . uncomfortable about them . . .

rose:

Be careful, Heather. They’re both my creations.

heather:

I’m sorry. We’ve just met and I’ve already managed to offend you. I really am sorry. [pause] If it helps, I know nothing about art.

rose:

I’ve been told my work is disconcerting. One baby picture cloned over and over again is not what most people expect in a picture.

heather:

They’re quite remarkable.

rose:

Thank you. I actually got the idea from the Ancient Celts. At least from a book about them in art school. They carved identical patterns, varying only in size, on blocks of wood, dipped them in animal blood or vegetable dyes, and patiently stamped them over and over again on animal skins. The density difference between the larger and smaller images created the pictures. My computer can now create in a few hours what it took Celts years to achieve. Fortunately they didn’t patent the process.

heather:

How did the Celts come to have their art form displayed here?

rose:

The Clinic’s administrator called me a few months ago to see if I could create some art in my signature style for this waiting room. I came here, looked at the space, presented a couple of concepts she liked and a month ago I delivered these.

heather:

What a beautiful baby. It must be hard to take baby portraits.

rose:

It is hard. Babies cry, frown, poop. But actually I don’t take the pictures—I have an assistant. And even though every now and then her camera captures a perfect baby smile, I computer-modify each smile to give parents what they want—and pay me for.

heather:

I work with computers, too.

rose:

Really? What do you do?

heather:

I have a small computer software company.

[section removed]

rose:

If you don’t mind my asking, why do you need IVF?

heather:

Damaged fallopian tubes.

rose:

I’m sorry. How did that happen?

heather:

I was pregnant five years ago and the embryo got stuck in my left tube. It ruptured and I almost bled to death. They had to do emergency surgery, and remove the tube to stop the bleeding.

rose:

I’m so sorry.

heather:

It turned out that my other tube is also terribly scarred. So I could easily have another ectopic pregnancy. IVF is my safest and best chance of having a child.

rose:

Absolutely.

heather:

We’re going to have to struggle to pay for it, but it’s better than risking another ectopic pregnancy, or accepting not having a child.

rose:

For me, the price is definitely worth it.

heather:

Why can’t you have children?

rose:

Actually, I can have children.

heather:

[pause] Then why . . . I’m sorry . . . I thought IVF was for infertility. I don’t understand why you’re here.

rose:

There’s a new method of genetic testing that uses IVF. It’s called preimplantation genetic diagnosis.

heather:

Preimpl . . .?

rose:

I know, it’s a mouthful. They call it PGD for short.

heather:

I’ve never heard of it.

rose:

It’s a great scientific advance. They test your embryos before you’re pregnant to make sure you only have normal embryos implanted in your uterus.

heather:

[masking tics] “Normal embryos”? I don’t understand.

rose:

Remember the IVF videos?



Sixteen workshop performances of the 70-minute play Orchids were held in Vancouver, Toronto, and Montreal (in French with collaborator Hubert Doucet) in the fall of 2005. All performances were free of charge so as not to deter anyone from participating. A total of 741 individuals attended. Each performance included the post-performance opportunity for attendees to participate in either a moderated large audience discussion held in the theatre (N = 373 participants in 16 discussions) or a simultaneous focus group held in an adjacent room (N = 65 participants in 12 focus groups). Both formats for discussion were taped and fully transcribed. Most audience members also completed a demographics form and provided written comments in response to open-ended questions. In addition, field notes about the audience members’ responses to the play were recorded during each performance.

The main objective of Orchids was to engage Canadian citizens in health policy development around the use of complex new reproductive and genetic technologies. Analysis of the central concerns expressed by audience members yielded many important insights relevant to policymakers (Cox & Nisker, 2010). Audience members were, however, also asked about their experiences of participating in this use of live theatre and what they thought about its relevance. Some of the most salient issues included the fairness and/or balance of the script in surfacing particular issues; the validity and/or verisimilitude of the script and its performance in bringing to life the everyday realities of living with a genetic condition or disability; the visible diversity and/or representativeness of audience members as representative of the Canadian public; and the role of the post-performance deliberations in actual policy development (Cox et al., 2010).

Analysis of Canadian perspectives on PGD, as heard during the process of citizen deliberations, indicates that Canadians attach enormous importance to opportunities such as this to engage in dialogue and contribute to health policy development. Moreover, attendees were impressed with the quality of production and capacity of Orchids as a tool for educating, engaging, and stimulating public discussion of a novel genetic technology about which some knew a lot and many knew very little.

When successful, live theatre creates the opportunity for participatory, critical, and empathic forms of engagement (Cox, Kazubowski-Houston, & Nisker, 2010). Participatory engagement entails the active participation of audience members in the social experience of the play and post-performance dialogue. This involves listening to the responses of others as well as contributing one’s own views. It may also entail some form of internal deliberation, as in the case of the following participant in the post-performance large audience discussion:


I’m kind of a general Joe public . . . I found the play a really good way of portraying a story and provoking discussion and for the majority of the play I could see both sides but towards the end I was leaning towards being against [PGD].



Critical and/or intellectual engagement involves participants in the co-construction of knowledge about scientific, clinical, ethical, and social issues. For some participants, this demystified scientific knowledge, leading to the conclusion that ordinary people are quite capable of understanding the ethical issues without having a degree in genetics!

As mentioned at the outset, the provision of information is important to successful public engagement activities. The clarity or coherence of information is, however, sometimes less important than the opportunity to appreciate complexity and ambiguity:


My overwhelming feeling from the play is I’m in constant conflict. When I watched the play, I just found it amazing how the play brought that out. And when you look at policy, the tricky thing is THAT. How do you put THAT complexity and THAT conflict, which results from these types of issues, into a policy?(Woman, healthcare professional)



Empathic engagement emerges with the development of feeling for the experiences of the central characters in the play. Sometimes the cathartic potential of this experience also leads to new insights about one’s own feelings. As one woman participating in a post-performance discussion said,


In terms of the characters, I thought being able to see their emotional response to some of the issues was important in helping me decide what I was feeling about the issues. It wouldn’t have been quite the same thing to read something or to, I guess, answer questions in a focus group without seeing, ah, the emotional turmoil that all, really all the participants on the stage were going through.



Discussion

Table 9.1 provides a summary of the three examples of research-based theatre presented in this chapter, identifying key features of each and indicating some of the most significant ethical and methodological issues arising. The following brief discussion highlights two of these issues: (1) artistic expertise or professionalism and (2) authorship and its attribution in collaborative, creative work.



Table 9.1 Comparison of Key Aspects of Three Theatre Projects




	Research Study
	Centring the Human Subject
	Contact!Unload
	Orchids





	Artistic genres employed
	Theatre, found poetry, song, visual arts
	Theatre, visual arts
	Theatre, song



	Intention & application
	Knowledge dissemination
	Public awareness, healing
	Public engagement in policy development



	Script development
	Playwright in collaboration with actors and approx. 50 artist collaborators
	Playwright in collaboration with participants and artist collaborators
	Playwright conducted background interviews but wrote script independently; translated from English into French



	Production
	Very low budget, few props, no special lighting
	Midlevel, professional venue, lighting, sound, with some professional artists
	Large budget, professional actors and musicians, technical and lighting



	Performances
	2 held, for research participants and general audience; DVD also used for educational purposes (40 min)
	18 held, for general public and military in Vancouver, Ottawa, Kingston, and London, UK; 3 versions of script (50 min, 20 min, 30 min)
	16 held (13 English, 3 French) for general public in Vancouver, Toronto, and Montreal (90 min)



	Methodological challenges
	Very low budget, varied levels of artistic expertise; finding right balance of dramatic scenes showing positive and negative aspects of research participation
	Negotiating values of counseling psychology with theatre; respecting veterans’ stories in translation to theatre language
	Professional cast required large portion of budget; difficulty of obtaining sufficiently diverse sample of theatergoers



	Ethical challenges
	Uncertainty regarding impact of performance on research participants; need for appropriate acknowledgment of creative contributions
	Possibility of retraumatizing veterans by asking them to perform their stories on stage
	Maintaining anonymity of audience members during large audience discussions; ensuring meaningful informed consent



	Audience assessment
	Survey and short interviews after performance
	Pilot survey questionnaire, focus groups forthcoming
	Observation of performance, demographics and open-ended survey, moderated discussion and focus groups held after performance







One of the first questions that each project had to answer pertained to the level of artistic expertise or “professionalism” that the artistic works needed to demonstrate. Should the producers include a cast of professional artists, or should they rely on participants, community members, or amateur performers? This question sparked its share of discussion among each project and also uncovered different disciplinary values and perspectives.

Given that Centring the Human Subject was a pilot project, and also because of limited budget and time, hiring a professional crew was not feasible and the scope of the project had to be restrained. Looking for sponsors, an approach adopted in similar projects by other researchers (Colontino et al., 2008), and charging the audience for attending the artistic performance were not options that were considered. Instead, the leading researchers (Cox and Lafrenière) decided that an appropriate balance between the scientific integrity and aesthetic quality of the production could be attained by working with student and other nonprofessional artists. This decision was not, however, without its complications, as other team members who were professional artists were accustomed to attaining a very high level of aesthetic quality in all of their work. In the end, the stage play was created and performed by students, some of them with professional experience, and a graduate student (Lea) who had extensive experience as a theatre practitioner acted as director, putting the artistic performance together. We thus staged a mixed production in terms both of artistic media and of amateur/professional artistic work.

Contact!Unload used a mixture of professional theatre personnel, community members, and the research participants themselves (veterans). The infrastructure and concept of the play was developed by experienced theatre artists, which provided the frame for the veterans to participate with a sense of confidence. Having the veterans performing themselves created an authenticity for the audience. The process of having the veterans involved in the production was also intended to help continue their therapeutic healing by personally sharing their stories.

With Orchids, the decision to have all professional performers evolved as a consequence of several factors. One of the most important was the need for actors who were also talented singers capable of performing the demanding musical score that was integral to the performance. In addition, the success of the citizen engagement process rested heavily on the even quality of the performance. If one or more of the central characters was weak in some regard, it might jeopardize the balance essential to presenting various perspectives on PGD in an even-handed manner.

A second methodological and ethical question arising in all three projects has to do with authorship and its attribution. In Centring the Human Subject a potential composer had, as a condition of involvement, the caveat that they would retain the sole right to authorize the publication, performance, or reproduction of the song. This did not fit with the collaborative aims of the project, nor did it seem ethically appropriate to grant such license to a single individual when the lyrics of the song were based on the words of research participants. This issue also raised many issues pertinent to evolving effective and respectful artist–researcher relationships, the most prominent being the degree to which each must cede some ground in terms of having exclusive authorship. Even distinguishing between artist and researcher may become troubled in some of this work. The actors in the theatrical development worked with the data to develop their own interpretations and turn them into staging ideas. As such, some would suggest that they are both artists and researchers (Norris, 2009).

On a related issue, the complex development of the theatrical scripts of Centring the Human Subject and Contact!Unload problematized the attribution of authorship. Should the authorship lie with the playwright or with the development group? In both cases, the script was primarily written by a playwright who used the work of the actors and participants in the development sessions. To reflect this, he (Graham Lea) is given first authorship and the creative participants were included alphabetically. In the case of Centring the Human Subject, the original human subjects were also included as an anonymous collective as they had a vital role in creating the script through the verbatim interview data. With Orchids, authorship was more straightforward, as Nisker was the sole playwright and the play did not go through a collaborative development process, except for member checking.

The three research-based theatre examples provide a sampling of health research projects that aim to embody knowledge and provoke audience engagement. Mitchell, Jonas-Simpson, and Ivonoffski (2006) suggest that research-based theatre is a way of using theatre for “enhancing understanding of lived experience in different groups and communities” (p. 198). This understanding by health researchers is important as it does not restrict the approach to only disseminating research; instead, it permits the integration of theatre in any part of the research process. When theatricalizing data, researchers show, not tell, the results of their research, creating a three-dimensional presentation of their research data that moves in space and time. This theatrical form “allows one to retain, at least somewhat, the human dimensions of the life experience qualitative research attempts to study [helping] to not lose research participants in the data or not transform them into dehumanized stereotypes” (Donmoyer & Yennie-Donmoyer, 2008, p. 216).

Notes

1.Centring the Human Subject in Health Research: Understanding the Meaning and Experience of Research Participation was funded by the Canadian Institutes for Health Research. Susan M. Cox, Principal Investigator; Michael McDonald, Co-Principal Investigator; Patricia Kaufert, Joseph Kaufert, and Anne Townsend, Co-Investigators. Funding to conduct the pilot project Designing, Implementing and Assessing Arts-Based Methods of Knowledge Translation in Research Ethics came from the UBC Humanities and Social Science (HSS) Research Fund/College for Interdisciplinary Studies HSS Research Grants. The arts-based project core team at UBC included George Belliveau and Graham Lea, Theatre Education; Susan M. Cox and Darquise Lafrenière, W. Maurice Young Centre for Applied Ethics; Donal O’Donoghue, Visual Art Education; and Rena Sharon, School of Music.

2.See McDonald, Townsend, Cox, Lafrenière, and Damiano Paterson (2008) for a discussion of the theme of trust; see Cox and McDonald (2013) on the theme of responsibility; and see Townsend and Cox (2013) on reasons for participating.

3.Man/Art/Action was a two-year project funded by Movember Canada under the umbrella of the Men’s Depression and Suicide Network (http://menshealthresearch.ubc.ca).

4.The script for Orchids was based on an earlier version of a play written by Nisker andpublished in 2001. The final version, as it was adapted for health policy development, is available in Nisker (2012).
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Narrative Film as Public Scholarship

Yen Yen Woo

Introduction

I made my very first feature film when I was pursuing my doctorate at a graduate school of education. I did not do it as part of my coursework, nor did I ever take a single class in filmmaking. My interest in film at that point was purely as a popcorn-purchasing consumer, and I could not even claim to be a cinéaste. My decision to make movies, rather, was mostly, if not completely, inspired by my scholarship. I hope that by sharing my journey, fellow scholars will learn, as I did, that pursuing a creative path is not only possible in tandem with an academic career, but that they can be mutually reinforcing.

Inspired by Impulse

When I made my first film, I was at Teachers College, Columbia University’s graduate school of education, researching my dissertation on temporality—specifically, how individual schoolchildren’s perceptions of their past, present, and future are shaped by particular social constructs and historicities—and I was taken with experience as “becoming,” the idea of taking a path that is not a plan, but taking flight toward the unknown.

As a newcomer to New York City and as a student, I was also inspired by the many acts of creativity around me—less the world-class artists in museums than the small measures of inventiveness that friends employed to deal with everyday challenges, from organizing impromptu exhibitions or salons in coffee shops or the back of bookstores, or raffling personal skills and services in aid of causes. This almost casual spirit of ingenuity in New York City was quite different from what I had previously experienced as a teacher working in a hypercompetitive education environment.

So when a friend told me he had bought a new video camcorder, my husband and I thought: Why not make a film? So I roped in my uncle and a fellow graduate student I had just met as the lead actors and we shot a short film in two days. When the film won an award at an international film festival, I was encouraged/foolish enough to think, well, if it took two days to make a 15-minute short film, surely I could make a 90-minute feature in 16 days! It was, unsurprisingly, a disaster. That foolhardy decision, however, propelled a creative journey that, for the past 17 years, has led me to do a whole slew of things in which I had no experience whatsoever—program websites, produce spoken-word events, publish graphic novels and books, design mobile apps—and also make a second, and much more successful, feature film. Most recently, I wrote and produced a stage musical in a Shanghai theatre, which has toured 25 cities in China.

Many students and scholars considering creative forms for their work have approached me to ask, “How did you get started?” and I feel embarrassed each time that I have to confess it was mainly impulsiveness. I never went to film or art school. I started my professional career as a high school English teacher, and at Teachers College, I specialized in curriculum studies, which naturally led me to academic positions teaching classes in curriculum design and foundations of education. As I have learned, however, you don’t need formal qualifications or training to try things out. They help—a lot—but they’re not a prerequisite. In fact, not knowing very much gave me the guts to venture into forms and fields I had never tried before. I think being a “noob” also gave me a very healthy orientation in seeking out and working with collaborators who could supplement my deficiencies.

Having followed a rather indiscriminate and accidental path, I have no standing whatsoever to prescribe any particular strategy for creative success. What I can do is share certain lessons learned along the way that might trigger or inspire ideas, through answering some of the “frequently asked questions” that fellow scholars who have an interest in translating their research into creative media—in particular, forms such as films and videos—have put to me. These questions include: Why do I work in creative forms alongside my academic work? How do the projects get funded? How do I translate research findings into film and video? What form should I choose to work in? How will the work get seen? I will also share my thoughts on where we might venture next in thinking about communicating scholarly knowledge through film and video.

Why Do I Work in Creative Forms as Well?

A big part of why I work in creative forms is not rational. At some level, it is simply fun. The energy of creating is very different from the hard-but-necessary slog of scholarly research, but one informs the other. I imagine the story/film/book/play in my head one day, probably from my research or teaching experience, and some months or years later, it takes concrete form, which then becomes part of the public cultural landscape, which then informs my scholarship, and the cycle begins again. The processes are also rarely linear, and I often juggle multiple potential projects in my head without being able to predict which will come to fruition first. The hazy, half-formed ideas gather energy, and new connections are also sparked with every fresh collaborator, who brings his or her skills, ideas, and perspectives to a vision that is now shared. In some ways, it is like giving birth to a child—the sleepless nights, the self-doubt, the anxiety over whether my efforts are good enough, the dread that all this was some mistake from the very beginning—and then the audience sees the work, and a smile or tear or word from them makes me ready to do it all over again.

There are also broader and more local forces that push me into creating. Scholars cannot help but wonder whether our turgid, thousand-page theses have any impact whatsoever, no matter how prestigious the journal or publisher, when the attention span of audiences is changing, when they have a far more diverse range of choices for information, when they are reading far fewer books and depending much more on visual media for information.

We also exist in a moment that has been described as “post-truth,” where “alternative facts” that target emotion, desire, or dreams hold greater sway (McIntyre, 2018). The aftermath of President Trump’s election in 2017, in particular, has left me distressed about the efficacy of how we teach and communicate in higher education. In my classrooms, I see the fragmentation of attention and decreasing patience for longer forms of content or deep analysis in my own classrooms. It is becoming increasingly challenging to have my students read whole books and to engage in reasoned discussions with others who hold differing positions. Many of us already experience the permeating shallowness of our thinking firsthand. In the constant stream of Facebook and social media updates, people like myself, a professor trained to read and write in long form, are finding it harder and harder to complete a thought without posting it and having that thought morph within minutes through likes and comments (see Carr, 2011).

On a more local level, my work as a teacher educator in the college of education has changed quite significantly in the past few years. Before, I felt greater freedom to teach about the cultural politics of education, the role of teachers as agents of change for a more democratic society, whereas now I feel significant pressure, within a new accreditation and evaluation regime where faculty spend hours in meetings, figuring out how to align our curriculum to help our students pass the certification tests (Taubman, 2009). Students complain of feeling uninspired as they sit in classes telling them how to fulfill new certification requirements rather than get them excited about teaching.

Creating gives me a sense of agency, new platforms for pedagogy, a much-needed respite from knee-jerk responses to particular issues in fragmented (and often angry) pieces, and an opportunity to craft whole narratives with context and nuance. It also allows for ideas to be woven into the everyday cultural lives of the people I live with and write for and about (Fiske, 1989). Beyond a space for the management of subjectivities (Giroux, 2011), popular culture is also a space for shifting assumed categories of “Self” and “Other.” Mark Engler and Paul Engler (2016) for example, attributed the shift in public opinion over same-sex marriage that eventually led to its legalization in 2015 in part to public entertainment that featured openly gay characters as “normal.” Programs that were in people’s living rooms such as Will and Grace, whose likable characters got the audience to suspend labels, or celebrities like Ellen DeGeneres, who came out on TV, introduced important shifts in cultural politics, making the voting public amenable to changes in concrete laws supporting same-sex marriage. This kind of public pedagogy that works through multiple modalities has great potential to be competitive in the current marketplace of ideas, to name the world differently, and to create spaces for critical dialogue.

I do not really know why I chose to work on fictional narratives rather than documentary film—in many academic settings, the documentary form seems to be a more popular and natural form for social scientists. In the case of my two feature films, it had something to do with what I was trying to learn at that point in time, and also whom I was trying to reach. Simply put, folks like my mother or grandmother were far more likely to watch a narrative fiction film than a documentary. This is not to say that there are not other stories I would like to explore in documentary form, just not these particular instances.

How Do I Get the Projects Funded?

My foray into making popular culture started with a satirical website that my creative partner, Colin Goh, and I started back around 2000, during the infancy of the Web. We started very cheaply, by using a copy of FrontPage that I had bought with my student discount, but that garnered millions of page views, mentions in Wired and Time magazine, and, most important of all, a steady audience. We then progressed to making the short film that I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, using borrowed lights and cameras. By the time we needed real funding to shoot a feature film, we had earned enough credibility with the fans of the website that they became our first funders. Although the first feature film, TalkingCock The Movie (Woo & Goh, 2002), was a commercial and critical flop at that point in time, we had proven that we could complete a whole project. This enabled us to raise funds for our second and much more expensive feature film, Singapore Dreaming (2006), which went on to win several awards and sell in multiple international territories. Interestingly, 15 years after the first film, TalkingCock The Movie, the Singapore International Film Festival programmed the film again, with the press citing it as an “iconic” Singapore film that used a satirical approach “rarely seen in Singapore cinema at that time” (Loh, 2017). This proves that whatever you create, even if not directly relevant or successful, still has broader implications that you might not be aware of at the time of creation.

At the time of our filmmaking ventures, crowdfunding through platforms such as Kickstarter or Indiegogo did not exist. Crowdfunding can be a relatively easy way to not only raise funds but also help build an audience, as we learned when we ran a successful Kickstarter campaign to finance the publication of our graphic novels.

Of course, you need not rely on a single strategy to raise funds. I have also secured funding for some projects through a combination of investment and grant application.

I have also never been lucky enough to have had all my funding in place before starting any of my projects. With Singapore Dreaming, for example, I cobbled together only enough funding to complete principal photography but not postproduction, but the momentum made raising the remaining funds more likely, if not inevitable, because any form of progress gives funders more comfort. So I would say start small and start cheaply, but start. Every project is a leap of faith, but it is incredibly hard to raise funds based on a concept or pitch alone. This is why it is extremely helpful to have something completed or concrete to help prospective funders see that what is in your head is capable of becoming real. This may be in the form of a script, a rough short film that serves as a “proof of concept,” a website, or even a PowerPoint presentation.

In my experience, one of the most useful things you can do to boost your funding prospects is to assemble as good a team of collaborators as possible. In the case of Singapore Dreaming, we were fortunate that our simple community web posting attracted the attention of an up-and-coming director of photography, Martina Radwan, who had just completed another film that went on to be nominated for an Academy Award. This bit of serendipity made the project a much easier sell to investors. With my stage musical, for instance, we had nothing more than a minuscule seed grant that only covered rehearsal space. We had zero experience putting on stage productions, but our director’s previous work at a festival had attracted the attention of Stan Lai, the most famous name in the Chinese theatre world, who eventually came on board to fund our premiere and run in Shanghai.

In this regard, I must also sound two notes of caution. First, film in particular is an extremely expensive endeavor, and I have seen filmmakers bet the whole farm on the film only to lose everything. My personal approach is that if I cannot find enough good people to support the project, whether as collaborators or funders, it is a sign that I probably should not be making it in the first place. Second, and perhaps more important, we must ensure that our budgets are reasonable, and by this I mean that the cast and crew must be adequately compensated for their time and effort. Shoestring budgets that get the film completed but that sacrifice the contributions and safety of your collaborators lead only to resentment and recriminations down the road.

How Do I Translate Research Findings into Film and Video Form?

My second feature, Singapore Dreaming, was a direct result of my doctoral dissertation.

In the early 2000s, I conducted a series of in-depth interviews with young people in Singapore and in New York City about their temporalities, including their sense of what had been productive or wasteful uses of their time, and also their sense of which paths were desirable and undesirable. The data revealed many mundane, everyday categories that the participants used for identifying the Self and Others. Unsurprisingly for a capitalistic society, Self and Others were judged based on factors such as the prestige of one’s school, one’s grades in state exams, and material symbols of success. These derived not from direct messages but from disciplinary systems of rewards and punishment (Foucault, 1975) that made the subjects repress their own inclinations. I was heartbroken at how resigned so many participants were to the self-imposed closing off of their own potential and frustrated that my findings would probably not be read by anyone other than my dissertation committee. How could I make the systemic disciplinary measures transparent and encourage critical distance so that familiar practices and assumptions could be reflected upon (Freire, 1970/2014) by as wide an audience as possible?

Extrapolating from my interview data, I crafted a screenplay around six members of a fictional Singaporean family—the Loh family—who embodied different “futures” and “pasts” of the research participants: a couple at the beginning of their careers, a couple in midcareer about to have a child, and an older couple nearing retirement.

I chose to express my research through narrative fiction, as I wanted my research to reach as wide an audience as possible—meaning people like my mother or grandmother, who were far more likely to watch a drama than a documentary. (I will expand on the choice of form in a later section.)

The resulting film that I co-wrote, co-directed, and co-produced was a 105-minute narrative feature shot on Super-16mm film stock called Singapore Dreaming (Figure 10.1). It played at many film festivals worldwide, including the San Sebastian International Festival, where it picked up the prestigious Montblanc Screenwriters Award, and the Tokyo International Film Festival, where it won the Best Asian/Middle-Eastern Film Award. It also had commercial theatrical releases in Singapore and Taiwan, as well as TV, cable, and DVD releases in multiple territories.
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Figure 10.1 Singapore Dreaming movie poster.

 
Used with permission from 5C Films Pte. Ltd



Collective Storytelling and Critical Pedagogy

In composing the screenplay, I settled on a strategy which blends Frigga Haug’s collective memory and storytelling methods with the process of critical pedagogy that Paolo Freire (1970/2014) outlines in Pedagogy of the Oppressed. In her work on collective memory and storytelling, Haug (1987/1999) would form groups of people who would share and “redraft” stories of their socialization in their society, through which they would distill common themes that transformed their collective stories into cultural ones. I had collected my data using Haug’s methods and proceeded to write the screenplay by engaging in successive rounds of amalgamating the data with the various vignettes that emerged. This was congruent with Freire’s (1970/2007) description of the pedagogical process as an “investigation of people’s thinking—thinking which occurs only in and among people together seeking out reality” (p. 89).

My choice of this strategy guided several key elements of the film: (1) crafting the characters; (2) the setting; and (3) narrative structure and plot.

Crafting the Characters

Because the movie stemmed from interview data, we crafted the characters before devising the plot. Once we had distilled the themes we wished to examine from my dissertation, my writing partner and I would figure out how to have these themes appear organically as part of the plot and also in the characters’ relationships with each other. We were adamant that the themes not appear as didactic and simplistic lessons.

So, for example, when exploring the theme of materialist goals, I used the interview data from one participant, “Melissa,” a very creative young person with a complicated family life:


My immediate need is to work and earn money . . . I mean, to work ordinarily in an ordinary job. And then have a husband, and children . . . quiet and ordinary lifestyle.

(M#1, 9/5/01, Para. 135–142)



Melissa’s professed desire to be “ordinary” was sharply at odds with her extraordinary artistic ability—a skill she clearly prizes but feels compelled to disavow because art is not perceived to be lucrative enough. In Singapore Dreaming, we incorporated Melissa’s self-repression into the character of Irene, a photographer who not only is blind to her talent but who toils at a meaningless job she tells herself is necessary to support her fiancé Seng’s expensive studies abroad. Meanwhile, Seng, a character who craves wealth and status, was inspired by another study participant, “John,” who said in his interview:


I want a condominium . . ., I love a BMW, sports car. . . . That’s my dream . . . I mean, what else do you do with your money? . . . I can’t escape reality, this is the way of life in Singapore.



To both Irene and Seng, repressing themselves is not some act of sacrifice for the good of loved ones or society at large, nor were they being persecuted by some jackbooted tyrant—they are not martyrs, but rather are performing what are very “normal” roles in Singapore society.

In my study, each participant responded to my interview questions individually, whereas in the film, I built a context around them, with the characters pushing and pulling each other with their sometimes competing, sometimes congruent desires—tensions that would surface through quotidian activities such as eating at the dinner table, going to sleep, or going to an open house for a condominium development. By doing this, I hoped the audience would situate themselves in relation to the characters and story and think, “I might be this person,” “my neighbor might be this person,” “my sister might be this person,” and so forth. It had to be a story with images that provoked reflection on how our dreams are shaped through everyday interactions and decisions we make in pursuit of a “successful” life. I was also not particularly interested in who is oppressing whom, but more in a “conjunctural analysis” (Grossberg, 2010) of this particular moment in the history of Singapore, where in everyday life, modernizing forces encounter global and personal instabilities, and where moments in everyday life might be subsumed under these various forces, or might afford opportunities for a different temporality or different way of being.

The Setting: Using the Familiar

One key element of how I designed the film as a piece of critical pedagogy is using the familiar for storytelling. Paolo Freire (1970/2014) talks about how the starting point for critical pedagogy is “the present, existential, concrete situation, reflecting the aspirations of the people” (Location No. 1363) through a language that is not “alienated” or “alienating” (Location No. 1247). In crafting a film with the twin goals of reaching a nonacademic audience and facilitating the consideration of the themes in the research, I had to try my best to make the imagery, sound, music, and setting familiar rather than alienating. This did not mean making the audience comfortable. Rather, I was trying to imbue the familiar with unfamiliar associations, thereby working to create space for critical thinking and reflection. This required a gentle touch, using nuance and subtext to suggest a direction, but never engaging in sloganeering. To this end, I borrowed a trick from the many Hong Kong soap operas I used to watch with my mom and grandma—they would always start off light and humorous, and once audiences were invested in the characters and likable tone of the story, that was when you pulled the rug out from under them and introduced the tragedy and melodrama. In its review of Singapore Dreaming, Variety magazine picked up on exactly our strategy:


The relatively leisurely second part of the pic reps a nice counterpoint to the sometimes over-stretched, noisy comedy of the first, and is built around the rhythms of a loving portrayal of the Chinese Taoist funeral of a key family member. A new air of gentle lyricism starts to pervade proceedings at this point, aided by Sydney Tan’s attractive, piano-based score. But even such a long-standing ritual as this one cannot survive the tensions caused by the desire for acquisition of wealth, meaning that the pic broadens out into a study of a society changing too rapidly for its own good.

(Holland, 2006)



For me, the space and setting also had to evoke familiarity. I chose a three-bedroom “Housing Development Board flat” as the key location for the film, because 80% of all Singaporean residents live in these public housing apartments; I myself grew up in one (Figure 10.2). I was also inspired by the legendary Japanese filmmaker Yasujiro Ozu, who used domestic spaces in his exploration of the modernizing of Japan. In his seminal Tokyo Story, the interior of the home came to feel like the geography of the nation as a whole (Ozu, 1953). Similarly, in Singapore Dreaming, I wanted the Loh family’s dream of being able to move from their cramped public apartment to larger, private condominiums to mirror the aspirations of the wider country (Chee & Lim, 2015) (Figure 10.3).
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Figure 10.2 Common corridor in front of a typical three-room Housing Development Board (public) flat. At the beginning of the film, we never see the sky from this vantage point.

 
Used with permission from 5C Films Pte. Ltd
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Figure 10.3 The interior space of a three-room Housing Development Board flat. Families use a foldable dining table as there is insufficient space for a permanent dining table.

 
Used with permission from 5C Films Pte. Ltd



The common corridor shared by the apartments were a particular focal point. From the corridor, one could look through the main door straight through to the end of the apartment. As a child walking down the corridor to my home, I would wonder, as I passed each front door, what drama might be taking place within, and so I wanted the audience to look into the Loh family’s open door and wonder how their lives differed from theirs—or not. The corridor was freighted with narrative significance each time it appears in the film. The first time we see it, Ma is returning from her morning grocery run, carrying the ingredients for the dinner she is going to cook to celebrate Seng’s return from America—a scene of domesticity and hope. The second time, Pa is returning from a clandestine visit to his secret second family—foreshadowing the secret his own son maintains. The third time we see the corridor is when Pa has died—dimly lit and empty, it is a space of unfulfilled dreams. The final shot is when Ma locks up the apartment for the last time, leaving the old dreams, resentments, and secrets behind as she walks away to begin a fresh start—this is the only time the camera departs from the confines of the corridor to reveal a sliver of sky (Figure 10.4).
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Figure 10.4 The common corridor changes through the film. We only see the sky at the end of the film, when Ma finds some release from her situation.

 
Used with permission from 5C Films Pte. Ltd



We employed this tactic of making the familiar strange with the music as well. While writing the script in New York (where I had just started working as an assistant professor), I called my mother in Singapore to ask her what songs formed the backdrop while she and my dad were dating. The first song she mentioned was Bāng Chhun Hong (Lee, 1933), a Taiwanese pop song in the Hokkien dialect whose title translates as “Pining for the Spring Breeze.” On the surface, it is the simple lament of a maiden who is thrilled to hear the approach of the young man she fancies, only to learn that it is just a trick of the wind. Our translation of the second verse goes:


I see him as my groom

Feelings of love fill my heart

Oh, when will the gentleman bring

The spring wind so flowers can bloom

I hear someone at the door

I open it to see who it might be

But I see only the moon laughing at me

I have been deceived by the wind.



Written in 1933, it has, over the years, become a multipurpose anthem for expressing disappointment. As I had grown up hearing generations of the womenfolk in my family sing it, I knew its feminist overtones made it the perfect song to underscore the film’s exploration of the expectations surrounding women in Singaporean society. Explicit use of the label “feminist perspective,” however, would have been an immediate turnoff to typical audiences, whereas using the song immediately situated them within the milieux of their mothers and grandmothers. During the film’s commercial run in Singapore, audience members would tell us they got goosebumps whenever they heard the song without knowing why.

Narrative Structure and Plot

It would have been easier to make the screenplay episodic, with separate segments hewing more literally to the individual interview participants’ accounts. I knew, however, that to populist audience members like my grandmother, mom, and nonacademic friends, this would have been too “arty” and distancing. So I challenged myself to attempt the harder task of composing a single, unified story into which I had to interweave each character’s narrative and themes.

I began exploring the structure of populist feature-length films by reading seminal books on the three-act structure found in most modern Hollywood films, such as those by McKee (1997) and Ackerman (2003). In the three-act structure, the first act contains what is called the “inciting incident,” an event that thrusts the protagonist into the main plot, with the end of the second act being the lowest point of the protagonist’s journey, and the third act being the resolution of the journey. When scripting for an ensemble cast, I drew a timeline of the three acts and asked myself what the inciting incident was for each character in the ensemble, and how each character would reach his or her nadir at the end of the second act. In trying to come up with the overarching inciting incident that would impel all the characters into the heart of the movie, I read over the interview data and realized that going to an overseas university had significant symbolic value for all the interviewees. For the highly successful student in my interviews, getting a scholarship to go abroad was a taken-for-granted assumption with a clear path and clear knowledge of the hierarchy of colleges. For the low-income student who is artistic, going overseas holds the only possibility to study what she loves, but this is never considered a real option because of the cost. For the middle-income student who has not done well academically and cannot qualify for a Singaporean university, going to a university overseas is one way to return to the fold of “success” (Woo, 2004).

I knew then that the main inciting incident should be Seng returning to Singapore after graduating from his American college. In Act 1, everyone prepares in their different ways for Seng’s return, and everything changes after he returns. In scripting, we then tracked every character so that they reached their lowest point roughly two-thirds of the way into the story. We actually continued the collective storytelling process throughout the audition and rehearsal process, incorporating relevant stories from the cast themselves. So when one of the actors related how her relative had returned to Singapore after his overseas studies without actually graduating, but continued to pretend that he did in order not to let his father down, we folded it into Seng’s storyline, and the revelation of his deceit became his nadir. (After the movie premiered, I was surprised to learn from a disturbing number of audience members that similar acts of “faking graduation” had occurred in their families too.) By following the familiar structure of populist films, I could ensure the film stayed as accessible as possible, while maintaining fidelity to the themes I wished to highlight.

It has been over 10 years since Singapore Dreaming premiered, but the film continues to enjoy an afterlife through festival retrospectives (Figure 10.5), in-flight programming (Figure 10.6), and screenings in schools and institutions. It has also been cited in various papers and studies (e.g., Khiun & Chan, 2013; Teo, 2016; Wee, 2013; Woo & Goh, 2016; Woo, 2017), thus bringing my work back full circle to its academic origins.
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Figure 10.5 At the European premiere of Singapore Dreaming at the San Sebastian International Film Festival, 2006, where we won the Montblanc Screenwriters Award.

 
Used with permission from 5C Films Pte. Ltd
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Figure 10.6 Singapore Dreaming playing aboard Singapore Airlines, August 2016.

 
Used with permission from 5C Films Pte. Ltd



The (Almost) Deweyan Director

When I made my first movie, I turned up on the first day of principal photography knowing nothing about cameras or lights, and even had to endure the disdain of a few crew members with some feature film experience. Spurred by the joy and challenge of making my first feature film, I began furiously learning on the fly and, within a short time, became fairly knowledgeable about the technical aspects of production and postproduction. When it came to making Singapore Dreaming in 2005–2006, I was in a whole new kind of panic: I was going to be directing the film with a highly professional international crew, half from New York and half from Singapore, and I would be working with several highly regarded actors in Singapore.

The temporality of directing is very different from the temporality of writing. In directing, after the planning period, everything happens in a blur, and I would find myself having to make a rapid slew of decisions, from small things like whether to change the color of the mug on the table in the scene, or whether to go for another take, knowing that every extra minute of shooting (as well as every minute of dithering about it) would result in a cost to the production. I had to find an approach where I could respond intuitively, quickly, and creatively to these multiple decisions, in a way that would give both myself and the film coherence.

I fell back on my training as a teacher, in particular John Dewey’s instruction to trust in the capabilities and powers of the learners (Dewey, 1938). So when working with the actors, just as I did in my classrooms, I preferred to provide a map rather than serve as everyone’s GPS—meaning I needed to ensure everyone knew the direction of the film right from the beginning so that they would be aware and engaged throughout the shoot, rather than just have everyone follow whatever orders I barked.

My directing partner and I also placed a lot of emphasis on the rehearsal period, working with the actors on developing their characters, so that they could ground their motivations and actions in their own experiences and realities (Weston, 1996). This strategy helped lead not only to greater depth in the actors’ understanding of their characters but also greater consistency in performance. This was very helpful, as fake or shallow emoting becomes much more evident during close-ups and projection.

On set, after setting up the shot, I would have my directing partner sit by the monitor to oversee the framing and recording while I stayed close to the actors to get an unmediated view of what they were doing and feeling. This allowed me to feel the energy in the scene more directly, giving me a better sense of the authenticity of the performance than if I relied solely on what I could see on the monitor. If I wanted another take, I would tell the actors directly what that scene felt like and what it needed to feel like. I tried, as far as possible, never to go for another take without the actors knowing what we were going for. At no point did I ever try to direct actors with instructions such as “look angrier” or “look happier” or “now, cry from your left eye.”

I worked with my director of photography and my composer in the same way—communicating from the outset the shared goals and purposes, but trusting in their capabilities when it came to execution. In our preproduction work with the director of photography, for instance, we also started with collective storytelling as well—we would discuss what each scene provoked in us so that we would always be on the same page in terms of the film’s feel.

We would extend this to other visual principles when setting up the lighting. For instance, in trying to convey modernity, we would use more rigid angles and cooler colors like gray or silver, whereas the nostalgic shots would involve more colors, but also more chaos (Figure 10.7). Each character would also have his or her own visual motifs. The character of C.K., who feels trapped in his insurance sales job and family situation, is always filmed boxed within some sort of frame (Figure 10.8). We also decided that because the film was really about the discursive systems that manage our subjectivities, we would not see the sky until the end of the film, when the widowed mother decides to create a new life for herself.
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Figure 10.7 The world of modernity that Seng occupies is filmed with cooler colors and more angles. Ma’s world is filmed as being more chaotic and colorful.

Used with permission from 5C Films Pte. Ltd
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Figure 10.8 C.K. is always filmed framed within a box. This is C.K. in his office and in an elevator.

 
Used with permission from 5C Films Pte. Ltd



One significant way in which I deviated from my teacherly self was that I was adamant about making a good film, and not making any compromises to that end. Whereas in teaching I cared a lot about my students’ feelings, in directing the quality of the film trumped everything else. This meant having to make snap decisions that may seem hardhearted, such as insisting on another take when the actors or crew were tired, or firing the wardrobe assistant because every mistake means time lost, and every minute lost is a blow to the super-tight budget that independent films are stuck with. So I did my best to be teacherly during the preproduction period, but once we were on set, I had to become a military drill sergeant and had to hope that everyone understood why.

What Form Should I Work in? How Will It Get Seen?

For all my projects now, I begin by asking two sets of related questions.

The first set of questions concern production: Who are the publics I am hoping to engage with this work? What modalities will work best with these publics? What kinds of skills, technologies, and resources will I need? Who are my possible collaborators? My use of the term “publics” rather than “audiences” is quite deliberate. This is because “audience” connotes passive consumption, whereas there is a clear sense of being actively connected (Jenkins, Ford, & Green, 2013) in “publics,” which echoes Freire’s positioning of learners as active and thinking, and as “actors” rather than mere “spectators” (1970/2014). A “public” is also a community that cannot simply exclude people—think of a public school or public park: we have to engage the different experiences and perspectives each member brings.

With all the available new /tools like iPhones, production has become easier than ever, but it has also become harder than ever to gain attention. The second set of questions concern distribution: How can the different publics connect and contribute? What are the distribution channels? Who are possible partners for this work? What outcomes do I hope to see in five or 10 years? This next section will address this rather difficult question of distribution.

Distribution

The traditional distribution model for films is broken. For most low-budget independent films, the traditional distribution model was to somehow get your film into major film festivals, win some awards, and then hope the film gets acquired by an international sales agent or distributor who pays an advance for the film that goes toward recouping production costs. And then with each film festival or commercial theatre screening, the filmmakers earn a percentage of exhibition fees. Once the theatrical run ends, the film gets royalties from DVD and Blu-ray sales, pay-per-view or streaming, and ancillary platforms such as airline programming—a process Anderson (2006) has dubbed “the long tail.” The hope is that after everyone else takes their cut, the filmmakers eventually earn enough to pay off their investors and maybe make a profit. This can take years.

Nowadays, it is very hard for independent films to go through the traditional distribution model and hope to recoup anything beyond the advance. The amounts given as advances are also dwindling, if they are given at all. Of late, many of my independent filmmaker friends have been told by distributors that taking their films on is a financial risk, so they will only be paid if their films sell well, and it is often not easy to tell for sure if they do, as their films are likely to be sold in bundles with other films, with differing terms for different sales channels, making getting a proper accounting extremely difficult. Most filmmakers will also lack the financial ability to press for an audit, never mind finance legal action.

What makes things perhaps worse is that distributors nowadays almost have to engage in such practices because there are so many other things competing for audiences’ attention. A film now has to compete not just with other movies, but also Candy Crush, Pokémon Go, and the free content on YouTube. If you examine your local cinema, there are very few screens set aside for independent films. You cannot even blame the cinemas; the latest superhero blockbusters or studio Oscar nominees are simply more bankable. If your film’s opening weekend fails to exceed targets, you can expect to lose screens or be relegated to afternoon slots. And with the demise of the DVD market, filmmakers have to content themselves with the lower royalties paid by streaming services like Netflix. This is why many major studios have been shuttering their independent film arms. It also feeds a vicious cycle whereby theatres, understandably, demand more of the kinds of films that have proven lucrative before, and the rush of producers to meet this stipulation naturally comes at the expense of more original content. As Francis Ford Coppola has said, “You try to go to a producer today and say you want to make a film that hasn’t been made before; they will throw you out because they want the same film that works, that makes money” (Anderson, n.d.).

The good news, however, is that the hunger for original content has not diminished; it is merely not served by traditional channels. As scholars working in popular culture, we are seeing a very exciting moment in alternative media distribution, with a different kind of “long tail.” First, we are seeing new systems of project financing. For many independent creators, crowdfunding through platforms such as Kickstarter and Indiegogo has become a viable mode of building audiences and partnerships, testing the ground for their projects, and getting the needed production or distribution funds. Having had one of my projects funded through Kickstarter, I have found it to be an invigorating platform in that there is a focused period of fundraising and, in a sense, we are “selling” the ideas, books, and screenings ahead of time directly to interested audiences. As a creator, it frees me from the potential ideological and business interests of investors, and it forces me to pitch my work directly to audiences for whom the project has to make sense. Second, audiences are engaging differently now, and while it may seem that attention spans are shorter, we are also seeing a desire for deeper engagement and connection (Jenkins et al., 2013). This is positive, as “engaged audiences are more likely to recommend, discuss, research, pass along, and even generate new material in response” (Jenkins et al., 2013, p. 116). Good teachers know this about pedagogy—that students are more engaged when they feel that they can contribute to the learning experience (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013). What this means is that we can now map out different strategies of audience engagement for our different publics. It may be more work, but the journey is also likely to be richer for it. Here are a few interesting cases that might inspire you.

Including Samuel

Including Samuel is a film that took a local community-organizing approach. I came across this documentary about the educational experience of Samuel, a child with cerebral palsy, when it was screened at my university. Dan Habib, the film’s director and also Samuel’s father, came to hold a post-screening question-and-answer session with a panel of parents and teachers of other children with disabilities in our local area. I felt like I was educated not just by the film but by the panel and the testimonies of the many members of the audience who were there because they were invested in the issue in some way.

The film has not only gone on the festival circuit, it has toured actively in various communities since 2007, doing the work of educating the public about inclusion. The website provides a screening and outreach toolkit, a list of partners of the film, and an easy way to donate to the project. It is a good example of a film project that did not have a commercial theatrical release but nevertheless reached and educated audiences with its effective grassroots outreach strategy.

Transmedia Storytelling

What is especially exciting to me is that although the film distribution model is broken, there are brand-new avenues that cost less and have a potentially larger reach. In fact, if you wish to bring your research to a wide number of people, you need not even limit yourself to one medium. If you have the ability or the right collaborators, there is no reason why you cannot repurpose your content in different media, for different audiences. This is what has come to be called transmedia storytelling.

A good example is The Moth, a live storytelling event that teaches “the craft of personal storytelling” to promote “connection and visibility” (The Moth, n.d.). Formed in 1997, The Moth has gone on to become a radio program, a video series, and a line of books, with each component providing a different experience and also contributing in aggregate to the overall brand. I have also used their mode of storytelling in my classrooms and in community events, especially in times when it seems particularly difficult to simply use logical arguments to talk across differences (Woo, 2010).

In recent years, I have noticed how public radio—a medium many may have thought was passé—has quite adroitly gone “transmedia” and seems to be effective in getting an audience thin on attention to engage, participate, and pay attention to often difficult topics, precisely because they repurpose their content for different platforms. You can now “listen,” “watch,” and “read” Radiolab, which recently concluded a 21-city tour of its live stage show, Apocalyptical, which managed to compress topics like ballistics, computer algorithms, and archaeology into a two-hour stage show that was basically one-third talk show, one-third vaudeville, and one-third PowerPoint presentation, and managed to be intimate, communal, and educational at the same time (see Radiolab WNYC, 2013).

Maura Edmond (2015) has also written an analysis of radio’s exciting transmedia work in projects such as Curious City, which explores the questions that Chicago residents have raised about their city, and Mapping Main Street, which tells the stories of the over 10,000 streets named Main Street across the United States and what it suggests about the country as a whole through a podcast, website, and social media. These very local projects have been successful at getting audiences to contribute their knowledge on issues, and increasing a sense of agency and connectedness.

Kony 2012

What happened with Kony 2012 teaches those of us trying to use media forms to make a difference in the world the importance of research, and the importance of what Freire (1970/2014) calls critical thinking and reflection over mere activism. Kony 2012 was released by a not-for-profit organization, Invisible Children, on YouTube and Vimeo to galvanize public attention to aid their goal of capturing Joseph Kony, the central African warlord who recruited child soldiers. Within five days of release, the video was watched 120 million times (Sanders, 2014). The public attention and “clicks” it received led not only to a rapid expansion of the organization but also a U.S. Senate resolution condemning Kony and the Lord’s Resistance Army and a U.S.-backed military effort to hunt for Kony (Su & Besliu, 2012).

However, the video has been criticized for being an expression of the “white-savior industrial complex” (Cole, 2012), and the phenomenon has been criticized as an expression of the kind of casual, low-risk, low-cost activism facilitated by social media, termed “slactivism” and “clicktivism” (Cole, 2012), where citizens perform the “click” as a form of action. More important, the video has also been accused of oversimplifying the issues in Uganda in the focus on getting the message out. In particular, the video was received very poorly in Uganda, and five years later, in 2017, the manhunt for Kony was called off (Devichand, 2017; Donvan, 2012).

What we can take away from each of these examples is that (1) the project does not have to be just one thing (e.g., a book, a radio show, or a film); (2) the project may continue over a period of time; (3) the project encourages, facilitates, and rewards participation; (4) the project can combine live experiences with mediated experiences; and finally (5) the project must engage critical thinking rather than mere activism. In addition, Jenkins et al. (2013) set out a list of criteria for designing “spreadable media” (pp. 197–198): it must be easily available to audiences; it has to be able to be moved or transported from one location to another; it has to be in a form that allows reuse (meaning that you can cut, paste, and embed with your content); it has to have relevance to the audience; and finally, new content must be fed to audiences regularly to maintain and continue that relationship. While Jenkins et al. focus on “collectivity”—which includes as well as excludes as it calls communities into being—it is entirely possible to call together a community for the precise purpose of talking across differences. A storytelling project such as The Moth does precisely that, through stories and perspectives that we might otherwise not encounter.

Conclusion

If you were hoping for this chapter to provide a ready-to-go blueprint for translating research into a movie, the bad news is that the traditional film distribution system is all but dead. I would not be too disappointed at this. While I felt a sense of achievement with filmmaking, I really did not enjoy having to deal with the business and funding aspects.

The good news is that we now have a whole slew of new ways we can share our hard work, beyond the academic paper. (And if you are still keen on film, you can now even shoot whole features using your smartphone.) The trick is figuring out which mode is the most suitable and effective for disseminating the work we have spent so much time and effort researching. If we are serious about wanting people to hear our thoughts and ideas, we have to ask: What forms of writing and storytelling will make them shareable and spreadable? Do you have a plan for what happens when (not if) your work is recirculated and remixed? In this era of clickbait, how do we—the guardians of valid and reliable research—compete with those who peddle propaganda or narratives not based on fact? And what do we have to do to help people find our work amid the morass of content available? We now have new opportunities, new challenges, and a whole lot of responsibility to educate the public. Let’s get to work!
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Visual Art Campaigns

Raisa Foster


There’s nothing more dangerous than someone who wants to make the world a better place.

Banksy



Traditionally campaigns are organized for advertising, political, and civil society purposes. They contain series of messages in order to achieve a decided aim. Campaigns use different channels, traditional print and audiovisual media as well as social media and other digital forms, to communicate their idea to public. Many of the campaigns rely heavily on visual language. A visual art campaign can be seen as a form of civil society movement, if its main objective is to promote social, or ecological, change.

In this chapter I look at visual art campaigns, especially in the context of arts-based research (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Knowles & Cole, 2008; Leavy, 2015; McNiff, 2009), with an interest of public engagement. I will discuss the role of an artist/scholar in exchanging and creating knowledge for and with the public. Art campaigns happen at the crossroads of art and activism. Public art interventions challenge power structures through creative resistance. The criticism of society and its phenomena can happen either through the form or the content of an artwork. Sometimes artists can purposely work from an activist point of view; sometimes a political aspect emerges unintentionally.

In this chapter I will give examples of my own practice as an artist/scholar. I was working as a research director in Art-Eco Project in 2015–2018. Our arts-based research project on empathetic-ecological humanity was funded by the Kone Foundation. We practiced public scholarship (Cantor & Lavine, 2006; Cohen, 2003; Hutchinson, 2011; Jay, 2010; Leavy, 2014, 2015; Mitchell, 2008), which combines critical, creative, and intellectual work and aims to contribute to public discussion. Thus we considered art, activism, academia, and general audience as equally important entities for our practice.

In contrast to traditional scholars, my colleague Jussi Mäkelä and I, as public scholars, were aiming to speak to general audience beyond academia. We informed the public what we did, but we also engaged people with our activities. This was done through social media publications, performances, exhibitions, public events, and other creative forms of disseminating scholarship. Being a public scholar usually means that you do not just stay in the university and do research by yourself or with other scholars, but you go out in schools, art institutions, and other places where people are and also invite these people to do research with you. In our case, we were doing research as independent scholars outside the university context. Art-Eco Project was public scholarship that broke down barriers between art, academia, and general audience.

In this chapter I will first give an overview of different campaigns using especially visual methods. I will then give a background for art activism by presenting a brief description of the development of visual art from modernism to the contemporary forms of artistic expressions. This will then lead to the examples of art campaigns. I will then discuss the cases derived from my own practice as an independent artist and scholar and discuss the potential of contemporary art in challenging the assumptions of modernism. I will also describe the possibilities of promoting a cause in various fields of art, academia, and general public. At the end I will talk about the benefits and challenges of being an independent artist/scholar with an interest of public engagement.

Campaigns

Before I discuss examples of visual arts campaigns, let us have an overview of campaigns using especially visual language in their communication. The concept of “campaign” is not easy to define, and the different forms of campaigns—commercial, political, and social—use such similar strategies and techniques that their differentiation is challenging. For example, many popular and also artistically impressive videos, which are passed on in social media, are often not recognized as advertising campaigns until the video ends with a brand name.

Because visual language reaches a reader faster than a textual message, visual language has long been used in advertisements—first, in the pre-television era in printed forms and later also in moving images. Today’s diverse online possibilities have made people communicate with visual images more and more every day. When I scroll down my Facebook feed I can see more photos, videos, memes, and emojis than written language. In addition to my friends’ personal postings there are commercial images, videos from news websites, and humorous memes commenting on political figures.

The power of using visual language in communication is recognized in many different fields, not only in advertising but also in governmental contexts. Mass media campaigns are commonly used to target large populations with messages of, for example, health risks (Wakefield, Loken, & Hornik, 2010), nationalist consuming (Insch, Prentice, & Knight, 2011), political ideologies (Richardson, 2003), and many more. Nongovernmental activists commonly use various aesthetic and performative techniques in their awareness campaigns (McLagan & McKee, 2012). Marta Zarzycka (2016) has investigated how a child-sponsoring campaign uses photos of children in order to build the image of financial help as an affective rather than an economic relationship. The face of a child in need is a widespread image in commercials, awareness campaigns, and news reports of crises.

The power of visual language can be found in its affective quality, and in the fact that visual rhetoric also influences us on an unconscious level. Through mass media, news, advertisements, and popular culture, we are exposed to stereotypical imagery that reinforces, for example, our heteronormative and gendered (Saraceno & Tambling, 2013) as well as racial (Zeiny & Yusof, 2016) gaze. Visual campaigns work as sites for knowledge production with their own morals and normative orientations (Crath, 2016). Although we often take them as the universal and only truths, the way in which we see things is always learned; there is no universal or objective way to see things (Merleau-Ponty, 2008/1945). This is a principle that many of the “anti-ads” campaigns are based on and that they also play with. However, demonizing all commercial campaigns as simply “bad” or “immoral” may fall short; when looking at ad campaigns from the past, the advertising rhetoric should be viewed in its historical context. For example, Janice Odom (2016) has researched how Maidenform’s 1949 ad campaign showed women for the first time in public in their underwear; the campaign broke one of the strongest taboos in society and thus also took part in a discussion of women in public space.

Social media has brought a new aspect to the world of campaigns, as the public can take over the campaigns—in good and bad ways. In fact, in the era of mobile marketing, advertising professionals don’t even talk about “campaigns” anymore: “The perfect mobile campaign isn’t a campaign. . . . It’s a brand extension where marketing comes baked into the product. . . . Instead of us telling the story, we hand over an app to let the consumer become an active part of the brand’s tale” (Carl Norberg, as cited in Diaz, 2016). Today the marketing of commercial brands is often purposely passed on to the customers, but sometimes audience members get creative themselves and start to build an “anti-campaign” that does not support the company’s original aim.

Internet memes are passed on from person to person in various virtual platforms. They can be images, videos, or just words or phrases that spread in the form of hashtags. Today many ad campaigns reach their audience mostly through memes. The memes can be created purposely by the organizers of the campaign, but we can also see memes—especially in the forms of image macros, which are pictures with humorous texts—that could have been created by anyone and that often criticize their original subjects with irony. Memes related to political campaigns often use humor, both in visual and verbal ways, but in addition to their entertaining content, many of them also raise serious socio-political concerns (Adegoju & Oyebode, 2015). Of course, political cartoons (Conners, 2014) in print media and political satires on television (Warner, 2007) existed long before the internet era, and they are both still regularly used in portraying political candidates and parties by using humor and visual rhetoric. However, the relatively free and inexpensive platforms of social networks allow members of the public to “voice their opinion, deliberate with peers, and express their judgments on reality” (Orkibi, 2016); that is why the internet has radically changed the tactics of political campaigning.

Many of the visual art campaigns use the same methods as the commercial ones, which they are often criticizing, and vice versa: many commercial campaigns use artistic strategies in their attempt to build a positive image for a brand. Some artists have also collaborated with corporations and created commercial campaigns for them. For example, the world-famous performance artist Marina Abramovic made a short film called Work Relation with Adidas for the 2014 FIFA World Cup, and Levi’s used Charles Bukowski’s poem “The Laughing Heart,” read by Tom Waits, in its commercial “Go forth” in 2011.

The strategies of guerrilla marketing (Levinson, 2007; Serazio, 2013) are now commonly used for commercial, political, and social awareness purposes. Michael Serazio (2013) defines guerrilla marketing as a “nontraditional communications between advertisers and audiences, which rely on an element of creativity or surprise in the intermediary itself. It is advertising through unexpected, often online, interpersonal, and outdoor avenues” (p. 3). Guerrilla communication can be seen as a subtle, or even a secret, way of influencing people; in the marketing business this means that the guerrilla tactics are intended to hide the attempts to manage consumers and the apparent advertising message by using unpredicted methods (Serazio, 2013, pp. 9–10). Many examples of the innovative ideas of guerrilla marketing can be found, for example, on YouTube.

Visual art campaigns can target various issues, such as sexism, racism, socioeconomic injustice, ecological crisis, and many more. It is often impossible, and perhaps even unnecessary in some cases, to separate artistic interventions from activist practices. Before going into the examples of activist art practices, which visual art campaigns are also part of, let us look at the recent history of visual art so we can better understand the artists’ attempts to communicate political issues with the public.

Visual Art

The beginning of socially and ecologically conscious art campaigns can be traced back to the 1910s, when experimental and critical art forms started to emerge, first in Dadaism and Surrealism and then leading into the unexpected actions of Situationists in the 1950s and 1960s. The various forms of contemporary art interventions in public space, such as culture jamming (Dery, 1990, 2010; Lasn, 1999) and performative demonstrations (Bogad, 2016; Hughes & Parry, 2015; Lichtenfels & Rouse, 2013), can be seen as a natural extension of this development.

Contemporary artworks may appear incomprehensible to many. In the most cases, visual art is still presented as an object, but a growing number of artists have turned to immaterial and performative ways of presenting their ideas. Even if the art is presented as an object, it may have been made from unconventional materials (e.g., milk, grease, blood, urine, sperm, or even different smells), like the works of Joseph Beuys, Helen Chadwick, Henrik Plenge Jakobsen, Andres Serrano, Marc Quinn, Wolfgang Laib, Christian Skeel, and Morten Skriver, just to name a few. On the other hand, as Cynthia Freeland (2001) points out, these “unexpected” materials were actually used in ancient rituals that form the basis for the whole concept of art.

An artwork may look so easily made that “even a child could do it,” but people who spend some time “being” with an artwork may realize how the work raises thoughts and triggers meanings; at its best, this can lead to a significant experience. So the meaning of art, in the contemporary world, cannot be found in its demonstration of a specific medium or its ability to communicate a coherent meaning. It is in the nature of art that along with the attempts to exchange new ideas with an audience, artists may also try to redefine how art could communicate in fresh ways. Artists may feel that the existing art forms and techniques are limiting their possibilities to investigate and communicate phenomena in truthful manner.

It is very difficult, if not impossible, to define and differentiate the diverse forms of art from each other—and even to say what is art and what is not. Art has not always been separate from other human activities, as Freeland (2001) explains: “Ancient and modern tribal peoples would not distinguish art from artefact or ritual. Medieval European Christians did not make ‘art’ as such, but tried to emulate and celebrate God’s beauty. In classical Japanese aesthetics, art might include things unexpected by modern Westerners, like a garden, sword, calligraphy scroll, or tea ceremony” (p. xviii).

In Western tradition visual art is separated from the performing arts, such as theatre and dance, and from auditory forms of art, such as music, because it is conventionally understood as including creations we can see. That is why, in everyday language, we often use “visual art” to refer only to the practices of drawing, painting, sculpting, and printmaking. But today visual art is an umbrella concept that has very diverse meanings. Along with painting, sculpting, ceramics, glass art, graphic art, and architecture, contemporary art forms further broaden the field of visual arts with such forms as conceptual art, installation, performance art, and “happenings,” along with filmmaking and other film-based activities such as photography, video art, and animation. Place-based art forms such as graffiti and land art are now considered new forms of visual art. Furthermore, the practitioners of performing and auditory arts often use the elements of visual art in their creations; similarly, contemporary visual artists frequently use elements that have auditory or performative qualities. Thus, many contemporary artists could be described as multidisciplinary art practitioners.

The terms “modern art” and “contemporary art” are often treated as synonyms. But although modern means “new,” as a period of art history, it is not the current trend anymore. The nature of modern art is related to modernism, and thus contemporary art can be seen as a way to challenge not only the modernist conventions of art but also the norms and structures of modernist human life in general. I will discuss this later in more detail.

The field of visual art started to change radically in the beginning of the 20th century. Dadaism was born as a reaction to the First World War, and the artists dedicated to this movement wanted to change the attitude toward the phenomenon called “art.” The change had to include not only the makers and recipients of arts, but also all the institutions between artists and their audience, such as museums and galleries, as well as the media and advertising businesses that were marketing art. Dadaists thought that in order for “art” to be born again, it must be first destroyed. It could be said that Dadaism was more of a nihilist mental state or an anarchist attitude than an artistic movement. Dadaists made fun of traditional values and the conventional conception of art that was based on materialism (Adamowicz & Robertson, 2012; Elger, 2004; Honour & Fleming, 2009).

The technique of collage started to challenge the conventional concept of fine art as a skillfully executed original work of art. Collage and its three-dimensional form assemblage (a combination of painting and sculpting) highlight the process over the end product. By borrowing material from, for example, newspapers, collage brings intertextuality and conceptual thinking to the center of art practice. One way to approach the whole concept of contemporary art is to view it as a collage. Collage always has elements that are brought together from somewhere else, and thus it highlights the importance of the concept and process of art more than the form of an end product. Collage, assemblage, photomontage, and other forms of mixed media made it possible to use irrational, unconscious, and accidental elements in the Dadaists’ artistic creations (Elger, 2004).

Found or ready-made objects, mostly known from the works by Marcel Duchamp (1887–1968), presented artistic explorations attempting to separate the object from its conventional context and to present it as an art object, like Duchamp’s porcelain urinal, Fountain (1917). When an everyday object is placed in the artistic context, the artistic codification is forced under critical examination. The meaning of ready-made art is not in its aesthetic value but in the aesthetic questions that the work forces us to reflect on. Duchamp wanted to question the purely visual approach also in regard to painting: for him, an artwork should force a viewer into the relationship of creative participation and active interpretation (Honour & Fleming, 2009).

Dadaists, as well as Surrealists, also used emerging forms of art, such as photography and film, in their explorations. They realized that photography was not just a way to record reality but a way to create the world from a subjective point of view and even materialize human consciousness (Bate, 2004). Man Ray (1890–1976) was one of the most important multidisciplinary Dadaists and Surrealists. He declared that all artistic expressions were equally valuable, even photography and film, which were not yet valued as “proper” forms of fine arts (Fotiade, 2012; Knowles, 2012).

Along with Dadaist principles, Surrealists developed and adopted ideas from Marxism and psychoanalysis. Surrealism aimed to examine the unconscious level of the human mind and also to reveal the norms and taboos related to sexuality (Bate, 2004). Surrealists were also drawn to the mysticism of African and Oceanic art, and by following those examples they aimed to approach materials directly without the formal and rational attempts typical of the Western culture (Bate, 2004).

Artists have throughout the history aimed not only for artistic revolution but also for political and social change. The relationship between communism and art has always been close, as well as the use of artistic propaganda for the purposes of fascism; for example, the technique of photomontage developed by Dadaists was soon adopted by the Nazis as well as by the advertising industry (Honour & Fleming, 2009). Interestingly, this technique has returned to the use of visual artists in their culture jamming practices, to which I will return later in the chapter.

Even though the body has always been a popular theme in art, it was the artists in the beginning of the 1900s who started to see the human body as more than a form. The artist’s body as a subject and an object of an artwork became more and more important. Before then, the actual artist’s body had been nonexistent in artworks. Especially from the 1960s, body and performance artists started to expand the visuality of art toward the overall sensual experience of an artwork. Performance art and “happenings” also brought art and life into close contact with each other; art was often taken out from galleries to public spaces to question the elitist and pretentious quality of traditional art (Warr & Jones, 2000). The theory of art “moved confidently from aesthetic autonomy to engagement with the social” (Moore, 2007, p. 194).

The artists’ interest in the body—as a subject of making and viewing, as well as an object produced and experienced—represents, according to Amelia Jones (in Warr & Jones, 2000, p. 19), “a violent transformation in the very conception of what visual art is.” Instead of viewing the body just as a theme illustrated in a painting or a sculpture, the body was suddenly approached as a brush, canvas, frame, or platform. The body was then used as the principal material of the work. Through this radical shift in art practice, artists investigated and questioned the hyper-separation of style and content in art (Warr & Jones, 2000). The interest among current artists and art scholars in the materiality of art (Lange-Berndt, 2015) serves as a criticism of the modernist tendency to disconnect form and matter from each other.

Jones argues that “[m]odernism suppressed social context in its fixation on individual genius or experimentation”; in contrast, the postmodern body can be described “as a locus of the self and the site where the public domain meets the private, where the social is negotiated, produced and made sense of” (Warr & Jones, 2000, pp. 20–21). The art practice from the early 20th century can be seen as an important part of the contemporary poststructural critique of the coherent Cartesian subject. The idea of a stable physical and mental self has been challenged, and now it is commonly acknowledged that one’s identity is always acted out in a complex cultural context (Warr & Jones, 2000).

The phenomenological understanding of the body (Merleau-Ponty, 2008/1945) is not limited to the dualistic view of the body as separate from the mind, but instead it sees the body as a holistic physiological, psychological, spiritual, and social entity, which has its own language. It is as arbitrary and conventional as any other language; thus, the narration and performance of the body will change and can be changed over time. Art can be an important site for exploring the narrative (Ricoeur, 2005) and performative (Butler, 1990) aspects of identity and revealing its temporal and unstable character (see also Foster, 2012). Contemporary artists have challenged especially the controlling social norms and role expectations of society in their artworks. Many artists have also created autobiographical works that reveal the hierarchies of power in the question of gender, sexuality, and race. Body artists in particular have promoted queer feminism (Jones & Silver, 2016) and activism (Johnson, 2013; Motta, 2016) in their works. By taking risks and causing fear and danger, body artists have investigated the body as somehow threatened, often in the position of marginalized sexuality (Freeland, 2001; Warr & Jones, 2000).

After the Second World War, artists in Europe, America, and Japan took art to spaces other than galleries and started to use action as a tool to communicate with the audience. The Viennese Actionists’ body works in the 1960s can be seen as a direct response to the postwar situation in Germany and Austria. Fluxus artists (John Cage, Joseph Beuys, Allan Kaprow, Alison Knowles, Yoko Ono, Nam June Paik, Carolee Schneeman, just to name a few) continued the anti-art approach started by the Dadaists and developed various activities that aimed to destroy the line between art and life. The reception of art became as important as the creation of art. Also the process-based and multidisciplinary nature of art was highlighted, especially in the “happenings.” Following in the footsteps of Dadaism and Fluxus, contemporary visual artists have continued to challenge the modern concept of art and social life in general (Warr & Jones, 2000).

The Situationists International has been credited as the greatest influence behind the current activist art forms. It was an organization of predominantly European artists and intellectuals that thrived from 1957 to 1972. First their emphasis was on artistic practice, but gradually the formulation of revolutionary political theory, following Marxist concepts, became more important to this movement. Guy Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle (1967) is the most significant writing of the Situationists. Debord criticizes modern capitalist society with the concept of “spectacle,” in which authentic relationships between people have been replaced with commodities: “Everything that was directly lived has moved away into a representation” (Debord, 1967, in thesis 1). He also argues that “the domination of the economy over social life” can be seen in the change of “being into having” as well as “having into appearing” (Debord, 1967, in thesis 17). Debord’s analysis of consumer society has been an important basis for the artists of the anti-consumerism movement. However, Firat and Kuryel (2010) claim that


[E]ven though there is a similarity between forms of subversion employed by contemporary cultural activists and the historical avant-garde, the socio-cultural contexts within which they operate differ significantly. The novelty of the “new forms of action” is that they operate, albeit loosely, within a global movement. (p. 11)



Art and Activism

The question of the relationship between the artist and society became relevant only when the artist’s position changed from a craftsman serving the governing institutions to the expressive creator of original works and then to the critical voice of our social world (Jiménez-Justiniano & Feal, 2013). As artists have increasingly become interested in social justice issues, social activists have in return started to use artistic tactics in their campaigns. “Since the development of ‘cultural activism’ as a dominant tendency in the activism of the contemporary global justice movement” (Grindon, 2010, p. 21), there have also been many different theories and neologisms describing this practice, such as artivism (Sandoval & Latorre, 2007; Weibel 2015), culture jamming (Dery, 1990, 2010; Lasn, 1999), and poetic terrorism (Bey, 2003), just to give a few examples.

Peter Weibel (2015, p. 23) uses the word artivism to describe the combination of activism and art and argues that artivism “is perhaps the twenty-first century’s first new art form.” Weibel describes the development of artivism:


The practices of artistic performances and the participation of the audience, which have existed in art since the 1960s, are now making inroads into the sphere of politics. The expansion of the arts associated with the “exit from the image” [Glozer, 1981] has spelled its entry into politics. . . . We are witnessing the evolution of a “performative democracy,” a social model that was already anticipated in the performative and interactive (media) arts. (pp. 25–26)



Nongovernmental organizations such as Greenpeace and Amnesty International, along with artists’ collectives and individuals, are using performative and participative art forms in their attempt to “represent the survival interests of all humanity and of the Earth itself which are disregarded by individual states” (Weibel, 2015, pp. 24–25). Weibel argues that artivism was born from globalization and technological development: this new form of socio-ecological action is not limited to the local and national context but in contrast is run by global citizens who communicate across the globe via digital media. Of course, these global movements in art can then be used in local contexts, for example in the forms of urban festivals (Enigbokan, 2016).

Culture jamming (Dery, 1990, 2010; Harold, 2004; Humphery, 2010; Klein, 2005; Lasn, 1999) is an umbrella term that covers many different artistic practices, all aiming to reveal the power mechanisms in society. It is especially associated with the anti-consumerism movement (Humphery, 2010). Culture jamming originates from The Situationists International, which challenged the “spectacle society” with the tactics of avant-garde art in the mid-1900s. By, for example, creating anti-ads or hacking billboards and brands, culture jammers disrupt mainstream media and institutions.

Culture jamming has also been described as an engaging pedagogical practice in critical public scholarship (Sandlin & Milam, 2008), adolescents’ media literacy learning (Stasko, 2007), university pedagogy (Milstein & Pulos, 2015), and student activism (Frankenstein, 2010). Culture jamming can also be viewed in light of alternative public communication in political elections (Phillips, 2015).

Ron English (1959–), one of the most influential artists in this area, explores branding and advertising in his billboards, paintings, and sculptures. He has coined the term POPaganda “to describe his signature mash-up of high and low cultural touchstones” (Popaganda, 2016). He has also created original characters such as MC Supersized, an overweight mascot that was presented in the movie Supersize Me, and Abraham Obama, the synthesis of two American presidents.

Guerrilla Girls is the best-known feminist culture jammers’ collective. It was established in 1985 in New York to target the unbalanced gender presentation in art institutions. More than three decades later the situation of women has improved only a little, so their work in exposing “gender and ethnic bias as well as corruption in politics, art, film, and pop culture” (Guerrilla Girls, 2016) is still much needed. By asking why women are excluded from the “lists of great artists,” the feminists are questioning the very canon of the art field (Freeland, 2001, p. 132). “The feminist asks how canons have become constructed, when, and for what purposes. Canons are described as ‘ideologies’ or belief systems that falsely pretend to objectivity when they actually reflect power and dominance relations” (p. 133).

The Guerrilla Girls create billboards, posters, and stickers and use spot-on irony in their texts and visuals. One of their most famous billboard texts, “Do women have to be naked to get into the Met. Museum?”, remains depressingly current. The numbers given in the subtext, “Less than 5% of the artists in the Modern Art section are women, but 85% of the nudes are female,” have changed only a little over time—and not even for the better.

Along with their street projects, the Guerrilla Girls spread their message through books and lectures. They also collaborate with Amnesty International and Greenpeace. They finance their work by selling their artworks at an affordable price for general audiences and also by giving invited talks at universities and other institutions. They have even been invited to have exhibitions in the institutions they criticized.

The Yes Men is a culture-jamming duo that aims to raise awareness about political issues by creating fake websites of corporations and organizations and then performing as the spokespeople of those entities in conferences and in media interviews. Their latest prank targets the National Rifle Association with the fake campaign Share the Safety. The convincing campaign, simultaneously humorous and serious, addresses the timely subject of gun violence and bigotry. With an impressive website, promotion videos, and a press release, the campaign announces: “Buy a gun, give a gun to an American in an at-risk neighborhood” (Share the Safety, 2016). The Yes Men “encourage their audiences to reflect critically on issues that have become dangerously ordinary, familiar, or naturalized” (Boyle, 2010, p. 212). The use of shock and humor usually guarantees media attention to their pranks, but as Boyle (2010) points out, “[t]he effect of performative irony, however, is not predetermined but rather depends on a subjective and contextually-dependent interpretation that is triggered by the performer’s purposeful imperfect citation of the rituals and operations of strategic power” (p. 213).

Many activist artists, as well as the Guerrilla Girls and the Yes Men, use performative gestures along with textual and visual tactics in their campaigns. The different scales of performance productions (Lichtenfels & Rouse, 2013), especially site-specific performances (Ben-Shaul, 2016), can be viewed as politically engaged actions aiming to reconceptualize social reality. Some of the artists and collectives, such as Reverend Billy and Improv Everywhere, rely on performance solely in their practice. Reverend Billy belongs to the activists of anti-consumerism, but the members of Improv Everywhere (2016) describe themselves as a “comedy collective” that “aims to surprise and delight random strangers through positive pranks.” Even though the group does not present clear political statements, their pranks challenge the normative use of public space, which is a political act.

Social awareness campaigns also use performative gestures in their demonstrations. For example, the simple but powerful gesture of the Black Lives Matter protestors holding their arms up in the air replicates the final stance and words “hands up, don’t shoot” of Michael Brown, a young black man shot by a white police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014 (Hughes & Parry, 2015). The live audience is very important for performance activism, but by documenting the performances in photos and videos and then presenting them online, the campaign spreads further to a larger audience.

Along with concerns about social inequity, performance practitioners and scholars have also turned to investigating and publicizing environmental issues (Besel & Blau, 2014). The Deadline Festival at the Tate Modern in London was organized in December 2015, at the same time as the climate negotiations in Paris, to bring attention to the sponsorship deal between BP Oil and the Tate. The unauthorized public festival invaded the Tate’s gallery spaces with performances, screenings, installations, and talks. The event brought together the issues of human injustice and environmental crisis. As festival curator Mika Minio-Paluello stated: “When else do you see women- and people of colour-led panels in mainstream art spaces? Or an honest debate over BP’s stifling presence?” (Deadline, 2015).

The concept of poetic terrorism was originally formed by Hakim Bey, and this movement of “ontological anarchy,” as Bey (1994, 2003) also describes it, aims to spread beauty and provocation in public. The poetic terrorists do not attack corporations and brands by modifying logos and ads, but instead they produce their own creative expressions. Often the poetic terrorism does not have a specific political message; in contrast, it aims to produce an aesthetic shock. Terrorism is a powerful word that has negative connotations, but poetic terrorists believe that the word can also be used in the context of spreading beauty among people through unexpected actions such as “[w]eird dancing in all-night computer-banking lobbies” or “[k]idnap[ping] someone & make them happy” (Bey, 2003, pp. 4–5).

Perhaps the Finnish group of clown protesters, Loldiers of Odin, could be seen as poetic terrorists, although they did have a clear political target for their “poetic terrorism” or “tactical carnival/performance,” in other terms (Bogad, 2010, 2016). In January 2016 the clowns appeared on the streets to make fun of the anti-immigrant citizen patrols, the Soldiers of Odin. Instead of aggressively protesting against racism, the clowns created hilarious moments by skipping and singing around the patrols. The Loldiers of Odin also managed to gain international media coverage with their creative action of resistance.

Graffiti art is often described as a critical subculture rebelling against authorities, although it is often criticized as totally meaningless vandalism. One of the best-known graffiti artists, Banksy, responds to this criticism: “The people who run our cities don’t understand graffiti because they think nothing has the right to exist unless it makes a profit, which makes their opinion worthless” (Banksy, 2006, p. 8). Now, when the public space is almost solely occupied by commercial images, street graffiti can serve as a resistance toward neoliberal politics (Alexandrakis, 2016). On the other hand, graffiti writing can also be seen as more of a personal project, as a self-expressive form of finding independence and constructing one’s own identity (Macdonald, 2001). Graffiti artists can also turn our attention to non-spaces, such as abandoned buildings and under bridges.

Graffiti knitting (also called as urban or guerrilla knitting, yarn bombing, or kniffiti) is a form of street art in which the spray paint is replaced with knitted or crocheted thread. The kniffiti can be removed easily, so they do not engender as much opposition. Reverse and moss graffiti are other “softer” forms of graffiti. Reverse graffiti is created by cleaning dirt from a surface. In moss graffiti, the surface is painted with a mixture of moss and buttermilk, which is left to grow on the wall on its own. These forms of graffiti are obviously also more eco-friendly than the traditional spray-painted writings.

Once an underground art form, graffiti has become so mainstream that the works of famous graffiti artists are now regularly exhibited in galleries and museums. In 2010 British Prime Minister David Cameron gave the graffiti artist Ben Eine’s work as a gift to U.S. President Barack Obama. This is another example of graffiti art becoming a “proper” form of fine art. Even though graffiti is still illegal in most places, more and more commissioned murals are being ordered from graffiti artists, and a growing number of advertisement graffiti are also painted on the walls of commercially strategic places.

Along with the different street art forms, photojournalism can also been seen as activism using visual language as a critical action (Bogre, 2012). For example, documentary photos can show the faces of people in wars and reveal the poor living conditions of many. We are overwhelmed today by the amount and the emotional content of photographs of suffering people from all over the world, which we see in printed and online media constantly. Along with photography, video activism (Mateos & Gaona, 2015) has also rapidly increased because of the better accessibility of audiovisual equipment and distribution channels. For photographers working in this field, the internet has offered new possibilities but also challenges, such as copyright issues and questions of photo manipulation.

When we look at different visual art campaigns, we may think that they are too “artistic” to make a real impact for social change, and others are too political or commercial to be counted as art. It is difficult to find right tools to evaluate visual art campaigns, which seem to fit neither in the category of art nor social movement. Contemporary art has turned away from the traditional idea of making art as simply “reproducing images of reality”; in other words, artists have replaced their mission of producing representations with presenting real gestures (Weibel, 2015). On the other hand, social awareness movements have increasingly started to use visual and performative expressions in their campaigns. Furthermore, art with an activist agenda also expands the concept of the artist: everyone can and should be able to participate in art and politics (Weibel, 2015).

When we talk about democratization in the cultural field we usually mean that everyone has an equal opportunity to consume institutionalized art; in contrast, democracy means that everyone has the right to create and also is capable of creating their own culture (Kurki, 2006). Community art practice starts from the principle of democracy and can also be seen as a form of artistic activism because it can give recognition to the otherwise unheard stories of identities (Foster, 2012). Traditionally we think of activist art practice as aiming to produce good for others, but it can also serve as an empowering tool for artists who are silenced because of, for example, their gender, race, or class (Davis Johanson, 2016).

Revealing Modernist Bias Through Art Practice

Visual art campaigns can speak to the audience with a clear political content (as, for example, the Guerrilla Girls have done with their feminist agenda) or they can challenge the social structures through various creative forms of expression. Art has a great potential to investigate and reveal not just what kind of knowledge is produced but also how and why these “truths” are told to us.

Many of the artistic campaigns aim to reveal injustice in the social sphere, but a growing number of art campaigns are also ecologically driven. The EcoJustice framework acknowledges that all the social and ecological crises have the same roots, and its analysis thus targets the widely adopted beliefs of modernism, such as individualism, mechanism, progress, rationalism, consumerism, anthropocentrism, androcentrism, and ethnocentrism (Martusewicz, Edmundson, & Lupinacci, 2015, p. 74; see also Bowers, 2006; Naess, 2008; Plumwood, 2002). I will now analyze contemporary art practice through these eight concepts and give examples of my own artistic/scholarly practices related to these issues.

Individualism

The praise of individualism has been challenged by many contemporary artists, who have abandoned the idea of the autonomous individual and turned toward collectivity (Spampinato, 2014; Stimson & Sholette, 2007). In addition to the modernist idea of artist as an individual genius, we now see a growing number of artists’ collectives and anonymous street artists entering the art field. According to Alan W. Moore (2007),


The presence of artistic collectives is not primarily a question of ideology; it is the expression of artistic labor itself. The practical requirements of artistic production and exhibition, as well as the education that usually precedes active careers, continuously involves some or a lot of collective work. The worldwide rise in the number of self-identified artist collectives in recent years reflects a change in patterns of artistic labor. (p. 193)



The demand for the autonomy of individual artworks has also been abandoned; in contrast, their contextuality is celebrated. The works are understood to be viewed in their artistic but also in their social and political context. “In collective work we witness the simultaneous aporia of artwork and artist. This tends to lend collective work a social rather than artistic character” (Enwezor, 2007, p. 223). The meaning of art does not have to be looked for in the artist’s intention, but in the dynamic space of artist–artwork–audience. Often artists can be seen as facilitators who create spaces for dialogue—not only with their collaborators but with an audience as well.

Though collaborative work is common in the artistic productions based on ensemble work, such as music, theatre, or dance, “in the context of visual art under which the individual artistic talent reigns such loss of singularity of the artist is much less the norm, particularly under the operative conditions of capitalism” (Enwezor, 2007, p. 224). The new forms of visual art, such as film and video art (Drew, 2007), often require collectivity. However, in these cases too, the role of a production team is often veiled and the artist or the director is the only one given the praise. In visual art the tradition of an artist as an individual genius has stayed so strong that “shared labor, collaborative practice, and the collective conceptualization of artistic work have been understood as the critique of the reification of art and the commodification of the artist” (Enwezor, 2007, p. 224).

I have created multidisciplinary artworks and events in collaboration with various artists and invited the wider public to investigate current social and ecological issues critically through art (see Foster, 2016b). For example, in 2010 I created a multidisciplinary performance Monopeli (Mono Play) together with performance artist Mona Ratalahti, comic artist and illustrator Tiitu Takalo, and lighting designer Jere Mönkkönen. I worked as a director/producer in the project. Monopeli explores gender and cultural stereotypes and invites viewers to critically reflect the preconceptions of different roles that are taken as “natural” in our society. In the performance the issues are made visible through the performer’s gestures and movements as well as Takalo’s illustrations, which are projected on the stage.

In 2014 I created a site-specific performance combining movement and sound art called Rikka in collaboration with performer Ale Ripatti and sound artist Alpo Nummelin. The project started in the summer of 2013 with movement explorations in a studio space, and then it was further developed and performed in old factory ruins in Tampere, Finland, in May 2014. In the performance the audience was guided through the ruins filled with graffiti art, and the spectators were immersed into the visual, aural, and tactile stimuli that the total work of art offered.

In August 2015 I produced the Break a Brain art festival within the EcoJustice framework. The multidisciplinary artworks from various artists were presented in public spaces across the city of Tampere. The program also included workshops and audience discussions. The festival aimed to awaken the public to see the roles of people and the norms of our society in connection to both social and ecological questions. Performances, installations, and guided walks also led people to see the everyday surroundings differently.

Mechanism

Mechanism refers to a theory that all phenomena can be explained through cause-and-effect chains. The world is viewed as a machine, and everything is believed to be understood through the laws of science. By dividing different art forms into specific categories we reinforce the same mechanical worldview. Contemporary artists’ multidisciplinary approach challenges this kind of clear-cut separation of different expressions. Instead of demonstrating highly developed technical skills of specialized art professionals, the multidisciplinary practice brings forward the connectedness of different sensibilities and celebrates the holistic expression of art. Furthermore, different community art projects and the idea that “every human being is an artist” (Beuys, 1990) blur the line between art and life. New forms of expressions, especially the use of unconventional spaces, work to counteract the elitism of art and its institutionalized forms and structures.

The starting point of contemporary art is usually placed in Duchamp, and the theory that defines the difference between modernist art and contemporary art is located in Walter Benjamin’s writings. His essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Production” describes the shift from the unique and artistically crafted art to the technologically generated reproduction of art (Enwezor, 2007).

Progress

The idea of continuous progress is closely connected to mechanism and linear thinking. The aesthetic values of an artwork, often linked to the artist’s medium-specific technical skills, are today replaced by the work’s ability to produce engagement and participation among diverse audiences. Instead of rigorous and serious practice, art can also be entertaining. In place of the demand for novelty, contemporary art uses commonly repetition and modification as powerful devices for communication. In a contemporary art production, the material is organized as a collage, assemblage, or montage instead of a coherent image or storyline. These forms break the idea of linearity. The form of collage respectfully invites receivers of an artwork to construct their own interpretations of it. There is not a single correct interpretation of the work—or the world. In the collage structure, the polyphonic nature of the work offers spectators a chance to reflect on the self and the phenomena of the world. It may be a challenge for an inexperienced spectator to see a work of art that does not have a clear “red thread.” However, it is good to remember that the appreciation of contemporary art can be learned like anything else.

Rationalism

Modernism is based on the theory of rationalism, which regards reason as the only access to truth. Artists’ explorations and expressions are based on sensory perceptions, and thus art can serve as a way to challenge the overpowering effects of rationalism. However, not all artistic practice has the ability to challenge the intellectual approach. The ideals of modernism have stayed strong also in art.

Modernism privileges vision over other senses because vision has been tied to rationality. Thus, sight is kept separate from the “lower,” the non-intellectual senses: touch, smell, taste, and hearing (Parviainen, 1998). I wanted Rikka to be an artwork that surrounded its audience holistically. Tto highlight the participatory nature of the performance and the importance of tactile, not just visual, perception of the work, we decided to dress the spectators in blue overalls as part of the total experience of the piece. Tactile sensibilities brought up physical experiences such as the coldness of the concrete building on a cool day, but multisensory perception also generated different emotions and memories in the body of each receiver (Figure 11.1).

After talking to the spectators and reading the audience feedback, I realized that so many unintentional and unexpected things had affected to the whole experience of the spectators. Various perceptions that were not under my control in the performance situation became important parts of the experience for the spectators. In these kinds of artworks, the artist acts as a facilitator and provides the setup but cannot foresee the results.
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Figure 11.1 The spectators of Rikka were dressed in overalls to encourage them to participate in the multisensory experience.



A still image captured from the video documentation of Rikka filmed by Mikael Hautala.

Instead of presenting coherent knowledge, contemporary art provokes open-ended understanding. A multisensory approach invites us to explore the unknown; rational and universal truths are replaced with multiple embodied understandings. The purpose of an artwork is to give time for a recipient to reflect on one’s self and one’s relations to the other and the world (Foster, 2014).

Consumerism

Consumerism is a continuation of modernist globalization. It is based on the belief that excessive consumption is good for the economy and thus also for people and societies. The anti-consumerist movement is growing as a response to the economic materialism, and also many artists have criticized the trend of compulsive consuming and our need for material possessions. Many of these criticisms are directed at the advertising industry (Figure 11.2).
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Figure 11.2 In Monopeli images of “ideal” women and men were presented in the projections created by visual artist Tiitu Takalo. The androgynous performer Mona Ratalahti challenged these stereotypical gender definitions.

Figure by Nina Riutta.



There are many activists and artists who use creative methods to resist commercialism and consumerism in a relatively direct manner, for example by creating anti-ads, but there are also those who use much subtler ways to raise questions about object production, consumption, and possession. Contemporary art has turned its focus from “art as object” toward “art as process.” Instead of producing objects, I create performances, installations, and events that have an impermanent quality—Rikka and the different events in Break a Brain only exist in the here and now. These kinds of artworks are not sellable objects, but they invite us to experience the presence. Marina Abramovic, the queen of performance art, has also made the exploration of presence as the main focus, especially in her latest works, The Artist Is Present and 512 Hours.

Anthropocentrism

Anthropocentrism, a human-centered worldview, is considered to be the main cause of problems that humans have created to our ecosystem. The idea of human supremacy is just one more taken-for-granted attitude embedded in modernism. Many environmental artists have attempted to connect with elements that are larger than humans. Although these artists work in outdoor spaces and may use elements of the natural environment, their works often stay disconnected from the landscape. For example, the monumental works by Christo and Jeanne-Claude work in dialogue with natural elements but at the same time are heavily controlled by human force. Ana Mendieta’s Silueta Series (1973) shows another example of working with the natural environment. Mendieta used her own body to create shapes to different materials on the ground. The imprint of her body was gradually dissolved by natural processes. The works were documented in photographs and showed the impermanence of human form in relation to the larger system. In Rikka the “more-than-human” (Abram, 1996) elements, such as wind, snow, sunlight, and pigeons, played an important role in the overall experience of the work (Figure 11.3). These kinds of artworks focus on observing, witnessing, and sharing instead of producing, criticizing, and owning.
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Figure 11.3 Sunlight caught by mirror installation created beautiful patterns on the floor of the abandoned factory, and the pigeons flew in from holes of the walls during the Rikka performance.

Figures by Raisa Foster.



Androcentrism

Androcentrism is an occasionally conscious but often dangerously unconscious practice of placing men in a superior position in relation to women. Many feminist artists have explored various effects that androcentrism has had in their personal life and also in a more general level in society. The Guerilla Girls, as discussed earlier in this chapter, have raised critical discussion about the under-representation of female artists in art institutions.

Because androcentrism also tends to place a heterosexual and “capable” man in the center, this kind of thinking pushes not just women but also queer and disabled people to the margins. Break a Brain challenged the concept of art by asking “who gets to be an artist?” The festival had both professional and amateur artists creating the events. Members of the wider public were not only invited to receive the message of EcoJustice presented by professional artists and scholars but were asked to participate by creating and presenting their insights as well. For example, one of the collaborators of the Art-Eco Project is Wärjäämö, a work center for disabled adults. They participated in the festival by presenting a performance in the central square of Tampere. Some of the performers sat inside a marked area and were playing with children’s toys. Another group sat inside a limited space and were just monotonously putting their socks on and taking them off every time they heard a sound signal, clearly referring to the institutionalization of people with disabilities. One performer was running around with a heart-shaped balloon and asking people if they had seen Love. The performers of Wärjäämö wanted to bring attention to their own situation as differently abled people and also to show that they are just like anyone else, looking for love, respect, and a place called home.

Ethnocentrism

Ethnocentrism, a third form of centric thinking, means placing one’s own culture in a superior position over others. Racism is born from this modernist bias. The naturalization of the superiority of the “white race” can be seen not only in the history of slavery but also in the attitudes toward refugees in today’s Europe. The idea of universality is also linked to ethnocentrism because we tend to think that our own way of thinking is the only one. One way to challenge ethnocentric thinking is to bring forward the diverse forms of local knowledge. Not only the Black or indigenous arts movements but also different forms of subcultures, which are often presented in street art, can problematize hegemonic globalization and the undermining of cultural diversity. Modernism encourages the creation of politically neutral art, which emphasizes taking art for art’s sake. In contrast, many contemporary artists stress that it is important to acknowledge that art is political, so it is important to choose what and whose politics we are promoting. At its best, art can serve as a powerful tool for evoking critical thinking.

Campaigning in Arts and Research

The Art-Eco Project aimed to promote empathetic-ecological humanity through art and research practice. It was not a research project that aimed to produce so-called value-neutral outcomes; in contrast, we were committed to the EcoJustice framework. Thus, one of our main goals, along with our research interest, was to campaign for social and ecological equity in the community.


We understand that in order to reveal, and then release us from, modern assumptions (such as anthropocentrism, individualism, mechanism, etc.) we must start from the profound cultural analysis of not just verbal but also visual and performative discourses. We are interested in subjective and local knowledge, instead of believing in global and universal suppositions. Through art, both from maker’s and receiver’s point of view, we can imagine what could be, instead of what seems to be. (Art-Eco Project, 2016)



We combined art, research, and pedagogy in our practice, and we promoted our mission in all these fields using various publication channels and other ways of bringing people into discussion. Through artworks and public events as well as through traditional and social media we aimed to connect with the general audience. Along with public engagements, we found it important to share our practice also with an academic audience; through teaching, we could pass good practices also to students. I will describe the four different ways we used to promote our cause.
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Figure 11.4 “Beautiful but very disturbing”, said one of the spectators when he was surrounded by the sounds and moving images of water together with a mass of plastic waste in the “Sharing Commons—Varying Perspectives” installation by Raisa Foster, Jussi Mäkelä, and Nick Morris at the Water Power Symposium, August 16, 2016, at the University of Tampere.

Figure by Raisa Foster.



Artworks and Events

With artworks and events, we are engaging audience members not with scientific and rational but rather artistic ways of knowing. We create artworks inside art institutions, but also in public spaces and online. We have produced our own artworks, exhibitions, performances, and films. My works have also been invited to professional art events. In addition to our own solo works we have created collaborative works with each other and other artists and scientists, and we have also presented community artworks and our co-partners’ works in our festivals. In the Break a Brain festival the general audience was able to experience various artworks and to attend workshops and public discussions. The art interventions in the communities invite people to participate actively. Community art projects can also give meaning to people’s everyday experiences and local contexts, which was our aim in the Break a Brain festival (Figure 11.5).
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Figure 11.5 The Break a Brain festival invited members of the general public to engage with art in public space.

Figure by Raisa Foster



Academic Publications

With different academic presentations we aimed to develop and strengthen the field of public scholarship and arts-based research, along with the EcoJustice thinking (see Art-Eco Project, 2016; Foster, 2016a; Mäkelä, 2016), inside the academy. We wrote journal articles and book chapters and attended conferences on education, arts-based research, and other topics related to our practice. Besides presenting traditional conference papers we organized alternative sessions too; Jussi gaven artistic workshops on social sculpture and I on multisensory body awareness. We also presented artworks, such as sculptures, installations, and videos, in academic conferences. We also wanted to bring together researchers who were handling the same issues as we did; so we edited a book on art, education, and EcoJustice that includes articles from an international group of authors (Foster, Martusewicz, and Mäkelä, 2018). We also organized academic symposiums together with our university partners, and further extended our audience by video streaming all the presentations online. Together with various publication opportunities we found the chance to collaborate with different professionals, artists, and scientists around the world to be very fruitful to our project (Figure 11.6).
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Figure 11.6 The conference audience can experience what I mean by the “multisensory bodily approach” in practice. Biologist Nick Morris attended my workshop “To Touch and to Be Touched” at the EcoJustice and Activism Conference at Eastern Michigan University in March 2015, and then he became our collaborator in the Art-Eco Project.

Figure by Raisa Foster.



Traditional and Social Media Publications

With traditional and social media publications we could promote the importance of social and ecological awareness and describe our way of doing academic research to a wider audience. We were interviewed for radio, newspapers, and magazines about our project. We used online media to publish our own writings. We had a project website with a blog and we also shared information about our project on Facebook and Instagram. In the social media postings the visual materials, photos and videos, were more important than the textual content. We use hashtags such as #artecoproject, #breakabrain, and #PenOfTheDay to mark our actions online and other relevant keywords to better engage with other social media users (Figure 11.7).

It is important that the activities in both print and electronic media present a coherent idea of the campaign. If you are planning a bigger campaign and have a big group of people running it, it is important that you set the standards or guidelines for the content that you post. You may also want to have just one person or a small team responsible for curating the social media feeds. The individual posts should be connected or planned to embody and work toward a wider goal.
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Figure 11.7 Jussi Mäkelä challenges the preconception of research practice by presenting images from his studio with the hashtag #PenOfTheDay.

An image captured from Mäkelä’s (@kasitetoimisto) Instagram feed.



Teaching

Teaching is another way of connecting with diverse groups of people. We found it important to share good practices with students, other artists, and researchers. We were regularly working as visiting lecturers at different universities and other institutions. We were invited to give public talks, courses, and workshops to various groups of people. I introduced people to the use of multisensory and movement-based methods in art making, and Jussi gave lectures on social sculpture (a theory developed by Joseph Beuys). I have also developed my own “dance animateuring” curriculum and written an introductory book of my method (Foster, 2015). I developed the method from my doctoral dissertation project (Foster, 2012, see also 2014) and have now, through introductory and one-year courses, passed it along for other people to use in their communities.

Independent Artist and Public Scholar: Benefits and Challenges

The Art-Eco Project was an independent research project that was conducted outside of the university context. This offered us some benefits but also produced some challenges, which I will discuss here. I will present three different aspects that you may want to take into account if you are planning to put together your own public arts-based research and/or art campaign: what it means to work in between art and science, how to find the right resources for your work, and what the public role brings with it.

Between Art and Science

When you work in the fields of art and science, you need various skills from both of those fields. You may have gained your artistic skills from studying for an art degree or you may have learned the profession in practice, but in both cases you need to have demonstrated skills in art in order to justify your work in the eyes of fellow arts-based researchers, your research partners, and also the wider audience. If you use arts-based methods in the academic context, you will need to be able to validate your practice in research terms, so you need to be trained as a researcher in a university. In addition to professional skills in art and research, you may have to have pedagogical training if you are planning to do community projects, especially with children and adolescents. You may find these formal requirements problematic when considering the ideas of inclusivity and decentralization discussed earlier in this chapter. However, in my experience it is easier to challenge the hegemonic structures if you know how the institutions work and you can “translate” your mission into their language; this way you can transform them from inside.

Along with artistic, scholarly, and pedagogical expertise, you often benefit from having management skills, at least if you are planning to start and run your own project. It is very satisfying to be able to conduct your own project on a topic you feel passionate about, but it is good to remember that jumping between different roles as an artist, researcher, educator, and producer is also a very demanding job and does not suit everyone. You may constantly feel like you are doing “wrong” things and cannot concentrate on the “real” content of your project. You may also feel like you are everywhere and nowhere at the same time. You have to be able to move fluidly both in the art field and in academia, but you may feel like an outsider in both of these contexts. It is also good to be aware of the fact that you may fall outside the university’s tenure-track system if you start to make your career outside academic institutions, and even if you work for a university but with an interest in public scholarship (Hutchinson, 2011).

I planned the Art-Eco Project in a way that I can use all of my skills as an artist/researcher/educator. I find it natural to combine different ways of researching, using artistic but also more traditional qualitative methods. I have four different university degrees (in linguistics, dance, visual, culture and education) and experience in teaching at different levels from primary school to university. I feel that this diverse but solid background has heleds me to run my independent projects. Jussi also has a double degree in education and visual art. Because the Art-Eco Project was not performed under the aegis of any university, it gave us a certain freedom to explore unconventional research methods and collaborations and to be more open to the values and politics that we were dedicated to. We were responsible only to ourselves, our research partners, and the stakeholders of our research, and we do not have to follow the artificial structures of any institutions.

Finding Resources

Of course, when you are planning your own project you must have proper resources to do your work. The biggest concern is finding enough financial support to cover the personal salary and other costs that accomplishing a project requires. This usually means applying for money constantly and living in insecurity, which is of course a very typical situation for any artist and today for a growing number of researchers too.

Every country has its own systems for funding art, research, and campaigns; thus you have to find out what are the possibilities for your own practice. The funding structures are still mostly very conservative and often force applicants to specify in what field their project is done. This is of course very problematic if your practice combines art making, researching, and awareness campaigning. However, if you are both a professional artist and a researcher, you can apply for funding from multiple sources in both the arts and research sector. You may also find a funding body specifically interested in funding “bold initiatives.” The Art-Eco Project was funded by the Kone Foundation (2016), which describes its mission as follows: “By crossing boundaries, we refer to lowering the barriers between various fields of research and the arts to an interdisciplinary approach, but also to the power of new combinations and to leaps into the unknown.”

In addition to government grants and foundation funding there are other possibilities, such as sponsoring and crowdfunding, but in these cases you may have to be able to produce more concrete compensation to your supporters. You might feel that this limits your freedom and forces you to be too “commercial,” but it may also lead you to develop creative ways to turn your cause to sellable items, which is another way to help you to spread your message. For example, the Guerrilla Girls and Adbusters have stores on their websites where fans can buy items that are telling the same story as their campaigns.

Not only will you need funding to pay your own expenses, but there are also many other costs that may be “invisible” for you if you work inside an institution. First of all, you need a space to do your work, a study room, and often some sort of studio space. For your research you will need access to a library and online publications; these are available for student and faculty members but not necessarily for independent scholars. You also need materials and equipment to do your work. Campaigning online is of course more cost-efficient than, for example, doing art interventions in print, but you still need proper tools to do it. If you want to create visual art campaigns outdoors, you can buy space, like billboards, or you can spread your message illegally on the walls like graffiti artists do.



[image: image]

Figure 11.8 Dance animateuring students improvising in a subterranean parking lot in the contemporary art course. The whole weekend course took place using different public spaces as “unauthorized classroms”.

Figure by Raisa Foster.



In the Art-Eco Project, Jussi and I both worked at home offices. Jussi also rented a studio to do his sculpting, and I occasionally rented a studio or other space to run my workshops. I have also done site-specific works and invaded public or private spaces for the venues of my artworks as well as my workshops without authorization (Figure 11.8). The Break a Brain festival was presented in public space without any costs. We were also lucky to receive additional grants to cover the material costs of our art making and producing the public events. We organized symposiums and other research events together with our partner universities. Attending national and international conferences required extra funding too.

Time is another central issue tied to the question of resources. Managing all the practical things in your project takes time. All qualitative research is time-consuming, but especially if you do publicly oriented research. It takes time to find the right partners and establish an open and trusting relationship with them. Researching, art making, and producing a campaign all have differently demanding stages that require a lot of time and focus. Often when you are passionate about your cause, it is difficult to separate your personal life from your work, and this may slowly lead you to burn out. Even if all the things you are doing are pleasurable in and of themselves, it is important to keep clear the different sectors of your life and allow also enough mental space for things that are not work-related.

It depends on your personality if you prefer working alone or in a group. As an independent artist/scholar you have the benefit of choosing your partners, but the work is also often very lonely, because you may not have a stable group of people working with you all the time. Collaborating with diverse groups of people and sharing your expertise will help you to get more perspectives and deepen your insights on the topic. You have, of course, the chance to engage with the wider public already in your creative process and to do collaborative projects with them, or you can create your campaign alone and only present it in public. In both cases you have a great potential to raise the awareness of people with your campaign; you just have to choose a practice that suits for your personality and aims.

Public Role

Another thing to consider is your willingness to “go public” with your research. Traditionally research is only done inside the academy and the research reports are only published for a small audience of specialists in your field. Some researchers are unwilling to go public with their research, especially with topics that are currently very sensitive, such as racism or immigration. Your public work may cause some harsh personal attacks.

Independent scholar Patricia Leavy describes how you can face criticism from inside the academic field if you decide to go public with your work:


While the academy occasionally makes exceptions for a few rare academics that make their way into the public domain, such as bell hooks and Cornel West, these are anomalies. Many academics that try to make their work more accessible by writing in popular forms are subject to critique, scepticism and even personal attacks. They are often accused of dumbing down their work. They are accused of lacking rigor. While the few that become “famous” escape some measure of critique, most do not.

(Leavy, 2016)



Conclusion

Visual art campaigns can contain any series of artistic expressions with critical message. In the last couple of years I have come to understand that my practice can be located within the EcoJustice framework, with a special focus on ecophenomenology (Abram, 1996; Foster, 2016a). I used to see myself as an artist/scholar whose interest is in the questions of identity in the social justice frame. In Rikka I took a conscious step away from a theme-based approach in making art. I was not interested in illustrating a mental idea that I had come up with prior to the artistic process. In contrast, I started to explore things by a sensory awareness approach and also by listening to the more-than-human surroundings of the performance venue. I soon discovered that I had to give up controlling the work and let the meanings emerge here and now.

The events in the Break a Brain festival were presented in public spaces, in a library, on a local bus, on the streets and in the parks of Tampere. All the works were free of charge. We did not ask permissions from the city of Tampere to use the outdoor spaces because we believed that public space belongs to everyone. Of course, in juridical terms there is no such space as public space, because all places are owned by someone, either private entities or cities and states. Even the so-called public spaces are more and more controlled by economic forces. Thus, one of the aims of public art interventions is to resist the tendency that ownership, and ultimately money, is the only way to get your message out in public.

Although most of the events of the Break a Brain festival did not break laws, they did break norms. We wanted to raise questions: Who has a right to use the public space, and for what purpose? What is suitable behavior in public? What are you allowed to do and what is forbidden? Some of the events raised strong, and often contradictory, reactions from passersby. One could be curious and delighted to see something different happening on the streets, another annoyed and angry about the unexpected artistic expressions in an everyday situation. Art without its usual context, such as a museum or theatres, may be difficult to understand as being art. Nevertheless, taking art out from art institutions to the public space is one way to broaden the concept of art from an elitist and segregating stance toward the integration of art practice with any other form of human interaction.

Instead of promoting a clear political agenda, an art intervention in a public space may aim just to create an “atmosphere,” a holistic affective experience for its witnesses (see also Vadén & Torvinen, 2014). Atmosphere occurs as a primary experience and shows the world as it is: in witnessing, the recipient shares the life of an artwork instead of evaluating it through concepts and categories. Art interventions can help us to see things differently and communicate experience across linguistic and cultural divides, and in that way they also produce more complex knowledge and holistic understanding.

There are many socially and ecologically engaged art projects with clear activist agendas. The artists have issues that they aim to tackle in order to achieve specific goals, at least in the awareness of people. I see my own artistic/scholarly activities as more like practicing philosophy and researching ontological questions together with the public. The political goal may not seem so clear, but this does not necessarily mean that it does not have one, because existentialist art’s ability to go beyond rationality and the other assumptions of modernity is a radical political gesture.

Visual art campaigns have a potential to be politically very powerful, but because they use artistic methods of expression, they do not intend to express singular meanings. The campaigns should not thus be evaluated based on their ability to promote political argument as such; in contrast, their ambiguous and polyphonic nature must be celebrated. The art campaigns do not offer ready-made solutions or quick fixes to problems, but they play with possibilities and endorse imagination, spurring audiences to ask “What else could be?” I hear from the participants of my multisensory workshops one sentence more often than any other comment: “I did not know that this kind of world existed.” As an artist with an intention of engaging the public with critical imagination, this is the best response that I could wish for.
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Cellphilms in Public Scholarship

Katie MacEntee, Casey Burkholder, and Joshua Schwab-Cartas

Introduction

Digital media offer new platforms for engagement and dissemination for public scholarship (Jay, 2010). One digital technology that is receiving considerable attention is mobile digital technology. Indeed, cellphones seem to be the new “it” technology in research these days that extends far beyond the confines of scholars promoting an ethos of public scholarship in academic institutions. This is motivated in part by the increased global access to cellphones over the last three decades. There is an estimated 96% coverage offered by the global mobile network (estimates from 2013 by World Bank, 2015) and 97% of people—that is, over 7 billion—have a mobile cellphone subscription (ICT, 2015). At the same time, cellphone access remains disproportionately distributed based on location and socioeconomic status. Cellphones and digital media are being integrated into public scholarship. Daniels and Thistlethwaite (2016) describe a type of public scholar who integrates digital media as a tool to think with, continually publishing (e.g., through tweets, blogs, journals), and easily sharing scholarly work with a wide community by digital means.

In this chapter we are interested in how cellphones can be used to integrate and increase participants’ involvement in the research process to enhance public scholarship. Specifically, we discuss how cellphones can be used to inspire participant-generated data through a process of cellphone video-making we call cellphilms. Specifically, we ask: What are the contributions and challenges of cellphilms in public scholarship? To answer this question, we will review the literature on cellphilm method. We outline the influence of different cellphone video-making practices and participatory visual methodologies on the development of cellphilm method. We will present three case studies, one case from each of the authors’ research portfolios, to illustrate and interrogate cellphilms as a tool for public scholarship. We conclude the chapter by offering some directions for future research on cellphilms as a public scholarship method, and provide a critical perspective on the integration of cellphones in research for public scholarship.

Public Scholarship and Participatory Visual Methodologies

There is some contestation over the definition of public scholarship, if not what Giles (2008) called some “variability of the central terminology” (p. 182). We lean toward Ellison and Eastman’s (2008) definition that states public scholarship is an academic approach that “encompasses different forms of making knowledge about, for, and with diverse publics and communities. Through a coherent, purposeful sequence of activities, it contributes to the public good and yields artifacts of public and intellectual value” (p. 1). Public scholarship is understood to be an inclusive approach to research motivated by the principles and goals of the researcher or research team. Therefore, while participatory methods are not a requirement of engagement scholarship (Leavy, 2009), in our work they are a central tenet. Ellison and Eastman’s definition implies some level of participation or collaboration with the communities directly related to the research and a moral imperative to ensure that research findings are applicable and hold meaning across academic and public boundaries. In a similar vein, Giles’s (2008) description of an emerging scholarship with an interest in including “practitioner voices as cogenerators of knowledge” (p. 104) through an “interactive approach” (p. 105) at the local and national level has also informed our thinking.

To this end, public scholarship is thought to be strengthened by the inclusion of participatory visual methodologies. Vannini (2012) writes,


Utilizing old and new media, performative and representational arts, classic, folk, and popular culture genres, these new forms of scholarship manage to popularize research and scholarship writ large by way of constant experimentation, innovation, genre-blurring, collaboration, and application to multiple social problems and issues. (p. 12)



Integrating participatory visual methodologies, several scholars have discussed how visual representations of research findings are thought to be more readily transferable to different public contexts (Leavy, 2009; O’Neill, 2012; Vannini, 2012). Public engagement is suggested as inherent to working with most arts-based and visual mediums (Jay, 2010). With some resound, new media are thought to be opening new doors for public engagement, knowledge production, and knowledge translation. O’Neill (2012) argues that “in representing ethnographic data in an artistic form we can access a richer understanding of the complexities of lived experience that can throw light on broader social structures and processes” (p. 158). Moreover, a researcher’s attention to audience is critical in regards to the impact and influence that participatory arts-based research will have on public engagement (Jones & Leavy, 2014). At the core of these assertions is that participatory arts-based methods can evoke social change; however, these claims are made with little description of how and in what form visual media are consumed and influence policy and decision makers.

Sarah Franzen (2013) interrogated the implications of video production on public scholarship and offers a useful critique of “audiencing” when using this approach that is arguably applicable to all participatory visual methodologies. She describes an Engaged Framework of Public Scholarship as a form of cyclical public screenings and editing, based on different audiences’ receptions of her films. Franzen argues:


This method of engaging participants and specific audiences allows me to use film more purposefully to communicate knowledge outside the confines of academia. It is a process in which I can present my ethnographic findings and hypotheses through film and receive feedback, interpretations, and corrections, which build upon my research data while contributing to the knowledge of participants and audiences involved. (p. 424)



Through this process, Franzen has deepened her understanding of rural agricultural development in the southern United States and has supported communities of farmers and agricultural workers in rural development as well. Conceptually, Franzen’s research highlights how the production of visual material during academic research is not a neutral representation of knowledge but rather a socially situated constructive process. Like visual methodologists (e.g., Banks, 2001; Pink, 2001), Franzen recognizes the generative potential (for research and the public) of the multiple meanings based on different audiences’ scopic regimes that can emerge from viewing visual texts. With an interest in pushing her analysis further, we wonder how these observations change and are influenced by a participant-centered video production process using locally accessible technology.

What’s a Cellphilm?

The term cellphilm was coined by Johnathan Dockney and Keyan Tomaselli (2009), who combined two words—cellphone and film—to mark the convergence of multiple communication technologies in one device. They developed this term with attention to the increasing influence of cellphone videos in news media as a type of citizen-led media activism, what Posthill (2014, p. 51) calls the “viral reality” of fast-paced, collaborative production of media that is shared among professionals and amateur publics. Cellphilm was proposed as a participatory visual research method by Claudia Mitchell, Naydene de Lange, and Relebohile Moletsane, who work with teachers in rural South Africa to address HIV and AIDS (DeMartini & Mitchell, 2016; Mitchell & De Lange, 2013; Mitchell, De Lange, & Moletsane, 2014, 2016). Mandrona (2016) has since defined cellphilms as a method straddling the realms of research practice, documentation, and creative expression to encourage new and potentially transformative skills and representational forms. In this chapter we will outline the emergence of cellphilms in research in relation to the influence of mobile technology on everyday video-making, activism, and news media, as well as the influence of participatory visual research (MacEntee, Burkholder, & Schwab-Cartas, 2016).

Cellphilms and the Everyday Practices of Cellphone Video-Making

Cellphone video-making as an everyday practice with social influence on modern-day societies has been well documented in the literature (Berry & Schleser, 2014; Goggin, 2013; Odin, 2012). Schleser (2010) describes a particular cellphone video aesthetic characterized by a low-quality resolution (e.g., grainy, pixelated quality) and sound. However, with such rapid improvements in cellphone camera technology, Botella (2012) notes that “pixelated images due to the camera’s low resolution, so iconic in the beginning, have become a conscious choice and high definition (HD) is now the new standard” (p. 76). The everyday practice of cellphone video-making is also reflected in the development of several mobile social media apps integrating video functions and archives. For example, Instagram and Snapchat were both formerly photograph-specific and now integrate video “story” functions. More and more people are using cellphone videos to communicate what is often a highly crafted representation of their lives to the world online. Labacher (2016) suggests a future for cellphilms shaped by developments in “hyper-mobile” (p. 178) devices such as bodycams and wearable life blogging cameras that independently record our daily movements. Young people, especially, are often portrayed to be raised in and actively contributing to this participatory media culture (Jenkins, 2006). We would agree with Buckingham (2015), who argues that access and participation in this culture does not negate the need for traditional and multi-literacy skills with which to engage critically with the production and consumption of this content. Ethical cellphilm method includes participants in the critical engagement with the technical and aesthetic practices involved in the visual media production (Mandrona, 2016).

Cellphilms and Activism

Cellphone videos are increasingly being used to document and focus activism on systemic oppressions. Lieberman (2003) notes that Indigenous peoples around the world are turning to cellphone video as a means to express their identity, to preserve Indigenous cultures and languages, and to defend land rights. Almost 20 years after camcorder footage captured Los Angeles police officers beating Rodney King, the cellphone video has become a key technology of resistance against police brutality across North America. A cellphone video was a central piece of evidence in Constable James Forcillo’s conviction for the attempted murder of Sammy Yatim in a Toronto streetcar in 2013 (Lupton, 2016). Antiviolence groups like Stop the Killings Inc. use police scanners and cellphones to video-document ongoing racist police behavior in the United States and circulate the videos over social media. The group was responsible for the video footage of the fatal police shooting of Philando Castile in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, in 2016. The influence of this type of media on public awareness is invaluable to activist movements. It is now common to see protesters holding their phones up when confronting police as a type of counter-surveillance, a politically motivated turning of the cameras mounted on police car dashboards and bodycams. Wall and Linnemann (2014) states that this “staring back or rather staring down the state” (p. 11) is an aesthetic counterattack on the visual economy of the police system. These are just some examples of the use of cellphone videos that inspire activist intentions in cellphilms.

Cellphilms and News Media

A further influence on cellphilm method comes from the increased use of cellphone video (and photographs) in news media. Raw footage captured with a cellphone of the truck plowing through crowds at a Bastille Day celebration in Nice in July 2016 was circulated on several media outlets (Milanian, 2016; Reuters with CNBC, 2016; Scott, 2016). Many news organizations now rely on a large web presence and encourage “regular people” to submit videos “on the ground” and when in the middle of the events as they unfold (see, e.g., David’s [2009] description of the London subway bombings). This is motivated by public calls for more immediacy in news media (Bivens, 2008) and is often considered as more “authentic” than traditional, edited media (Bock, 2011). However, Renzetti (2016) asserts that there is much lost when the “maverick lens[es]” of professional photojournalists are kept from photographing public figures. Gordon (2007) cautions that the sense of authenticity that often surrounds cellphone imagery in the news is, in fact, still open to manipulation by mainstream media agendas. Dockney, Tomaselli, and Hart (2010) argue that increased access to cellphones has allowed communities and populations traditionally objectified by media means of self-representation and situate cellphilms on an alternative media spectrum. Events that would otherwise go unreported get media coverage (Westlund, 2013). Cellphilms, according to Mandrona (2016), allow for “narrowcasting, or the counterpart to broadcasting” and “the targeting of niche audiences and the creation of content that highlights specific needs, viewpoints, and aesthetics of individuals or groups” (p. 190).

Cellphilms and Participatory Visual Research

Cellphilming builds and responds to participatory visual research and, in particular, participatory video. Participatory visual methods “blur the boundaries” (Mitchell, 2008, p. 376) between research, social intervention, and art. The ethics of conducting visual research in and with communities requires careful consideration of consent and ownership of the research process and outputs, alongside an understanding of the situated materiality of visual texts (Mitchell, 2011). Interpreting participants’ visual products requires contextualizing within participants’ visual practices and surrounding visual cultures (Rose, 2014). The use of participatory video, community film-making in response to a specific research question or theme, is established as an effective means of engaging in research with marginalized communities with intentions of conducting research for social change (Milne, Mitchell, & De Lange, 2012). Mitchell, De Lange, and Moletsane (2014) argue that using cellphones during participatory video democratizes participatory video research and increases its emancipatory potential. Compared to camcorders, or more professional film-making technology traditionally used during participatory video research, cellphones offer intuitive interfaces that are easy to use and relatively inexpensive. They are likely already present and accessible to research participants and can potentially disrupt power inequalities that can develop when communities are dependent on researchers for access to research technology (Schwab-Cartas, 2012; Walsh, 2014).

Cellphilm Method

What does cellphilm research look like in practice? Basing cellphilm method on their existing practices in participatory video, Mitchell, De Lange, and Moletsane (2014) integrate NER (No-Editing-Required) and OSS (One-Shot-Shoot) participatory videos in an eight-step process of cellphilm-making that is completed during what they call “digital retreats” (p. 437) or workshops with research participants.


The NER participatory video process, as we have developed and used it, builds in extensive time for reflection and discussion across a number of key steps: (1) having lead-in time to contextualise the work; (2) a brainstorming session allowing participants in small groups to voice their ideas on the topic; (3) individual voting for the most important idea; (4) creating a storyboard around the chosen topic (including attending to such conventions as title and credits); (5) learning how to work with the camera; (6) shooting the video; (7) screening the video; and (8) immediate reflection on the first viewing (what works; what would you do differently?). (p. 437)



The step-by-step approach can be completed in a few hours (we would recommend no less than three hours) or over the course of several meetings. The chapters in the edited book What’s a Cellphilm? Integrating Mobile Technology into Research and Activism illustrate variations on cellphilm method depending on the contributor’s individual theoretical approach, the community, the research question, and available technology. Watson, Barnabas, and Tomaselli (2016), working within a participatory development communication paradigm, describe a participant-led collaborative process that took two days to complete; the researcher was not present during the filming process. Wenli Lin (2016) draws on feminist cinematic theory and combined cellphilming with “semi-professional and consumer level camera gear” (p. 73). Schwab-Cartas asserts that cellphilms can include collaborative-video-making using other mobile technology, such as iPods and tablets, as they share a similar convergence of communication technology as is found on cellphones (Schwab-Cartas, MacEntee, & Burkholder, 2016). Others edit their cellphilms using an on-phone app or a computer (Chan, Chau, Ihnatovych, & Schembri, 2016). While the bulk of the literature reports on cellphilms that have been made by groups of research participants working together to produce one or several cellphilms, there is some reference in the literature to cellphilms made by individuals as well (e.g., Mitchell, De Lange, & Moletsane, 2016). Burkholder (2016) outlines how cellphilm method extends beyond the immediate confines of the cellphilm-making and -watching process to include consideration of how cellphilms are archived. Participatory digital archives (Huvila, 2008) increase the opportunities for ongoing participant and public engagement with cellphilms. It is also important to note that cellphilm methods do not occur in isolation from other qualitative and ethnographic methods; cellphilm method is invariably implemented alongside other qualitative methods (e.g., questionnaires, interviews, focus groups).

Case Studies

The authors have diverse experiences working separately and together to study cellphilm method. Katie has explored cellphilms in research and pedagogy in relation to gender-based violence and HIV education with learners and teachers in rural South Africa. Casey uses cellphilms to explore issues of identity and critical youth engagement (Fox et al., 2010) with Hong Kong youth who are also ethnic minorities. Casey has also used cellphilms as a pedagogical tool with preservice social studies teachers in Canada. Casey and Katie have collaborated on a project interested in cellphilms as a pedagogical tool for preservice teacher engagement with education for sustainable development. Joshua’s research in his community in southern Mexico explores cellphilms as an Indigenous methodology and as a means for intergenerational language revitalization. Together, the three authors coordinate the annual International Cellphilm Video Festival. Building on this experience, we present three case studies of cellphilm research as public scholarship, one example from each of the authors. Each case is written in the first person of the author. Rather than focus on the outcome of these projects’ data analysis, we attend to aspects of the cellphilm method, with a particular interest in the dissemination practices associated with the method.

Case Study 1: Zapotec Elders and Youth Fostering Intergenerational Dialogue Through Cellphilms (Joshua Schwab-Cartas)

Union Hidalgo, my maternal bixozebida (grandfather’s) community, is located on the Isthmus region of southern Mexico. Our people’s specific understanding of the world and environment has been formed over millennia; however, the community is concerned with how global media and consumer culture are orienting children and youth away from the ancestral culture of our grandparents. Youth abandonment of our ancestral culture has resulted in a cultural disjuncture across generations in our community, further hindering the younger generation’s ability to connect to ancestral traditions and elders’ teachings, as well as seriously jeopardizing the continuance of our Diidxazá (Zapotec language). Our community, and others like it, is exploring and developing different strategies to engage Indigenous youth firmly planted in 21st-century digital culture, while at the same time getting them involved in the ancestral practices from which the Zapotec language itself emerged. Founding my approach on ancestral models of experiential learning from my community, I developed educational strategies that center on youth and their use of technology—specifically cellphilms—in order to support the transfer of Zapotec language and culture from elders to the new generations.

My cellphilm project and workshop approach is an embodied video-enhanced approach to language revitalization. Our media collective Binni Cubi developed this approach in 2009 with the support and creativity of Modesta Vincente, an 83-year-old elder from our community who combined video documentation and language learning in the midst of making tamales, planting corn crops, and other traditional practices. This approach reflects a pedagogy that has been used for centuries by elders and ancestors in our communities and is encapsulated by the Zapotec proverb Hrunadiága’ ne hrusiá’nda’, hrúuya’ ne hriétenaladxe’, hrune’ ne hriziide’ (I hear and I forget, I see and I remember, I do and learn). In other words, language is learned through living it. Drawing on the teachings by Na Modesta, among other Indigenous models of experiential learning (Horner, 2013; Kovach, 2009; Luna, 2010; Rendón Monzón, 2004), together with participatory video principles (Corbett, Singelton, & Muir, 2009; Mitchell, 2011; Schwab-Cartas, 2012), the guiding question for the participatory cellphilm workshop was: How can emerging mobile technologies be used to integrate traditional practices into the process of language transfer from elders to the new generation? Moreover, the workshops had three core goals: (1) connecting youth with elders; (2) making ancestral practices, including language and Indigenous epistemologies, central to the participatory cellphilm approach; and (3) using locally based technology, such as the participants’ own cellphones (or mobile devices), to develop a sustainable community-based action.

The workshop series took place over a six-week period and involved 9 participants ranging from 13 to 83 years of age. José, my co-principal investigator, and I asked all the participants to bring any mobile device to the workshops that had recording capabilities, whether a cellphone, an iPod, or a tablet.1

After the initial introductions, we asked the young participants to form groups and come up with a single Zapotec word to function as a prompt that would eventually serve as the inspiration for the visual content of their videos. Some examples included Liibana (an almost extinct form of Zapotec liturgy), xuba (corn), guchachi (iguana), and bidanni’ (traditional regalia made and worn by women in our community). Each of these terms elicited a visual image and could be connected to specific ancestral practices or personally lived experiences in such a way as to affect the film production. For example, the group that chose the term bidanni’ connected this to the contexts in which it is worn (e.g., weddings, velas or community celebrations, and every day as symbol of pride and identity), the mother or grandmother who makes it, as well as the social stigma that can come from wearing it outside of our community. These became a web of associations that the participants transformed into a short video story, effectively catalyzing their reflection on the sociopolitical issues associated with the word and the practices.

Following this exercise, the young participants were then asked to develop a one- to five-minute cellphilm focusing on a specific Zapotec practice, either in a group or by themselves. Young participants paired up with an elder since elders are the only members of our community who continue to practice our Zapotec ancestral traditions.

Lastly, I asked all the participants to make sure that the dialogue in their cellphilm was entirely in Zapotec so as to begin practicing their language skills. The young participants lacked confidence in Zapotec. Their reactions to the Zapotec-only directive prompted many of them to ask if they could create a film in Spanish or focus on non-Zapotec subject matter. José and I explained that one of the goals of the cellphilm exercise is for them to continue to develop their Zapotec language skills. However, it was only when we explained the precarious state of our language2 and cultural practices to the youth participants that they began to fully comprehend the goals of this workshop.

We watched the cellphilms together, and afterwards we discussed several issues that came out of making and watching them. For example, we discussed the role that the next generations could play in maintaining our language and ancestral practices. Many young participants wanted to learn our Zapotec language and desired more support from their parents or schools in this process. Many of the participants (young and old) also wanted to share their learnings and their cellphilms with their family and friends in order to further this discussion.

Despite a low turnout,3 the screenings resulted in parents taking notice of what the younger generation can do in the community to curb language loss. The parents realized that many young people are eager to learn our language and ancestral practices. In addition, many young people who attended the screening discussed how they have already made videos or have wanted to make videos to both regenerate and celebrate ancestral practices. In these ways, the screening event became an important platform for people in our community to discuss future projects and for audience members to critically reassess their relationship with our culture. Perhaps more crucially, the screening inspired community dialogue on the future strategies that included the Zapotec youth while securing our language and cultural practices for the next generations (McCarty, Wyman, & Nicholas, 2013). The cellphilm project connected young people with elders in our workshop in such a way that both generations could listen and learn from each other. For example, young people discussed what that word or practice meant to them, thus prompting the elders to further elaborate on the word or correct their understanding of it and explain how it has changed over time. Alongside this intergenerational dialogue, the activity also engendered discussion among the youth themselves about these practices, thus fostering a peer-to-peer learning-and-teaching cycle.

Case Study 2: Cellphilms and Sex in and Around Rural Schools in South Africa (Katie MacEntee)

My cellphilm research focuses on responding to HIV and AIDS and gender-based violence in rural South African educational contexts. Each week, close to 2,000 girls (ages 15 to 24 years) in South Africa become infected with HIV as a result of sexual activity (Van Der Merwe, 2016). Girls’ sexual activities are made risky in this context as they are influenced by several intersecting sociocultural inequalities, such as poverty, poor access to sexual and reproductive health services, high rates of gender-based violence and sexual coercion of young women, and a prevalence of age-disparate transactional relationships with older men. At the same time, teachers sometimes feel they lose professional authority in the classroom when they talk about sex; this can lead them to use ineffectual pedagogies or avoid the topic altogether (Baxen, 2010; Francis & DePalma, 2015). Teachers also often lack the training and resources needed to engage with their learners in a way that speaks to their lived realities and responds to these sociocultural drivers of the epidemic (Francis, 2016). These factors contribute to South Africa’s continued struggle with the largest generalized HIV epidemic in the world (UNAIDS, 2015). It is imperative for researchers exploring HIV and AIDS respond to the immediate needs of the teachers and learners.

One such project to address teachers in the context of HIV and AIDS is called: Digital Voices of Rural Teachers in South Africa: Participatory Analysis, “Being a Teacher in the Age of AIDS,” and Social Action.4 This project worked with a group of nine teachers (eight females and one male between the ages of 20 and 50 years) at a rural comprehensive school in KwaZulu Natal. The teachers owned their own cellphones with video-production capability, but only a few had ever actually made a cellphone video (Mitchell & De Lange, 2013). Nine teachers created three sets of cellphilms. The first set of cellphilms was produced in response to the researcher-generated prompt “Make a cellphilm related to critical issues that affect youth in the context of HIV and AIDS.” Mitchell and De Lange (2013) reflect, “Once the teachers felt competent in their technical skills, they were able to consider the context and become more critical about the purpose of raising the identified issues” (p. 6). This motivated the production of a second set of cellphilms guided by the researcher-generated prompt, “Make cellphilms about strategies for addressing HIV and AIDS in school,” which was intended to emphasize creative community-based solutions. While solution-oriented, “many of the strategies suggested [in this second set of cellphilms] were somewhat problematic in that they tended to reinforce approaches to sex education which have failed” (p. 6). The researchers facilitated a “pedagogy of speaking back” (p. 6), where teachers created a third set of cellphilms that responded to their earlier work while also deciding that they should create cellphilms with the intention of screening them for audiences of parents. These factors influenced the third cellphilms’ messages, which encouraged parents to talk to their children about sex, HIV and AIDS, and sexual decision making in ways that were empathetic to youth’s experiences and concerns.

I joined the Digital Voices project after the teachers’ cellphilms had been made to investigate how teachers might use their cellphilms as educational resources.5 Although the teachers had originally envisioned parents as the primary audience for their cellphilms, when the teachers actually organized the cellphilm screenings, they all preferred to organize youth-oriented events at the school. This change was motivated by several factors. Many parents worked in urban areas several kilometers away from the schools, which made attending school events difficult. Some teachers also felt that the parents would not be interested in attending such an event. Hearing countless AIDS-prevention messages has led to fatigue, and the fear and shame associated with infection keeps people from engaging in prevention activities in South Africa (Shefer, Strebel, & Jacobs, 2012). Youth, on the other hand, were a readily accessible audience located in the community whom the teachers were familiar interacting with. This nuanced insight about the screenings demonstrates the teachers as public scholars in their own right and situates them agents of community change.

The teachers had varying perspectives and goals when it came to knowledge dissemination to learners. There were age differences among the young people they wanted to engage with and there were different opinions on the size of event they wanted to organize, as well as some variation in relation to which cellphilms they wanted to screen. To accommodate these differences, the teachers divided themselves into three groups and organized three separate events. One group organized an event for the grade 6 class at the school (110 learners), the second group worked with an extracurricular student group called the Peace Club (34 learners in grades 11 and 12), and the third group organized an event for their local Catholic youth group (29 youth of varying and undisclosed ages).

The three events followed a similar format. The teachers screened two cellphilms in each event. Using my laptop and an LCD projector that I had on loan from the University of KwaZulu Natal, the cellphilms were projected onto a screen on the wall of the school auditorium or classroom. The cellphilms were not necessarily of highest cinematic quality, and at times their poor sound quality made the dialogue difficult to follow. Still, the learners clearly enjoyed watching their teachers acting. They watched the cellphilms attentively and laughed when they saw their teachers acting silly on screen. When I asked if the cellphilms had affected the teachers’ status in the school, one teacher reflected:


They know us as their educators who stand in front and teach and all those things, but now seeing us acting, it’s like another side of each one of ourselves that they do not know . . . It doesn’t reduce the status of our profession at all. In fact, they get to see the other side of their teachers. They see [us] as mothers, they see [us] as teenagers . . . So it is actually good for them to be able to see that they can actually open up, even to us.

(Post-event interview transcript, Peace Club event, pp. 3–4)



The cellphilm screenings were a chance for the teachers to present a different and more compassionate side of themselves to their learners. Recognizing teachers as caregivers and emotional supports is particularly important next to educational policy, prescribed by the Department of Basic Education (DBE, 2000, 2012), which states that teachers have a duty of care to support the physical, educational, and emotional needs of learners infected and affected by the virus.

The overriding pedagogical message of the teachers’ cellphilms when shown to these young audiences was clear: young people should talk to adults about matters concerning sex and sexual health. Having watched the cellphilms, the audience discussed their impressions in small groups and then again in a larger group format. These were lively discussions on a wide variety of matters concerning adolescent sexual health. Among the topics discussed was the perceived appropriate age to start dating, gender-based violence, and the impact of traditional Zulu marriage practices on young people’s sexual activities.6

Addressing HIV and AIDS in schools takes an emotional toll on teachers (Baxen, 2010). This was not avoided by the use of cellphilms but was mediated by the pedagogical process that brought the teachers and learners together to explore these topics. The teachers expressed an interest in conducting more cellphilm screening events in the future based on the learners’ engagement in the process. I provided a DVD of the teachers’ cellphilms with the intention of supporting the teachers’ motivation to disseminate the cellphilms to more audiences. However, there are some structural challenges that inhibit the likelihood of future screenings. Importantly, the school does not own an LCD projector, which limits teachers’ ability to organize similar screening events such as the ones reported here. The school also lacked internet access and prohibits the use of learners’ cellphones, which may impede disseminating cellphilms online or from phone to phone. Mitchell, De Lange, and Moletsane (2014) have also noted that the provincial school board and some teachers are actively resistant to allowing cellphones into classrooms. Therefore, while the teachers could use their cellphones to produce more cellphilms relatively easily, they may have to find alternative means with which to disseminate this work within the school context.

Case Study 3: Cellphilming with Ethnic Minority Youth in Hong Kong (Casey Burkholder)

I used cellphilm method in my doctoral study with 11 multiethnic young people7 in Hong Kong—my former junior high students—in an attempt to highlight these young people’s ways of knowing through their existing media-making practices and to provide avenues to speak back to essentializing discourses too often present in the Hong Kong media (Burkholder, 2013; Burkholder & Gube, 2018) about ethnic minorities.

My interest in this topic grew out of my teaching experiences (2008–2010) in a Hong Kong secondary school, and I noticed that my students—who later became my participants—used cellphone video-making to document their everyday experiences: at lunchtime, on the street, during extracurricular activities, and so forth. My doctoral study—exploring multiethnic youth identity through cellphilming—builds from my master’s study, which took an ethnographic approach with the same participants. My master’s study found that the educational and social supports promoted by the Hong Kong Education Bureau for ethnic minority youth in schools did not align with these students’ lived experiences of isolation, exclusion, and segregation. The results of this study were published in my thesis and in a peer-reviewed article (Burkholder, 2013). However, the findings sheet I created to communicate these results to participants, as well as to community members and Education Bureau policymakers, was ineffective as it did not influence the spaces within which I researched. Specifically, I was disappointed with the lack of real change for my participants that I had desired from my conclusions.

For my doctoral study, I returned to work with the same participants, only this time I wanted them to be more involved in all stages of the research and to help produce results that had more direct impact on their communities. Working with cellphilm method provided an opportunity to engage participants’ existing digital media-making practices and to ask participants to visualize a response to prompts surrounding identity, belonging, and civic engagement.

Throughout the fieldwork, I kept public visual field notes (similar to a comic strip), which I published on a blog so that participants could follow along with my understanding of the knowledge production process as it unfolded. Participants read the blog, and we discussed their thoughts on my understandings during our individual meetings, focus groups, and cellphilm-making workshops. Seeking to bring a participatory ethos to the field notes, and writing them for my participants to both understand my thinking and speak back to my assumptions in our meetings, I see the field notes as an important part of my cellphilm method in relation to public scholarship. Rather than merely presenting a findings sheet to participants at the end of the research, I sought to expose my analysis of the research visually and textually with the participants as my target audience. The interviews, cellphilms, and cellphilm workshops featured prominently in my public field notes, particularly as I struggled with the amount of time that participants wanted to give to their cellphilms (Figure 12.1).



[image: image]

Figure 12.1 Cellphilm Workshop #1.



Most participants began their cellphilms in the workshops but finished filming, editing, and uploading at home. Unlike Mitchell and De Lange’s (2013) discussion of digital retreats (outlined by Katie above) where teachers created NER cellphilms within the supportive context of the workshop, the participants in my study, skilled media producers in their own practices, wanted to create edited productions that looked similar to the media they regularly saw on social media.

The participants created their cellphilms about their identities in Hong Kong, where they felt they belonged, and how they engaged politically in the aftermath of the Umbrella Movement.8 We discussed how we wanted to share the work, and which audiences we wanted to engage directly. We decided to host a public screening event and invite a number of community organizations and policymakers as well as participants’ friends and families. While the event was successful in showcasing the participants’ cellphilms, we had a low attendance (only 10 people), effectively reducing the impact of the cellphilm screening on social change beyond the immediacy of the research group.

We decided to try a different approach in order to share the cellphilms more broadly with community members, organizations, and policymakers in Hong Kong and abroad. We created a dedicated YouTube channel, “We Are HK Too,” and uploaded 10 cellphilms publicly so that they can be searched and viewed by anyone with access to the platform. We shared the link to the channel on our Facebook page, through participants’ personal networks, and via email to specific Hong Kong–based nonprofits as well as with policymakers from the Education Bureau. The participants have the password to the YouTube account, and they can upload new or remove cellphilms at any time without my intervention. Over a year has passed since the channel was created and no new cellphilms have been added, nor have any been removed. As of September 2016, the cellphilms have been viewed more than 1,300 times, and although people have interacted with the archive by sharing and liking the videos, few have publicly commented on them. As long as the archive remains, people can interact with the cellphilms and continue to like, share, and comment (or not) on the cellphilms. As such, the “We Are HK Too” YouTube-based channel works as a participatory archive for the cellphilms, and as it changes over time it acts as a source of ongoing data about the cellphilm project (Burkholder, 2016).

Finally, the principles of public scholarship have been integrated into the project through the dissemination of the results. While I will use the results in my dissertation (a traditional scholarly avenue), two participants and I have co-written an academic article about our experiences with cellphilming notions of identity, belonging, and civic engagement. We also presented our findings at the Canadian Society for the Study of Education conference in Calgary in the spring of 2016. My interpretation of cellphilm method has worked to promote public scholarship throughout each stage of the research: from creating public field notes to visualize and share my analysis as it unfolds to the creation and dissemination of the results through the digital archive and in writing with participants. Perhaps the most significant impact of the research as it relates to the participants is that two of the participants have decided to organize their own cellphilm-making workshops with ethnic minority girls in Hong Kong, during which they hope to imagine what an inclusive Hong Kong might look like for ethnic minority girls. Turning participants’ existing media-making and media-sharing practices into a research practice has created multiple opportunities for the results of the research to be communicated with participants and for participants, even encouraging participants to take on the method in their own research and activist practices going forward.

Discussion: The Implication of Cellphilms in Public Scholarship

The projects referred to in the case studies took place in very different contexts: Hong Kong, Mexico, and South Africa. The research topics (language revitalization, sexual health, identity and civic engagement) are highly influenced by and responsive to the needs of the communities that we work with. The cellphilm method varies between the cases, taking different approaches to a collaborative process depending on the research topic and the participants’ media-making experience. We see this adaptiveness to be a strength of the cellphilm approach. The case studies also highlight the significance of screening as a form of public engagement with the research, which can occur (as Casey’s case study illustrates) alongside more traditional approaches to public engagement and education. The cases illustrate how audiences and participants can benefit from the public dissemination of their cellphilms. In presenting these different examples of cellphilm research, we draw attention to the contributions and limits of cellphilm method to advance a public scholarship agenda of community-based co-generation of knowledge and public knowledge translation.

Joshua’s case study illustrates that researchers who work toward public scholarship are “attempting to transform research practices by reshaping and re-envisioning the relationship between academia and historically marginalized communities and peoples” (Schwab-Cartas, 2012, p. 383). That is to say, cellphilming and public scholarship take into account the notion that “[t]rue change or liberatory ideology can be created only if the experiences of the people on the margins who suffer various forms of oppression are understood, addressed, and incorporated (hooks, 2000, p. 163). The use of cellphilms in public scholarship moves away from developmental models rooted in academics as intermediaries, “rescuing” or “giving voice” to marginalized communities (Walsh, 2014). Instead, cellphilming combines research, teaching, and activism in order to promote scholars and communities as allies. Cellphilms can potentially function as a first step in what Taiaiake Alfred calls “Indigenizing the academy,” because it allows Indigenous peoples to share their perspectives and epistemologies with non-Indigenous and Indigenous students. Alfred (2004) defines this process of Indigenization as “working (in ways) to change the universities so that they become places where the values, principles and modes of organization and behaviour of our people are respected, and hopefully even integrated into a larger system of structures and processes that make up the university itself” (p. 88). In many ways cellphilms also give Indigenous peoples greater control over self-representations, which in turn can function as powerful counter-discourses challenging mainstream-media constructions about Indigenous peoples and their culture. Cellphilm method, like public scholarship, attempts to create platforms or spaces for intercultural dialogue and understanding.

With academics and participants having access to and familiarity with mobile technologies, cellphilm research prioritizes active participation and makes space for intersections in the construction of digital visual cultures. Cellphilming is a visual culture amidst other visual cultures associated with cellphone image production, such as “selfies,” the use of social media apps, and cellphone videos in activist movements. This raises questions for us about how these different visual cultures influence cellphilm videos, and how cellphilms may translate across differences contexts and audiences. As Rose (2014) argues, the interactions between researchers’ methodological and theoretical knowledge, participants’ engagement in research, and dissemination of visual products in digital spaces are redefining research processes. Mandrona (2016) asserts that the significance of communities’ different visual cultures in cellphone video practices have ethical implications for cellphilm research. She explains, “A key challenge in the new global mediascape is to make sense of the emerging modes of expression (civic, artistic, social) connected to the mobile camera-phone and the ways in which they require participants, researchers, and institutions to rethink what it is to do cellphilming for change” (p. 196). Cellphilms as public scholarship challenge the uncritical incorporation of visual representations as neutral and universal representations of knowledge.

Katie’s case study illustrates an instance when access to technology is limited in her work with participants who were less familiar with cellphone video-making as an everyday practice. The technology and the NER process of cellphilm production in the Digital Voices project is argued to be relatively easy to adapt to this context. As the participants familiarized themselves with the technical process of creating cellphilms, they engaged in critical analysis of the topic of HIV and AIDS risk in the community (Mitchell & De Lange, 2013). The South African case study also illustrates how participants made several decisions that reflect the narrowcasting of cellphilms, or the dissemination of media content to specific audiences (Mandrona, 2016). Narrowcasting stands in some contrast to the emphasis in the literature on public scholarship on widespread dissemination practices (see, e.g., Greenhow & Gleason, 2015; Motala, 2015). In this case study, the participants were focused on narrowcasting in order to maximize their agency in the community and to take advantage of the technologies that the research team was able to provide in the short term. Participants may have different perceptions of what the most appropriate audiences are in theory versus in practice. A strength of cellphilms’ digital content, the fact that they can be screened again and again to different audiences, accommodates heterogeneous audiences. Future research might consider how these decisions are negotiated within the research process, bearing in mind how the democratic ideals in participatory visual methodologies may coincide with, interact with, or disrupt the local systems of power and decision making.

Within a participatory visual methodological framework, cellphilms are understood to be visual responses to research questions and visual representations of community-based knowledge in their own right. Therefore, when internet access and screening technology are available, technological convergences in mobile technologies contribute to the ease of disseminating cellphilms in their digital formats, while at the same time allowing researchers to analyze the data through digital archives (e.g., through video-sharing sites like YouTube, as well as through public and privately shared spaces such as Dropbox and email). Flinn (2010) calls for a democratized archive that moves away from traditional archiving practices that necessarily privilege dominant societal voices (e.g., those in power), and marginalize others (e.g., everybody else). Huvila (2008) asserts that an understanding of the archive itself and the archival process must be opened up to a participatory process. Digital archiving allows the public and participants, as media producers and consumers, to preserve documents, visuals, stories, and so forth and supports their involvement in the process of selecting and saving these text. Casey’s study illustrates how cellphilm research integrates with this understanding of digital archiving using a semi-public online platform that increases participants’ engagement in the research process and the dissemination of the research results to a wide and diverse online audience. At the same time, as Burkholder and MacEntee (2016) have discussed, there are also significant ethical considerations to this process, such as the issue of participant ownership and control when archiving digital media on social media platforms such as YouTube or Facebook. These websites are privately owned spaces constructed around public content with potential legal and political ramifications (e.g., YouTube’s servers are located in the United States, so material stored on its servers is subject to the Patriot Act). Cellphilms’ epistemic foundations are ones of emancipation and democracy. While media-sharing applications are set up to allow for shared access to a digital archive without the direct interaction with the researcher, the platforms’ corporate presences, YouTube’s policy on media rights, and mining for data and personalized advertisements raise limitations to using the sites in the process of public scholarship.

Summary

Cellphilms contribute to public scholarship, as a mode of producing knowledge with participants that can respond to existing challenges and community concerns, and provide opportunities for participant-led dissemination that is more accessible and therefore of value to communities. Working within a participatory framework, the role of research participant is argued to include public scholar, alongside the researcher, and knowledge expert. The method is adaptable and responsive to different contexts and subject areas. It can create instances for participants to focus their existing media-making practices to interrogate a social issue and research questions. We also identify several areas of concern in relation to the dissemination of the digital media; these, arguably, have relevance to visual digital media in public scholarship more generally. Technology access remains an area of ongoing concern. We suggest that mass dissemination may not always be the priority of community-based dissemination practices, especially when technologies are limited. In particular, we point to participants’ use of narrowcasting in cellphilm knowledge translation. Although we see potential in the mass dissemination of cellphilms through social media sites (e.g., YouTube and Facebook), we also caution that these sites are not neutral spaces.

In this chapter, we have outlined cellphilm method, which is a relatively new addition to the field of qualitative research and participatory visual methodologies. Having described the contributions and limitations of cellphilms in public scholarship, we will conclude by identifying several questions worth considering in future research. There is much to consider in relation to the influence of visual cultures on cellphilms (alongside other visual media in research). There is a paucity of research that explores the genre and aesthetics of participant-produced visual texts. We wonder how the integration of cellphone video, which we argue has its own visual cultural influences, affects the ways in which cellphilms are produced and understood in different contexts and across different modes of dissemination. With an interest in visual research having the most impact and value for public good, we wonder: How might communities and researchers that work in technology-limited contexts find innovative ways to share their cellphilms? Ethical concerns, including who owns the cellphilms, who shares the cellphilms, in what contexts, and for what purposes, need continuous interrogation when working within a public scholarship framework. As archives of cellphilms grow, there is clearly a need to conceptualize frameworks of understanding the shifting sustainability of this type of work over time.

Notes

1.Approximately 80% of the participants brought smartphones, while the remaining participants brought tablets or iPods. Two participants also brought their digital cameras (DSLR).

2.According to Zapotec linguist Rodríguez Toledo (2011), if nothing is done in Union Hidalgo now to maintain the language, our language could be completely lost in 25 years.

3.There were approximately 15 youth between the ages of 13 and 18 and 4 or 5 adults/parents/elders.

4.Digital Voices (2012–2014; principal investigator, Claudia Mitchell) was funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) and was based at the Center for Visual Methodologies for Social Change (CVMSC) at the University of KwaZulu Natal (UKZN).


5.Katie’s involvement in Digital Voices was supported by the Michael Smith Foreign Study Supplement associated with the Joseph-Armand Bombardier Canada Graduate Scholarship.

6.See MacEntee and Mandrona (2015) for a discussion of the discomfort that the teachers experienced during these discussions.

7.Two female participants are Filipino, two female participants are Nepalese, three male participants are Indian, and four male participants are Pakistani.

8.The Occupy Central Movement (and the Umbrella Revolution) was a youth-led occupation of key political, commercial, and public spaces in Hong Kong between September and December 2014. This occupation called for democratic reform in Hong Kong and protested the increased political presence of Beijing in the territory.
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Online, Asynchronous Data Collection in Qualitative Research

Tracy Spencer, Linnea Rademaker, Peter Williams, and Cynthia Loubier

In this chapter we discuss online, asynchronous data collection in qualitative research. Researchers have increased their use of online data collection over the past 20 years (see, e.g., recent work in medicine: Faleiros et al., 2016; Handscomb, Hall, Shorter, & Hoare, 2016; Hunter, 2012; in business: Johnson, 2016; and in social sciences: Olmedilla, Martínez-Torres, & Toral, 2016) and have expanded uses to include both synchronous and asynchronous strategies in qualitative research (Bouchard, 2016; James, 2007; Lijadi & van Schalwyk, 2015; Shapka, Domene, Khan, & Yang, 2016). Originally, researchers used asynchronous strategies to collect data as a small portion of a larger quantitative survey (either via email or, later, survey software). Later researchers collected asynchronous data as their primary strategy in order to accommodate researcher or participant needs in data collection, which included distance, and/or privacy (Horrell, Stephens, & Breheny, 2015; Lijadi & van Schwalkwyk, 2015; Wilkerson, Iantaffi, Grey, Bockting, & Rosser, 2014; Williams, Clauson, Robertson, Peacock, & McPherson, 2012).

In writing about digital forms of communication, specifically digital life stories, over a decade ago, Hardey (2004) noted that “we have been in the information age long enough for digital life stories to become a significant new form of narrative that reflects the social realities of everyday life under conditions of global complexity” (p. 184). Even in Hardey’s time, digital forms of communication were in their infancy. Kozinets (2010) extended Hardey’s idea of research in online environments, in his book about conducting ethnographies online. He offered this reasoning in the abstract, “Our social worlds are going digital,” indicating that this change was in process, and not yet adopted globally. Both Hardey and Kozinets suggested that researchers extend the idea of data collection from traditional forms (interviews, surveys, observations done in person) to give credence to online modes, including the idea of asynchronous interviews conducted via email. It is because of these advances and potentials in data collection methods that we offer an overview of the field of online, asynchronous qualitative data collection; our experiences with participants who desired privacy or were otherwise restricted from participation in face-to-face interviews (due to distance, for example); and recommendations for practice. Particularly, we discuss the sensitive issue of participants who wish to remain anonymous or unseen yet wish to participate in in-depth interviews. Inclusion of such individuals is a process that can be aided by the asynchronous interview technique.

Why Value Asynchronous Interviews?

Generally, the methodological rationale for conducting asynchronous interviews is justified under conditions related to sensitive material and participant comfort and convenience. As James (2016) noted, the asynchronous interview offers “space for participants to think and make sense of their experiences” (abstract) and may foster a more collaborative approach to research and data collection. Cook (2012) noted that vulnerable participants, who otherwise would have been excluded from prior research efforts, found anonymity and voice through asynchronous methods. For example, when the subject matter is difficult or a participant has developmental delays, participants may be more apt to participate if they have more time to answer or can use alternative methods of communication (such as typing). Further, when a potential participant may be concerned about the time commitment of the interview (such as might occur in a phenomenological study), which may require deep reflection from the participant, some participants may desire more time so as to better represent the experiences or to provide a narrative of experience to the researcher. Each of these reasons will be discussed further below.

Difficult Subject Matter and Participant Fear of Talking Face to Face

Several researchers have noted that asynchronous interviews can be of value to participants who may have fear talking directly to a researcher (Cook, 2012) or who have difficulty interacting with others in a face-to-face setting (Gillespie-Lynch, Kapp, Shane-Simpson, Smith, & Hutman, 2014). Particularly, researchers have noted that when the subject matter is sensitive, participants may require extra time to think about their answers, to think about how much they want to reveal, or to deal with the emotional aspects of thinking about a traumatic event or idea.

As an example of researching sensitive topics, Cook (2012) interviewed 26 women via email, spaced out over several weeks, to explore their understanding of having a diagnosis of a viral sexually transmitted infection in New Zealand. Although Cook’s discussion was primarily about seemingly benign aspects of women’s healthcare, the topic lent itself to the potential of participants’ reliving traumatic experiences, such as when they contracted the disease or the ramifications of living with a sexually transmitted infection. Several participants discussed their preference for asynchronous interviews and appreciated the time to think about their answers and to disclose personal material without the distraction of having someone sitting in front of them watching their every move. One participant appreciated the opportunity to edit her response before sending. Cook noted several limitations, including the very narrow sample, due to careful considerations taken in advertising the study (use of a university website, requirements for participants in terms of literacy and language). Cook also noted that the majority of her respondents may have decided to participate due to feelings of distress about their diagnosis. While this participation due to feelings of distress may offer previously marginalized people more opportunities to participate in research, asynchronous interviews may also further limit generalizability and/or transferability, which may have been possible with a larger or more diverse sample of participants. However, as is common in qualitative research, naturalistic generalization (Stake, 2010) may be the goal. With naturalistic generalization, the researcher is attempting to provide situations and details that will allow the reader to relate to and find referent points within the researcher’s description.

Other vulnerable populations include those who have difficulty responding to face-to-face interactions, such as persons diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Gillespie-Lynch et al. (2014) surveyed 602 people, ages 18 to 84, 291 of whom self-identified as having ASD (we will discuss this study in depth later in the chapter). The authors’ purpose was to determine participants’ preference for navigating and communicating in computer-mediated settings. Interestingly, participants without ASD did not find that the internet helped them communicate, while those with ASD found that it did. Specifically, the authors reported that “computer-mediated communication provided benefits associated with increased comprehension and control of interaction for adults with ASD, relative to those without ASD: increased time to think and practice interacting” (p. 461). In connecting these results with the use of asynchronous interviews, we suggest that as researchers, we could broaden potential research populations through the use of asynchronous interviews. We could subsequently increase our knowledge about the world and our human existence. Gillespie-Lynch et al.’s (2014) results confirmed previous research, such as Hammick and Lee’s (2014) work. In their experimental study, the authors found that individuals with communication apprehension felt less apprehension when participating in online discussions versus face-to-face discussions.

Time Commitment/Convenience

The use of asynchronous communication can reduce the challenges created by the extensive time demands of phenomenological or ethnographic designs and purposes. Researchers identified the importance of meeting participants’ needs when asking for participation in research. Researchers use online interviews when they perceive participants may find it difficult to set aside a large block of time for an interview. Additionally, researchers have turned to online interviews in cases of distance between themselves and participants. As Rodesiler (2014) found while studying how secondary teachers created online identities and contexts, online learning and data collection can offer flexibility and freedom (identity, connections) to online participants.

James (2007) explored the lives of academics across the United Kingdom using online interviews via asynchronous emails. James explained that the nature of her questions required in-depth answers from participants so the author could construct narratives of academic identities. James included 20 participants, and each was sent four questions (one at a time, via email). James noted the tension of the “performance” identity identified by Hardey (2004). Hardey noted the idea that participants may perform differently in asynchronous communication and take time to create an acceptable persona. James surmised that the performance tension may have been amplified by the fact that she and her participants were work colleagues or work acquaintances. The researcher’s relationships with participants resulted in her becoming more of a “participant researcher,” sharing her own answers about identity to the participants, which may have influenced further participant responses. Still, James (2007) concluded that the process resulted in deeper participant responses about self-identity:


The freedom offered by virtual communication in terms of time and space aided this process as the academics engaged in critical dialogue about their identities. This in turn provoked some academics to reflect deeper about their professional lives in a way which they might not have done and also helped them to develop a greater understanding of their identity construction. (p. 971)



Focus on Phenomenology: Issues with Implementing Asynchronous, Online, In-Depth Interviews

Phenomenology is a qualitative method that requires in-depth interviewing of participants in order to represent their lived experiences (van Manen, 1990). While there are many methodologies in which more extended, face-to-face engagement is not feasible (but desired), we focus on phenomenology as one example. Phenomenological interviews include broad questions that allow participants to expand on how they experienced a particular phenomenon. van Manen described the phenomenological interview process as conversational or as a dialogue between participant and researcher. “The hermeneutic interview tends to turn the interviewees into participants or collaborators of the research project” (p. 63), which would lend itself well to an asynchronous format in which participants could spend time deeply reflecting about what their experience means to them and how to represent that to the researcher. Vagle (2014) described the phenomenological interview as “unstructured . . . dialogic, open, and conversational” (p. 78), similar to van Manen’s description. While many authors have supported synchronous and asynchronous interviews in online formats, as noted earlier in the chapter, other authors discuss the limitations of online interviews for in-depth research designs, such as phenomenology.

Some researchers have identified a limitation to asynchronous interviews: performance identity. James (2007) wrote of her exploration of identity construction among academics and chose email interviews due to the diverse locations of participants. Participants constructed their narratives as responses to emailed prompts. James acknowledged the limitations of email interviews, specifically not having facial cues and body language to help in her interpretation. However, James felt this limitation was addressed because of her former and current relationships with her participants. James did note, however, that the length of time in the process contributed to an emerging online identity that may have differed from the face-to-face identity of each participant. In other words, participants may have exhibited a performance identity, or the need to provide a specific identity that helped participants create a portrait of themselves that may not have matched the identity others saw or experienced in the workplace. While not rising to deception, James did reflect on the complicated nature of creating one’s identity in an online environment and that the process of creating narrative was in itself developmental and contributory to each participant’s growth and development.

In sum, researchers are advancing their use of online asynchronous interviews. Some have discovered issues related to data collection without facial and body language cues, while others have reflected on issues with participant representation of self. Regardless, researchers continue to use online, asynchronous data collection to expand the ability for marginalized populations to contribute. Those with time commitments can contribute via email or private messaging, allowing time for reflection and full development of ideas and responses. Those with disabilities can contribute without the need to travel, while using their own modified computer equipment and remaining anonymous. In the next section we explore issues with implementing asynchronous interviews in online settings and offer guidance from experienced researchers who have successfully navigated this challenge.

Implementation Issues and Advice from the Field

Ethical Considerations

There are ethical considerations that are unique to online data collection (Roberts, 2015). Researchers are obligated to maintain privacy for participants to the best of their abilities (Hanrahan, Smith, & Sturges, 2012). However, it is possible for participants’ quotes to be traced through online community member profiles and search engines (Roberts, 2015). Participants need to be made aware of the possibility of their responses being intercepted by parties who are not directly involved in the study (Hanrahan et al., 2012).

Anonymity Versus Owning One’s Words

When we refer to anonymity in research, we mean that the researcher and those who read about the participant in the final report do not know who has participated. This is a common occurrence in online survey research, where the researcher targets specific potential participants but does not know who eventually responded to the survey (unless the researcher creates specific email collectors or collect identification about the participant’s internet service provider). Other researchers allow their participants to “claim” their contributions. The participants may prefer to be recognized for their contributions to the study; they do not seek anonymity.

Receiving In-Depth Responses

Although, as we noted earlier in the chapter, some researchers are concerned about deception in anonymous online interviews (James, 2007), researchers can choose procedures that help participants feel comfortable sharing in-depth responses to questions. It is the ability to remain anonymous that allows the participants the freedom to respond fully to the researcher’s questions (Hanrahan et al., 2012). James (2007) noted that despite the drawbacks of potential “performance identity,” respondents found the opportunity to contribute to their own narrative in a confidential, online format to be freeing, as they communicated with a fellow academic who could relate to each story. As James summarized, “In this case the commonality of identities as academics seemed to facilitate genuine narratives, not fictional stories” (p. 971). James recognized the challenges but found that participants were more authentic in an email setting than she had previously experienced with participants in face-to-face settings.

Researchers who work with their participants as co-researchers have found that participants are often more willing to share information with a primary researcher who treats them as knowledgeable equals (Monks et al., 2015). Once the researcher has explained that online information cannot be 100% confidential (Hanrahan et al., 2012; Roberts, 2015), the phenomenological researcher can ask each participant how he or she would like to be identified in publication (Roberts, 2015). Anonymous participants are unknown to the researcher as well as the readers of the published study; confidential participants may be known to the researcher, but the researcher protects their identity. Social media identifiers may seem to hide a real-world identity and lead a user to believe his or her information is secure, but a curious person could trace the information and discover a participant’s legal name (Monks et al., 2015). Again, some participants may prefer to claim their contribution to the study, asking for their legal names to be used. Other participants may want as much anonymity as possible, which would require an identifier beyond the legal name or the social media handle (Roberts, 2015).

Table 13.1 is a sample from an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) where the interviews were conducted online. As part of their consent, the participants selected from three options: legal first name and last initial, social media handle, or a completely new name (Spencer, 2013). Participants selected their own methods of identification for publication. Participants who wished to be known by their WrongPlanet identities are indicated by the use of one-word names that do not have quotation marks around them. Participants who opted to use their actual names are identified by a first name and the initial of the surname, and participants who wanted me to choose an alternate identification for them are identified by a name in quotation marks. If the author chose a name that the participant did not like, she gave the participant the opportunity to select a different name. Two participants suggested new names, and these new names are used in this manuscript.



Table 13.1 Demographic Information




	Participant
	Gender
	Year of Birth
	Received Formal Transition Planning?
	Earned a C or Higher in All Attempted Courses?





	ianorlin
	M
	1991
	Yes
	No



	“George”
	M
	1994
	Yes
	Yes



	“Andrew”
	M
	1988
	No
	No



	“Ariel”
	F
	1987
	No
	No



	Garrett W.
	M
	1992
	Yes
	Yes



	“Christopher”
	M
	1984
	Yes
	No



	Robert H.
	M
	1984
	No
	No



	“Kyle”
	M
	1992
	No
	Yes



	chris5000
	M
	1991
	Yes
	Yes



	Kiseki94
	F
	1994
	No
	Yes



	“Kaitlyn”
	F
	1991
	No
	No



	Descartes
	M
	1991
	Yes
	Yes





Table from Exploring Asperger’s syndrome, Schlossberg’s transition theory and federally mandated transition planning: Seeking improvements, by T. L. W. L. Spencer, p. 114. Copyright 2013 by ProQuest.



Notice that two participants wanted to be recognized for their contributions. Four participants did not mind being recognized by their online community identities. Six participants wanted as much anonymity as possible. Although Spencer knew their online community identities, she did not share them in the final manuscript. Participants expressed that they appreciated the options and having some control over the publication process.

Implementation Details: Venues, Recruitment, and Encouraging Honesty

Researchers who decide to conduct asynchronous interviews must choose how to conduct the interviews and where to recruit participants. An online venue could be email, Facebook, Skype, or other websites where people communicate with one another. Obviously, qualitative researchers should seek participants who are knowledgeable in the topic. The vastness of the internet allows room for bulletin boards, forums, and social communities devoted to a variety of interests, concerns, and population subsets (Hanrahan et al., 2012). Therefore, all a researcher needs to do is find a site that already exists (Hanrahan et al., 2012; Salmons, 2015).

For example, a researcher studying formerly incarcerated persons (FIPs) could look for an online community devoted to such a demographic (later in the chapter we will discuss a study that was done involving former prisoners). The researcher was concerned about locating participants who would be comfortable discussing their experiences. Face-to-face interviews would have been a hindrance to recruitment for a population that may not want to be recognized as former prisoners. The online environment allowed the participants to feel more protected than they would have been in a traditional interview format.

That is not to say that a researcher can abruptly enter a community and begin recruiting; researchers are not always welcome in online communities and may need time to establish rapport (Hanrahan et al., 2012; Roberts, 2015). A researcher may consider reaching out to a community gatekeeper before recruiting members individually (Hanrahan et al., 2012; Roberts, 2015). Tell the gatekeeper the reason for the research and provide assurances that community members will be protected at all stages of the research, thus allowing the gatekeeper to make an informed decision.

Choosing a Preexisting Social Group

A preexisting sample frame such as a special interest online community can be attached to a real-world email account; this connection makes anonymity more elusive than a face-to-face interview would be (Crumpvoets, 2010). Phenomenological designs advocate the use of direct quotes to honor the participants’ experiences and perceptions (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). Direct quotes could be entered into search engines and potentially traced to the participant (Salmons, 2015). Therefore, to further protect participants’ identities, the researcher could initially recruit via a bulletin board or forum that is specific to the research topic but offer to conduct the actual interview in a more secure setting, such as via a password-protected email or private messaging component of the online community.

Researchers should seek credible participants who are most familiar with the topic at hand, but there are no established guidelines to accomplish this feat in an online environment (Salmons, 2016). Researchers who recruit from credible venues can always corroborate this credibility as they work to glean rich narratives from the interview itself. Additionally, it is important to notify the website gatekeeper (and get permission, if required) about the research. This gatekeeper notification does not disqualify the researcher from telling potential participants that a study is being conducted, why it is being conducted, and who is doing the conducting (Roberts, 2015). It is not enough that the gatekeeper understands the purpose of the study; the potential recruits need this information as well because it can help them make informed decisions about participation.

Beginning to Recruit from Online Social Groups

Before posting, it may be in the researcher’s best interest to lurk quietly for a week or two in a public forum. Allow time to understand the community’s values and tones. Are many of the users sarcastic, or are formal manners used? Do the users communicate using abbreviations? How often? Are some personalities known to stir controversy while others serve as peacekeepers? The researcher can then choose the best place or places to add a recruiting post. Remember, the post should explain the need for the research and who is performing it. Also let potential participants know about their protections and how much time will be involved. What can they expect?

What follows is a sample recruiting post for Spencer’s (2013) study:


Wanted. Adults with Asperger’s syndrome between the ages of 18 and 22 who have enrolled in at least 12 semester hours of college courses within the last four years to participate in online interviews via the private message function of the website. The purpose of the research is to examine perceptions of transition planning as it affects the transition from high school to college. Participants should expect to discuss their opinions on college preparedness, ease of securing accommodations on campus, communication experiences with college faculty and staff, the decision making process in determining which school to attend, the decision making process in determining a major, any assistance received from family and friends during the transition process, and similar topics related to the move from high school to college. Additionally, participants will have the opportunity to offer suggestions to improve the transition process for people with Asperger’s syndrome. Each participant may elect to remain anonymous in the final manuscript of the research results or may elect to own his or her participation through the inclusion of a screen name or legal name in the final manuscript. All other confidentiality protocols will be provided as far as the Internet allows. Participants can expect to spend approximately two hours in Internet communication over the course of three weeks.



Spencer created a recruitment post (aligned with Institutional Review Board [IRB] requirements) that allowed potential participants to clearly understand the topic of the study, participation requirements, and the fact that they could choose the level of confidentiality or anonymity.

Collecting Data

One of the benefits of asynchronous communication is the potential for thoughtful, in-depth responses (Genoe, Liechty, Marston, & Sutherland, 2016). Participants can respond at a time that is convenient to them, allowing for more thorough responses (Genoe et al., 2016; Salmons, 2015). Another benefit is that many younger populations prefer to communicate with most people asynchronously, reserving synchronous communication for their peers (Cook, Jack, Siden, Thabane, & Browne, 2014). However, if the interview process takes too much time, the participants can lose their initial enthusiasm for the project or question the researcher’s passion for the topic (Salmons, 2015). It is up to the researcher to strike a balance between allowing the participants adequate time to respond and keeping the pace of the data gathering so participants are likely to remain engaged (Salmons, 2015).

First-Round Interviews

In one study, the researcher allowed a full week for the participants to respond. Reminders were sent on day five and day seven. Each communication was designed to remind the participants of the value of the research and the need for their individual ideas. Screening questions to identify the actual participants were included in the first round of questions in hopes of limiting the need for several additional rounds of questioning (Spencer, 2013). Here are some sample reminder posts from Spencer’s (2013) study:


5-Day Reminder: Hello and thank you again for sharing your thoughts and experiences about transition planning and college. The week for returning your answers is almost over, so please send your valuable responses within the next two days. You are the expert in this situation, and your answers are sorely needed. Let your voice be heard!

7-Day Reminder: The week for returning responses for this study has passed, but I really want to learn from you. Please send your responses within the next 48 hours. If I have not received them by that time, I will presume you have decided not to participate and will not contact you again. I look forward to reading your answers, but I fully respect any decision to withdraw from the study. Whatever you decide, thank you for your time and effort and best wishes for your future success!



Second-Round Questions and Member Checking

Again, researchers need to balance the participants’ need for time to develop rich, thoughtful responses with their own need to retain participants in the project (Salmons, 2015). In a semistructured interview protocol, the researcher can customize questions to each interviewee as the interview unfolds (Salmons, 2015). These alterations are likely to occur during the second round of questioning. It is perfectly acceptable to have a different number of follow-up questions for different participants. This step in the research is also a good time to show the participants how closely the researcher is reading the information. It is an easy way to demonstrate to the participants that their contributions are valuable and interesting, thereby increasing the chances the participants will respond to further questions.

Here is a sample follow-up letter that Spencer (2013) used:


I greatly enjoyed learning from your experience. I am curious about some of your answers and want to know more. Please answer these follow-up questions within the week. I will send a reminder in five days if I have not heard from you. Thank you so much for sharing!



(Questions added here.)

All that remains is the member checking step. Allow the participants to review the findings so they can be sure their intended message was reported accurately. The same timeline of a week to respond should be adequate, but the actual times are the researcher’s decision.

Study Excerpts

The final part of this chapter contains excerpts from two phenomenological studies where asynchronous, online interviewing was used for data collection. The first study involved a stigmatized population (youth with ASD) that tends to prefer online communication (Spencer, 2013). The second study involved a population with a sensitive topic (former prisoners), so anonymity was greatly preferred (Stokes, 2014). We selected these two studies because they demonstrate the richness of the data that is possible from populations that would have been difficult to reach in traditional formats.

This section is divided into three parts: Working with an IRB, Honoring the Participants’ Language, and Exploring Themes. The first section will demonstrate the support each researcher used to convince the IRB of the merit of online, asynchronous interviewing. The second area will demonstrate an explanation for the use of the language each participant provides. The final domain will provide examples of the rich stories and experiences that online, asynchronous interviewing allows a researcher to gather.

Working with an IRB

Because online, asynchronous interviewing is a relatively new method for conducting research, the IRB may be a bit more resistant to a researcher’s proposal. However, securing approval is far from impossible. Use the literature in the chosen field of inquiry to support the need for online, asynchronous interviews. Also notice that some of the seminal research method sources are similar in both of these studies.

Study 1

“Existing sample frames were useful in recruiting participants who belong to a specific group (Salmons, 2012). When researchers must target a specific group of people who share a particular interest, value system, or viewpoint, virtual communities, another example of existing sample frames, offer ready-made populations to solicit (Wright, 2005). This method for recruiting participants also provided the opportunity to include people geographically dispersed throughout the United States (Shank, 2006). Participants were recruited from WrongPlanet.net, an online community devoted to people with ASD and people interested in ASD. The use of an online community for sampling is especially beneficial when the participants are prone to stigmatization, a common occurrence for people with Asperger’s (Butler & Gillis, 2011). Internet communication can be especially attractive for people who are prone to stigmatization in offline environments (Wright, 2005). By sampling from an online community, the researcher can offer the comfort of communicating in a familiar and desirable format. Additionally, WrongPlanet.net requires fictitious names for logging in and communicating with other members; this practice ensures a degree of anonymity that should increase the participants’ comfort level (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The online format provides the most comfortable environment for many people with Asperger’s (Jordan, 2010), so it was a logical method to garner their willing participation. One participant even offered unprompted support for the mode of data collection: ‘I don’t mind questions, its [sic] nice to have someone care about what I say, which is nice because I would have a real hard time answer [sic] things questions verbally.’ “ (pp. 88–89)

Study 2

“Participants were recruited from PrisonTalk.com, an online community devoted to supporting formerly incarcerated persons (FIPs), and people interested in forums for FIPs. The geographical areas of the participants included six states: Arizona, Illinois, Ohio, Texas, Washington, and Wisconsin.


“Asynchronous online communication is the preferred method of communication for vulnerable populations, such as those with disabilities and those who are or have been incarcerated (Bates, 2012; Brondani et al., 2011; Ison, 2009; Meho, 2006; Redlich-Amirav & Higginbottom, 2014; York & Richardson, 2012). The use of asynchronous forms of online communication will allow the researcher to use open-ended questions designed to capture in-depth descriptions of each participant’s experience and also enable the researcher to engage in multiple individual conversations at one time (Brondani et al., 2011; Turner & Reinsch, 2010). Therefore, asynchronous online communication could support and enable more in-depth responses (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Communication via online communities will minimize participants’ fears of stigmatization, victimization, and shaming, which are known characteristics of FIPs, IPs, and juvenile delinquents (Agnew, 2012; Ascani, 2012; Ison, 2009; Zembroski, 2011). The use of written electronic communication (i.e., emails, forums, and instant messaging) will alleviate the social anxieties involved with face-to-face communication, such as eye contact, shame, and guilt (Brondani et al., 2011; Hermanowicz, 2013; Ison, 2009; Redlich-Amirav & Higginbottom, 2014). These anxieties may pose difficulties in conducting a three-interview process that involves open-ended questions for FIPs (Brondani et al., 2011; Gau et al., 2009; Ison, 2009).”

(Stokes, 2014, pp. 82–83)



Honoring the Participants’ Words

Due to the similarities between the studies in this area, only one sample will suffice. This excerpt shows the clarity given in the researcher’s explanation, and the format used (a table) to present the clarity (Table 13.2).


“IPA researchers endorse the use of direct quotes (Smith et al., 2009). In keeping with this guideline, direct quotes have not been altered from their original forms. Errors in spelling, punctuation and syntax remain as they were originally presented to the researcher. Strong language was not censored unless the participant presented the language in a censored format. One participant used f***ing in his response. I did not delete any letters; he censored this response himself. Additionally, the inclusion of emoticons has been preserved, but in textual format. I changed the format only for the sake of clarity. For example, the emoticon with the rolling eyes is difficult to interpret in its static form, so I simply added rolling eyes emoticon in parentheses to fully relate the participant’s response.”

(Spencer, 2013, pp. 112–113).





Table 13.2 Amounts of Raw Data




	Participant
	Pages of Raw Data





	ianorlin
	1.5



	“George”
	3.75



	“Ariel”
	9.5



	“Andrew”
	2



	Garrett W.
	6



	“Christopher”
	4



	Robert H.
	2.25



	“Kyle”
	4.5



	chris5000
	2.75



	Kiseki94
	1.5



	“Kaitlyn”
	2



	Descartes
	5





IPA guidelines also include the criterion of quoting participants in equal amounts (Smith et al., 2009). Participants’ language was shared as evenly as possible, but there were great discrepancies in the amount of data gathered among participants. For example, “Ariel” contributed 9.5 pages of raw data, but Kiseki94 only submitted 1.5 pages of raw data. Participant quotes, therefore, were presented in relation to the amount of data provided. Readers can expect to see many more quotes from “Ariel” than they will see from Kiseki94. Table from Exploring Asperger’s syndrome, Schlossberg’s transition theory and federally mandated transition planning: Seeking improvements, by T. L. W. L. Spencer, pp. 112–113. Copyright 2013 by ProQuest.



Exploring Themes

Now that we have provided excerpts from two different online phenomenological studies, we also want to explore how themes were presented to show how rich online data can be. Remember, these two populations would struggle to participate in a more traditional format. The use of online, asynchronous interviews gave these participants the freedom to express themselves openly, without fear of face-to-face criticism. This type of social insulation allowed for more open expression from participants.

Study 1

Spencer (2013, pp. 132–140) illustrated her analysis and theme generation with copious quotes from participants. Spencer’s research question about the lived experiences of the transition from high school to college for students with ASD allowed participants to respond via asynchronous interviews, with rich, thick descriptions of their experiences. Her participants were generous with their time, and a few explicitly expressed gratitude for being heard in a format that was comfortable for them.


“College selection and application process. The college selection and application process was similar for students who received formal transition planning and the students who did not receive formal services. Though not a prominent theme, a few participants chose colleges that were small. Sometimes the smaller environment included a community college, but small universities were also selected.

“ ‘Kyle’ did not want to attend a large school or a traditional one. His first choice of college is project based and allows him some flexibility to learn and discover on his own instead of listening to lectures in crowded halls. The college has a two-part application process that includes an interview; it was the interview that kept him from starting college where he wanted. Instead, he spent his first year at his backup-plan college, an institution with ‘27k students,’ before he reapplied and gained entrance to his first-choice school, a school with a student population of 300.

“ ‘Ariel’ selected her college after a visit to the campus: ‘I knew it was the right one when I got there. It was a small college, which I needed, as I rely on one-on-one help sessions with teachers. I didn’t want to be a ‘number’.’

“Field of study factored into some participants’ decisions to attend specific schools. ‘Kyle’ selected an engineering school. ‘Ariel’s’ chosen school is one of the few state schools to offer an undergraduate degree in neuroscience. Like ‘Ariel,’ Kiseki 94 chose her college after a campus visit. After she had seen the campus’s chemistry department, she ‘knew’ she had found the right campus. Garrett W. and “George” needed schools that offered degrees in computer science.

“Descartes wanted to study anthropology, but his parents were concerned about the career outlook for his chosen field. They also wanted him to begin at a community college, an idea he rejected at first:

‘I made up my mind to attend a community college during my senior year in high school, because there were so many perks. I wouldn’t have to take the SATs, it wouldn’t be as expensive as university, and the class sizes would be smaller. To get into college, my parents and I had to undergo hellish application processes that took months to complete and was basically a pain in the ass, and I had to take the Accuplacer test. Oh, and, of course, I had to fill out that damn FAFSA. (rolling eyes emoticon) Descartes’.”

(Spencer, 2013, pp. 132–133)



Note in the above example how the participant named “Descartes” provided an emoticon to help illustrate his experience. We acknowledge that one of the difficulties of doing asynchronous interviews over the internet, without the advantage of face-to-face interactions, is that it can make analysis difficult for the researcher as we try to incorporate expressions of emotions into responses. However, consider that many forms of electronic communication now offer the opportunity for the writer to display emotions or in-the-moment facial expressions to mimic that of face-to-face behavior.


“Financial concerns also affected the decisions some of the participants made. In hopes of keeping his college expenses to a minimum, ianorlin chose a campus close to home because the ‘. . . dorms were way too expensive. ‘Other participants voiced similar concerns:

“ ‘I took the SATs and did fine but never applied to any 4 year schools because I felt I would not get in and the cost of them. I decided to attend a community college that is within walking distance so that I can save money and have guaranteed admission to a 4 year school at a later time.’ ‘George’

“ ‘I made up my mind to attend a community college during my senior year in high school, because there were so many perks. I wouldn’t have to take the SATs, it wouldn’t be as expensive as university, and the class sizes would be smaller.’ Descartes

“Finances played an indirect role in Robert H.’s decision to attend an online, private college: ‘I also had no money and could not (still cannot) work, so they took all fees out of my financial aid unlike other places that do their best to get an extra $25–500 out of a person and call it a ‘demonstration of commitment.’ In short, I knew they were not deceiving me.’

“At times, the expectations parents or teachers held for a student impeded the student’s ability to voice a preference for a field of study. In other instances, teachers and parents were supportive of the goals the participants had identified. However, when expectations were very high, the student may not have received needed assistance because teachers and parents presumed the student could manage alone.

“For chris5000, the transition planning meetings were frustrating because the educators continually tried to steer him toward jobs below his abilities. Garrett W. said his Individualized Educational Program (IEP) team (10th–12th grade) was supportive of his decision to attend a university, but other students were consistently guided toward community college. When asked what he thought about the discrepancy, he replied, ‘I will be honest, I don’t see many of them making it past the community college level. It was good advice for them, even though I personally don’t agree with it.’

“At the other end of the expectations range, ‘Kyle’ noted that his teachers ‘mostly just assumed’ he would continue to excel academically once he went to college. Garrett W.’s IEP committee in 9th grade did not believe he needed services at all. “ ‘Kyle’ was able to secure services on his own, and Garrett W.’s change of school may have been instrumental to his ability to secure post-secondary services.”

(Spencer, 2013, pp. 133–135)



In these examples, note how the author included interpretation or statements based upon additional data received, as well as extensive quotations from the participants. In the IPA method, Smith et al. (2009) recommended using an abundance of participant quotes so that researchers can be sure to document that they are adequately representing the participants’ experiences. We believe this implies a caution for the researcher using online, asynchronous interviews: continue to probe via the asynchronous interview/conversation until you receive sufficient information with which to build a portrait like Spencer did.


“ ‘Sit down and shut up.’ Every participant who experienced transition planning cited a lack of involvement in the process. ‘George’ did not participate very much in his IEP meetings. He did not like the decisions that were being made for him, and he felt his active participation would have been futile. Other participants seemed to let transition planning occur without their input:

“ ‘The teachers mostly decided what went on. I mostly agreed.’ ianorlin

“ ‘The IEP meetings that stand out to me, unfortunately, are the ones in which I was in some kind of ‘trouble,’ usually for not doing homework. I generally had very little say in the meetings. I was mostly just made to sit and listen to the teachers and parents deciding what ‘social skill’ I needed to learn next or even just rambling about the piles and piles of homework I had missing! . . . The closest I’ve come to a ‘transition plan’ was talking with my first college . . . about getting a single room so that I can control distractions and have privacy. I got that, but it was still noisy nearly 24 hours a day.’ ‘Christopher’

“ ‘Sit down and shut up.’ From 2nd through 9th grade, I wasn’t really allowed to say much during the IEP’s. This was the schools [sic] choice, though I don’t agree with it. It was also hard to argue with people who didn’t believe I had a disability and that I needed services. 10th grade onward I was given more of a voice and was allowed to give my input.’ Garrett W.

“ ‘I just sat there and listened to people talk about me. (rolling eyes emoticon) . . . I did contribute a little information about myself, but I found that there was no need to talk much, and that worked out fine for me.’ Descartes

“Chris5000 avoided IEP meetings until he turned 18, when he ‘was forced’ to attend to sign documents. He reports that his mother handled all of his IEP meetings. She also completed ‘90 percent of the paperwork’ required for his college applications. He reported that he did not want to participate in IEP meetings because he felt like people were ‘calling me retarded.’ He quit caring about school by the time he was in fourth grade because he was consistently given assignments far below his capabilities. He did not see any sense in attending IEP meetings where he would not be heard or understood. ‘I was already diagnosed before I got an IEP so I think that gave them a reason not to push me for answers as I was not very verbal at the time.’ Near the end of his interview, chris5000 added an unsolicited comment about his participation in the study, but the comment applies here as well: ‘I don’t mind questions, its [sic] nice to have someone care about what I say, which is nice because I would have a real hard time answer [sic] things questions verbally.’

“Participants who experienced formal transition planning reported very little or no training for active participation. ‘Christopher’ and chris5000 received no training at all. Descartes received some advice from a special education counselor, but he did not accept much of it, mainly because Descartes has always been one to follow his own advice instead. ‘George’ said he was told to think about what he wanted from his IEP, and Garrett W. received advice from his parents, not teachers.

“Perceived Adequacy of Transition Planning. It would be difficult for the participants who did not experience transition planning to contribute copious amounts of information about the perceived adequacy of an event outside the realm of their personal experience. However, these participants’ ideas about topics they wish they would have understood before beginning college overlapped with responses from participants who did experience transition planning. Some participants who received formal transition planning also indicated that part of their preparation for college came from sources beyond the IEP committee. As a result, input from all participants will be included in this section. The following excerpts relate to topics the participants wish they had learned about before beginning college:

“Robert H. ‘The biggest thing that should have been taught is that there is no set-in-stone method of doing things.’ Robert H.

“ ‘A better understanding of the financial aid system would be beneficial. Examining the requisites and salaries of different post college careers and jobs likely would have been helpful. I am taking computer sciences and know I enjoy it but I still sometimes wonder if there is something else for me.’ ‘George’

“ ‘Hmmmm . . . college is f***ing expensive. (smiley emoticon)’ Descartes

“ ‘ . . . it is very difficult to force myself to study as there is always the hectic process of moving, interruptions, schedules and meetings . . . What counts as a priority. I do specific things on specific days. But am I supposed to start homework, everything kind of gets put on the bottom of the stack. Am I supposed to partake in clubs? Am I supposed to go out of my way to socialize because I need the practice? And if so, what about homework?’ ‘Kyle’

“ ‘I knew what to expect at college academic-wise, but learned very little about how to make friends in the dorms. I think almost no ‘plan’ for people with autism or Asperger’s up until now has addressed social concerns or sensory problems! . . . I wish I’d been told to bring earplugs! Also, that others aren’t as sensitive to noise as I am, which would have affected how I asked people down the hall to keep it down!’ ‘Christopher’

“ ‘I learned that having roommates would be hard for me and am still scared to have them today.’ ianorlin

“ ‘Don’t let my dad fill out my roommate selection form; MMA fighters for a roommate don’t exactly work in my favor. In all due respect, my father didn’t know this would happen.’ Garrett W.

“Some participants reported satisfaction with a few facts they had learned during the transition to college, whether they learned the facts from formal transition planning or elsewhere. ‘Kaitlyn’ was very complimentary of the disabilities office on her campus, reporting they could not help her because she had insufficient documentation about her condition and its effects on her learning. Other participants shared favorite advice and experiences:

“ ‘Dual enrollment classes helped me prepare for the specific college campus I would enroll in because, by signing up for dual credit, I officially became a student of that college. I was taught how to use the college website to check my grades, receive course assignments, and read school-related e-mails. I also got a taste of what a college class would be like. I was pleasantly surprised to learn that dual credit courses were much easier for me than AP courses.’ Descartes

“ ‘Find and establish your territory. This means that you pick places that are ‘your space’ to work and think outside of your room. It greatly helps to not to have to spend your time trying to find some new place to study.’ ‘Kyle’

“Participants’ suggestions to improve transition planning. Many of the suggestions the participants offered were related to time management and scheduling, talking with instructors, and living arrangements. Many of the participants volunteered a rationale for their suggestions. These fully developed responses are shared below:

“ ‘Scheduling tends to be a huge issue since it is a lot more sporadic than high school. (I am very hesitant to try planning out a day because so many things can mess it up before you even get to eat breakfast. I want to put interruptions at the back of the line, but forcing stuff to wait their turn has cost me things like job interviews, so I really do not know what I am supposed to do anymore.) And just like high school there is always the question of ‘Why am I doing this? Where am I going to go once I am done?’ (It is a lot harder to do something if there is no visible end—even worse if there are too many.)’ ‘Kyle’

“ ‘. . . what I had trouble with was the lack of routine and too much change. I loved high school’s schedule. You had a class at all times, one right after the other. I couldn’t STAND how college classes had GAPS between them. I’d have an hour here or an hour there, and I was just so anxious and didn’t know what to DO with the time . . . I think the biggest thing a school could do to help is allow AS students preferential registration. I can’t explain how much it would have helped me to have a schedule with back-to-back classes my first semester, with no gaps!’ Ariel’

“ ‘Things I wish I had been taught are what to do when a professor says sit down in office hours and you do not want to sit . . . I would add more things on how to talk to professors and how to have offices that I do not have to contact on the phone. I would also want more help on how to deal with offices that only seem to want to act professional without them saying what professional is without defining it one huge problem. I also wish a lot more of the rules where made explicit to me because I do not get the implied ones.’ ianorlin

“ ‘Given the noise sensitivities of people with Asperger’s, living in noisy dorms without enforced quiet hours can easily hamper their performance twofold: by not getting enough sleep, and by having no quiet time to study or do homework! . . . Perhaps a designated housing unit for those with noise sensitivities . . .’ ‘Christopher’

“ ‘Not to be told that college was nothing like high school. If anything, the drama is worse, especially in the dorms . . . In addition, it would be nice if my high school actually gave us a realistic idea of how college worked . . . what to expect when arriving to class late . . .’Garrett W.

“ ‘One thing in general that I think all Aspies should be taught is HOW they are supposed to function with the strengths they have. It might be a lot less tedious than having to struggle and figure it out ourselves.’ ‘Kyle’”

(Spencer, 2013, 132–140)



Study 2

Stokes (2014) included many verbatim quotes from participants as she sought to answer research questions about juveniles’ lived experiences after incarceration. Even with the added anonymity provided by the online environment, recruiting for a study with a stigmatized population was a challenge; however, once these participants warmed to the task, the stories of their experiences flowed:


“The analysis of the interview transcriptions produced two major themes: (a) participant success may be hindered due to the lack of rehabilitative career placement programs, career workshop opportunities and readiness programs that would prepare incarcerated persons for society and the economy post-release, and (b) think twice about your actions before engaging in illegal activities. The following section consists of descriptions of each major theme and verbatim excerpts from participants.

“Major theme 1: Seven of 10 participants (Participants #2, #4, #5, #6, #7, #8 and #10) acknowledged the need for more rehabilitative career placement programs, career workshop opportunities, or readiness programs for inmates to participate in while incarcerated. The significance of rehabilitative career programs was reiterated by Participant #5, who said, ‘After you are released, it is difficult finding a job and you try to do the best you can by staying out of prison. Without the career placement or career readiness programs to participate in while incarcerated, you will end up engaging in illegal activities to make money like selling drugs like I did. That’s why I ended up back in prison again.’ Participant #10 stated, ‘I didn’t participate in any career skills programs. They didn’t have any other than resume writing and that was whack.’ All seven participants (70%) illustrated the lack of effective and in-depth rehabilitative career skills programs during incarceration.

“While on the other hand, three of the 10 participants (Participants #1, #3 and #9) appreciated the career placement and resume writing rehabilitative programs. Participant #1 stated, ‘The education and career programs were great. The teachers and staff really made you feel accepted and wanted to help you get your life in order to succeed.’ Participant #3 stated, ‘The vocational programs and career placement workforce development programs were pretty cool. They also had a resume writing class to help guide you or give you a road map for a certain career field.’ Participant #9 stated, ‘There were many programs available for me but I only chose to participate in the resume writing class. I didn’t have any problems with it.

I thought it was productive.’

“Major theme 2. Seventy percent of the participants expressed the significance of thinking twice before engaging in illegal activities (Participants #1, #2, #3, #4, #8, #9 and #10). Participants #9 and #10 best illustrated this theme. Participant #9 stated, ‘Incarceration has taught me to think twice. I would recommend people to think twice about their actions. Find something that keeps your attention for the better and stick to it. You never know who your action can effect [sic].’ Participant #10 stated, ‘Think about your actions. If you have to question whether it’s wrong, it’s probably wrong. Think about the consequences of your actions and those people your actions effect [sic].’ Participant #4 stated, ‘If you think about doing something illegal just ask yourself is your freedom being taken away worth it.’ All seven participants agreed that people should think twice before they act or react to illegal activities.

(Stokes, 2014, 114–115)

“Major themes for research question 2. Two themes emerged from the data for research question 2: (a) participants largely attributed their success to their experiences in the rehabilitation programs while incarcerated, and (b) earning a High School diploma or GED, with peers, while incarcerated helped the FIPs to pursue further or higher education post-release. Although each of the participants partook in a rehabilitative educational program, only eight of the 10 participants (80%) believed participation was a factor in reducing recidivistic behavior. Five participants (Participants #1, #2, #4, #6 and #10) received institutional education [classes taught by Juvenile Correctional Facility (JCF) instructors] during incarceration, three participants (Participants #3, #8 and #9) received education from a local school during incarceration and two participants (Participants #5 and #7) received their GED during incarceration. Participant #1 stated, ‘I think the education and career programs were very helpful. I went to college once I received my HS Diploma and I got my BA in general studies. Helping me stay in my grade level allowed me to continue my education and stay out of trouble.’

“Participant #2 also stated, ‘They allowed you to use your GED or diploma to either enter college or find an entry level job. Making sure I was on track with my high school classes so that I could get released and graduate on time was useful after release.’ Participant #4 stated, ‘I used my GED to get a construction job.’ Participant #3 stated, ‘Participating in the educational programs helped me get my diploma and not have idle time to get into trouble while incarcerated. I was able to use my diploma and get into college to make something of myself.’

“All eight participants (80%) expressed the importance of graduating on time and with their peers, and earning either their High School diploma or GED. Participant #10 stated, ‘The educational programs kept me out of trouble because I was too busy doing homework. I didn’t have time to hang with negative people.’ Conversely, two participants (Participants #5 and #7) stated the rehabilitative educational programs were not useful. Participant #5 said, ‘They were not useful after release because I am still unemployed. The program didn’t help at all.’ Participant #7 responded, ‘My diploma helped me get into Cosmetology school but other than that it didn’t help. Cosmetology was my only option for a job otherwise I would be homeless.’ “

(Stokes, 2014, 116–117)

“Major themes for research question 3. The importance of valuing freedom and time with friends and family was one theme that emerged from the data for research question 3. Finding a strong support system comprised of positive peers or family members was the second major convergent theme. Valuing freedom and quality time with friends and family was echoed by 90% of the participants. Participant #6 best illustrated this theme and stated, ‘Incarceration was an eye-opener. I was bored and just wanted to get out and see familiar faces and my family.’

“Participant #2 said, ‘Incarceration was just like being away at summer camp, but without all the freedom. But I’d rather have my freedom.’ Participant #5 stated, ‘I really just wanted to run free and hang out or turn my own light off when I was ready to it was something I looked forward to.’ Participant #9 stated, ‘I remember wanting to get out and eat McDonalds or Burger King. I remember it being this horrible place that I didn’t like staying at.’

“Participant #10 stated, ‘I just wanted to see my mother and hug her when I was incarcerated. I hated it.’ Participant #8 stated, ‘The way we were treated was negative. The environment is very animalistic and I didn’t like it at all. I just wanted to leave. Freedom tasted so sweet.’ Participant #1 stated, ‘I remember having both family support and the support of the staff. If was a great feeling to know someone cared about you and wanted you to succeed. I couldn’t wait to get to my family and show them I appreciated their support.’ Conversely, Participant #7 believed incarceration was a ‘waste of time.’ Participant #7 responded, ‘I didn’t really have any motivation to not commit crimes because juvie wasn’t strict. It was a waste of time. I honestly didn’t mind staying there for a while until I figured out a plan to survive the real world.’

“Finding a strong support system comprised of positive peers or family members was acknowledged by 80% of the participants (Participants #1, #2, #3, #4, #6, #7, #8, #9 and #10).

“Participant #1 exemplified the principle of the theme and stated, ‘if you put yourself in harms [sic] way or hang out with people that cause trouble, trouble will find you and you will end up behind bars again. Find a group of people that accept you for who you are. Positive people that will lead you in the right direction.’ “Participant #2 stated, ‘hang with the right type of people can help reduce recidivistic behavior. Hang with people that aren’t going to get you into trouble or people that want you to be better in life.’ Participant #3 stated, ‘If kids are taught right from wrong at an early age that would help reduce recidivistic behavior. If my family was supportive of me and showed me how to do things in a positive light maybe it would’ve kept me from incarceration.’

“Participant #4 stated, ‘My parents treated me like an outcast. My father was on drugs and my mother would just send me to my uncle’s house to watch me. When I was in prison no one but my uncle came to visit. He told me to not become like my father and to make a difference or break the chain. When I got out my uncle was the only person to help me. He continued to tell me he was proud of me when I got my job in construction.’ Participant #6 said, ‘I felt like a red-headed step child because I was always into some trouble. But I’m tight with my family now after I got out. I think I’m close to them now because I was able to get my head on straight because they came to visit me when I was locked up and told me I needed to do better.’ Participant #7 stated, ‘Stay out of the system, stay away from negative people, away from drugs and find a reason to want to stop committing crimes. That would definitely help you to stop committing crimes once you get out.’

“Participant #8 stated, ‘All I can say is that trouble is easy to get in and hard to get out of. Some people will never go back after the first experience, and some will make a habit out of getting reincarcerated for the rest of their life. Just make sure you follow the crowd that learned its lesson the first time.’ Participant #9 stated, ‘I just try to stay from the wrong type of people. The devil looks for idle minds and time.’ However, one participant expressed frustration with having a support system, family or friends. Participant #5, who captured the essence of such frustration, stated, ‘Having a family does not make or break you. You are your own worst enemy.’ “

(Stokes, 2014, 118–120)



Conclusion

In this chapter we highlighted the issues involved in the practice of online, synchronous and asynchronous data collection. Sometimes asynchronous data collection via online methods is necessary to accommodate and include participants from marginalized populations such as those with disabilities and those at extreme distances (which would preclude face-to-face participation). We noted the limitations and cautions of online data collection, including the lack of researcher interaction with participants’ facial communication and body language, but included ways to overcome this issue. Finally, we offered guidance and examples from a study of autism and a study of formerly incarcerated persons. Both studies included participants who wished to remain anonymous. As James (2007) noted, asynchronous interviews offer the opportunity for participants to be co-researchers and to construct their own reality and identity, while still honoring the preferences of participants regarding anonymity or reflection time.
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#spacesforknowledgeproduction

Daniel T. Barney, Lorrie Blair, and Juan Carlos Castro

Introduction

What does Instagram teach us? As art educators, we teach our students to engage with a variety of discourses and we encourage them to seek out others interested in topics they find valuable. Social media can help our students in their inquiry and can be one way in which they might participate in special discourses or communities of practice. Instagram is currently one of the most widely used social networking platforms in the world, but it has not been utilized as extensively as a data source by researchers in comparison to Facebook or Twitter. Instagram data have been used in socio-geographical studies (Baksi, 2015; Boy & Uitermark, 2016; Domínguez, Redondo, Vilas, & Khalifa, 2017; Honig & MacDowall, 2017), in online behavior prediction scholarship (Brookbank, 2015; Kaufer, 2015; Park, Ciampaglia, & Ferrara, 2016; Reece & Danforth, 2016), as an interpersonal meaning-making venue (Alper, 2014; Carah & Shaul, 2016; Moreno, Ton, Selkie, & Evans, 2016; Mosely, Abreu, Ruderman, & Crowell, 2016; Ridgway & Clayton, 2016; Yi-Frazier et al., 2015; Zappavigna, 2016), and even as a large-scale data source to study patterns and trends related to illicit drug use (Zhou, Sani, & Luo, 2016). It has also been used for social activism (Laurent, 2015; Li, 2017; Ming, 2014), as a new artistic form (Stacke, 2016), and, less often, as a pedagogical tool (Bell, 2013; Salomon, 2013).

We are interested in Instagram as “a participatory sensing system” as noted by Silva, Vaz de Melo, Almeida, Salles, and Loureiro (2013, p. 42), but in this chapter, we focus on the creative learning within such a system for specific individuals. As authors, we acknowledge the data-mining potential of Instagram as an enormous data stream for quantitative research studies, but it also functions as a particular space to inquire for data contributors. Indeed, Instagram as a participatory sensing system produces a vast amount of data and is currently the most popular photo-sharing application in the world, with 200 million daily active users and 700 million monthly users as of April 2017. Instead of mining the data produced by all these Instagram users, we focus this chapter on some of the pedagogical possibilities of the platform and how we, as artists and educators, engage in creative inquiry.

Confessions of a “Like” Addict: What Members of an Online Social Media Site Teach About Photography (Lorrie Blair)

Conversations with art teachers enrolled in my graduate studio course planted the seeds of this study. Collectively, we shared stories about how we had entered our profession with a passion for making art and for sharing that passion with others. We soon discovered that teaching and other responsibilities took over our lives, leaving us with little time to make art. Over time, our identity shifted from artists to teachers. We knew too well the phrase, “Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach.” As a group, we made a commitment to make art as a daily practice and we each devised a plan to accomplish this task for the semester. We agreed that it was not sufficient to work privately in sketchbooks, but that our art must be made visible to a public.

I committed to take daily photographs and to post them on the Internet (Figure 14.1). A colleague suggested Instagram as a suitable photo-sharing platform. It met my requirement of a public space as it boasts more than 150 million active users who upload an average of 55 million photos per day (Hu, Manikonda, & Kambhampati, 2014). I became a member and began taking and posting photographs. After a month of regular posting, I noticed changes to my photographic practices. These changes prompted me to ask, “How does participating in an online photo-sharing community influence my photography practice?”
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Figure 14.1 Screenshot of Lorrie’s Instagram feed.



Methodology

To answer my question and explore Instagram’s implicit pedagogy, I employed research-from-creation methodology. Chapman and Sawchuk (2011) describe this methodology as an iterative process of going back and forth between creation and reflection, or knowledge development. For this study, creating in the form of taking, editing, and sharing photographs is used to generate information about my photographic choices. Chapman and Sawchuk suggest that this methodology may involve the participation of individuals who act as an audience and provide feedback. Instagram followers were my audience and their likes and comments provided me with valuable feedback. After each post, I monitored the number of likes and comments the photograph generated. Additionally, I kept a weekly journal in which I reflected on what specific characteristics were liked, which photographs were ignored, and which photographs were shared or featured. I made note of my followers’ photographs that I enjoyed and styles wanted to emulate.

During a two-year period, I took and uploaded over 450 photographs and amassed over one thousand followers. I learned how to “follow” others, to “like,” and to use hashtags to advertise my photographs. Through my participation, I learned about “hubs,” “mods,” and “features.” Hubs are sites that feature photographs from a variety of people and are dedicated to a specific kind of photograph (Clif, 2016). For example, Lonelytreelove features photographs of single trees. Each hub relies on mods, or moderators, to scan the photographs posted with their hashtag and select a daily feature. The feature is then reposted to all the followers of the hub. Hub followers may be in the tens of thousands, and one daily feature can garner thousands of likes.

Interpreting Visual Materials

After two years, I examined the body of images I had posted. To help make sense of the hundreds of photographs, I employed Rose’s (2012) rubric for coding and interpreting visual materials. Rose introduces three sites for consideration: site of production (how, why, and for whom the images were made), site of the image (its visual content), and site where it is seen (audiencing). Further, each site has three modalities: technological, compositional, and social. I selected my most-liked and least-liked photographs and coded them according to Rose’s rubric.

Serious Leisure as a Site of Production

The site of production of photographs and of my involvement with Instagram can be characterized as serious leisure. Defined by Stebbins (2007), serious leisure is the “systematic pursuit of amateur, hobby, or volunteer activity that is substantial, rewarding, and results in a sense of accomplishment” (p. 3). My practice fits comfortably in Stebbins’s definition of “amateur” in that I expect little or no income from it. However, Cruz and Meyer (2012) posit that mobile phone photography blurred the distinction between professionals and amateurs in that mobile phones allow for “the total control of the image production [that] has been primarily reserved for professionals or highly skilled and devoted amateurs” (p. 217). Additionally, they point out that their ease of use and ubiquity permitted different social actors, including software companies and social networks, to give it social meaning.

Site of Image

Rose’s notions of site of image correspond to Barrett’s (1990) category of internal sources for information, or describing the medium. Codes for the site of the image included visual effects, filters, apps, color saturation, cropping, subverting the imposed square, and subject matter. I carefully compose and edit my photographs. In this manner, my work contrasts with the majority of images that Hu et al. (2014) found in their study of Instagram photo content. Unlike their findings, I did not post “selfies,” food, pets, captioned photographs, or fashion. A majority of my photographs are of landscapes, flowers, trees, and images that might be considered travel postcards. The most-liked images were of my trip to France and of colorful sunsets. Barrett (1990) refers to this kind of photograph as “aesthetically evaluative.” He explains, “Photographs in this category point out what their photographers consider to be worthy of aesthetic observation. They are usually about the wonder of visual form in all its variety and how it can be rendered photographically” (p. 64). He notes these “art photographs” are usually of “beautiful things photographed in beautiful ways” (p. 64). It is interesting to note, however, my black-and-white photographs of flowers, which were inspired by photographers such as Imogen Cunningham and Robert Mapplethorpe, received less praise than the colorful sunsets. But the least-liked images were those in which I experimented with subject matter: images of carousels, store windows, and street art received few likes and no comments.

Instagram initially imposed a square format for photographs, perhaps to suggest earlier instant photographs, especially the Polaroid. However, this constraint vexed many landscape photographers and forced me to crop my photographs too tightly. By viewing landscapes posted by other photographers, I noticed some were able to keep the traditional 35mm rectangle. I asked a follower for advice and he directed me to a free application that allowed me to circumvent the imposed square. While the format made little difference in how well my photographs were received, circumventing this constraint allowed for more control over my images. Instagram now allows for a multiple of formats.

Instagram as Site of Audiencing

Although Murray (2008) studied Flickr, another photo-sharing site, her comment on the social aspects of these platforms is apt here: “The comment function, which enables any number of members to comment on a photo, . . . is certainly an important aspect of developing community bonds, but more importantly perhaps of building a shared aesthetic and negotiating the limits of judgment” (p. 158). Among my followers, it is uncommon to see negative comments. They simply withhold likes and comments in the ethos of, “If you can’t say something nice . . .” More often, people comment with single words, such as “beautiful” and “wonderful” or leave emojis of hearts, flowers, happy faces, and a thumbs-up. Reciprocity (netiquette) means that one returns a like by visiting and liking a photograph in the friend’s gallery. Comments are always addressed with a thank-you note.

What Did I Learn?

I learned that as a community, Instagram is conservative. People follow because they like a particular kind of photography and most do not stray from that genre. Followers who like landscapes seldom like portraits. Risks, such as photographs that ventured from the norm, are not rewards with likes. I noted in my journal that this silent treatment caused me to self-censor: before posting a photograph, I would ask myself if I thought my followers would like it. When viewing the images, and as reflected in my journal, I noticed that I used increasingly saturated colors, and that my images were mediated through filters that muted and made them look painterly. Comments reflected this, and I took, “This looks like a painting” to be a compliment. I began to understand and employ communal aesthetics, noting the apps and visual effects used by others to garner features.

Despite the desire to self-censor, I found that I was motivated to keep taking and posting photographs daily. I liked being liked. I also liked being part of a community. Reminiscent of pen pals in the old days, I enjoy seeing what others are posting, and I like commenting on them and receiving comments from strangers who now call each other friends. I see images of spring in Australia when I am posting autumn leaves. My community is an international one, and I am surprised to see images of daily life in places such as Iran. Many photographs are of the mundane (Murray, 2008), images we seldom see on the TV news, which tends to highlight only the tragic. Many photographs are of people around the world holding grandchildren, celebrating birthdays, and going for evening walks.

Through my involvement with Instagram, I learned an important lesson as an art teacher: there is a fine line between motivation and manipulation. I learned how much my students want to know I like their artwork, but also of the downside in that praise can lead them to make art that pleases me or that receives a high grade. This praise can come at the expense of their expression. It can also come at the expense of their experimentation and risk taking, without which art becomes stagnant and predictable.

Instagram as a Community of Practice: Obsessing over Sourdough Bread (Daniel T. Barney)

Engaging a Community of Practice on Instagram as a Social Context for Learning

Although many artists and galleries have highly curated Instagram accounts, I do not. As an art educator, I am passionate about learning in general, but more specifically, I love learning about artistic practices like drawing, painting, sculpture, and even performative and socially engaged artistic practices. Also, like many artists, I have taken art courses and workshops as a student and continue to participate in technical workshops even after my university degrees. I visit countless exhibitions and publications on artistic themes. I talk to people about art, and through these engagements I have met groups of people with knowledge and experience regarding many forms of art. I listen to what they think they know and I ask questions about artistic concepts and practices to challenge and extend my own ideas. I have worked as a studio assistant and I have maintained my own studio, where I created work for a variety of exhibitions. This method of learning, which includes but is not limited to institutional educational programming, does not solely function as a means to acquire knowledge as a thing, but is activated through participation in these special communities of practice.

My experience learning about sourdough bread was different. When I first started using Instagram in 2012 at the request of some friends and past students, I was not at all certain how I would use the platform. I wondered why any of my friends would want to see my random snapshots. I had no intentions, nor did I have an understanding of the possibility, of using Instagram as a site of participatory learning. I have always been interested in domestic crafts and skills, but unlike my artistic training, I have no formal or professional educational experience in sewing, spinning, knitting, crochet, baking, or gardening. I believe formal and/or professional experiences would certainly not hurt my development in these interests, but I simply have not participated in these discourses or actions. Like many, I pick a subject that interests me and I obsess about the topic in as much depth as my resources allow. For over a decade, I have been trying to make really good sourdough bread. I have read dozens of books and articles, watched numerous online videos, and participated (lurked and asked questions) on various online forums concerning artisan sourdough approaches and methods. I have made hundreds of loaves (boules and batards) over the years, often producing a dozen or more a week. However, even in these quantities, I do not possess the skills of a professional artisan baker who might make as many loaves in a single day as I do in several months.

Ingredients Matter, But So Do the Conditions in Which Things Interact

As an art educator, I often ask my students to inquire around a topic for an extended period of time, which may be a week, a semester, or even several years. I think there is value in sustained learning, starting with an area of interest that leads to critical interdisciplinary connections that neither my students, nor I, can foresee in advance of that inquiry (Haraway, 2016). I am still not certain how my sourdough obsession connects with my artistic practice, but it has provided me with endless thoughts about learning and teaching. For one, I am still amazed how three simple ingredients (the same I used as paste in primary school), when cared for in specific conditions, can transform so beautifully.

My very first post on Instagram was an image of one of my first attempts at artisan bread using an enameled cast-iron pot, which I learned is one way to recreate the effects of a steam-injection oven in the home. As I noted previously, I did not really understand the potential of Instagram. I did not curate my posts around a theme as some Instagram users do. I did not have a sense of purpose for the platform. I know I did not want to use it for commercial self-promotion or branding (Carah & Shaul, 2015; Zappavigna, 2016). I still don’t use it as such as my account is quite informal, but as of now, my account is primarily devoted to learning and sharing about bread making over any other subject. My account developed as I started to receive specific feedback about my posts concerning bread that I was not getting in other ways (Figure 14.2). As I began to post more and more of my bread-making experiments, tagging them with #sourdough, #levain, #realbread, and #artisanbread, among others, I started to get followers who were also interested in this particular style of baking. Some of their Instagram accounts were full of images of not only sourdough bread but also tools, with descriptions and demonstrations of technical processes. I began to seek out others who posted regularly about artisan bread.
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Figure 14.2 A screenshot of one of Daniel’s bread experiments following the formula and methods of one of the bakers he follows on Instagram.



Making bread is not necessarily a complicated endeavor, but the methods employed can have a great impact on the quality of the final product. Compared to many, I do not post frequently on Instagram. To date, in five years, I have posted fewer than 200 images and approximately 66% are baking-related. My bread started tasting different after only a few months of altering my approaches, moving from using an electric mixer to mixing ingredients by hand, improving my proofing schedules as I learned how to interpret the dough, and testing out various mixing and shaping techniques. Most of the sourdough formulas used by the bakers on Instagram (both home bakers and professional bakers) use very few ingredients such as flour, water, and salt. Levain, a natural wild-yeast culture, is also used, but it too is made from only flour and water; the natural yeasts are encouraged to develop through a particular feeding schedule and climate limitation. I keep my levain on my kitchen counter. I feed it water and flour daily. I can alter the taste of the levain over time as I change the ratio of flour to water, the type of flour I use to feed the culture, or the temperature of my kitchen. I can also shift flavor profiles of my final loaves by altering how long I go between feedings. I learned that time and temperatures are as important as any ingredient in artisan bread making. I do not strive to attain perfect consistency with my bread as a commercial baker would, and my experiments are not scientific or precisely systematic, but I am obsessed with great-tasting sourdough bread.

Before my Instagram journey started, I had seen, smelled, touched, heard, and tasted exquisite wild-yeast sourdough bread, but only on rare occasion. I shared my own bread library and reading list with my Instagram bread community and many shared theirs with me. Instagram has not been the primary source for my bread-making knowledge. I make a lot of bread. I try new formulas, tools, and methods regularly, based on the posts I see from these users. When I travel, I try the bread from the bakers who post on Instagram or the bakers discussed by other Instagram users. I may have not known how Instagram could become an image-based learning system for me as a home baker, but it has connected me to a community of practice that would have been difficult to build otherwise. Instagram has connected me to a community of practice beyond my own kitchen.

Like, Me (John Lyman Ballif)

I am not currently an official art major but I signed up for Dr. Barney’s Theory, Methods, and Practices course as an undergraduate based on a recommendation from a friend. I have always been interested in art but find that I am more concerned with conceptual work than with representational rendering. When Dr. Barney challenged us to investigate our own lived experience as an art form that reciprocally transforms the way we live our lives, I immediately thought about how I curate or represent my own identity on social media for a particular audience. For my project, I first hired a personal assistant I found online to get to know me through my Instagram and Twitter accounts. She lives in South Korea but was born in Pakistan. Her mother taught her English from birth. She dreams of attending a university in New Hampshire someday. To fund this dream, she works for below-market price doing miscellaneous tasks online for people like and unlike me. I wondered about the type of life experiences we curate online for our circle of friends and family. If I could present a polished version of myself, could someone else do so as well?
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Figure 14.3 Screenshots of two posts created by John’s “Personal Assistant.”



For the project I gave my online assistant access to my online photo albums and relinquished access to my Instagram and Twitter accounts. I gave her two directives: post frequently, and post what you think I would say. Curiously, her posts provoked significantly more comments and controversy, and the most social acceptance. And, ultimately, no one knew a virtual stranger was posing as me (Figure 14.3). She not only presented a polished version of myself that was more interesting to my audience of followers, but she was better at it than I was.

Making Images Public (Juan Carlos Castro)

Untitled: 2011–2015, is a series of five large square images drawn from my Instagram feed @juancarloscastro. Each square comprises 100 smaller images taken over the course of a calendar year and organized in a chronological grid, 10 × 10, read left to right and top to bottom (Figures 14.4 through 14.8). When I started organizing writing about the images, I conceptualized the photographs as responses to incongruous moments in my day-to-day experiences. Incongruous means that which is not in harmony or keeping with the surroundings or other aspects of something. Incongruity forces me to pause and to break the habitual motions and routines that compose my life.
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Figure 14.4 Untitled, 2011.



As I work in educational research, I do not get to make much art these days in the traditional sense of painting, drawing, and sculpture. I find myself using my camera phone to demarcate moments in my travels through spaces that are incongruous. The qualities of these encounters are a function of human consciousness. Human consciousness operates as a surveyor of patterns. To get through the busyness of our lives, we ignore much of what our senses are perceiving. Anyone who has gone on a walk with a small child will tell you about the differences in consciousness that adults have developed. Young children will stop you and point out things that our adult consciousness has filtered out to expedite our transit. Everything that a young child sees is new and fascinating. Only through schooling do children “learn how to pay attention” and develop a culturally constructed consciousness that filters out most of the rich sensorium around us. Without such filtering, we wouldn’t be able to keep up with our over-scheduled lives, but in doing so, we miss out on so much that goes on around us.
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Figure 14.5 Untitled, 2012.



Why are incongruous movements so inspiring to me as an art educator? It is because it is how I work: I attend to the disruptions of the habitual patterns of everyday life because this is what learning means to me. This way of making images not only is enriching and makes for good photographs, but it is also something that distinguishes learning through the arts over every other discipline. By attending to the fleeting movements in which relationships between objects, people, time, and space connect in new ways, we learn new ways of knowing about ourselves and the world around us. I have thought about photography in this way for a long time, but what does it mean now to share these incongruous moments through an online social platform such as Instagram?

Making Images and Things Public

Making things public has always been a concern of my work as an artist and researcher, though it has not always been readily apparent to me, especially my work with and through social media. My career in educational research began in the fine arts. Twenty years ago I was a beginning photographer learning how to craft well-made images of pastoral landscapes. This desire to render the natural world can be traced back to my work as a child, where I would make drawing after drawing of trees and landscapes. Photography naturally became a tool where I could render the nuances and details of my environment. Artists such as Ansel Adams, Minor White, and Imogen Cunningham were my inspiration in my attempt to celebrate wild flora and fauna. I was in search of a platonic ideal, representations of eternal beauty.

As my artistic practice matured, I began to discover that my landscape of woods, farms, and wetlands was becoming transformed into prefabricated tract houses, parking lots, and strip malls. Suburban sprawl became so pervasive in my everyday experiences that it became almost impossible to ignore. I turned my camera on this problem. My work became more and more socially concerned as I deployed the tools of fine art photography toward my changing environment. As I exhibited my photography, I began making contact with environmental activists who saw my work as an opportunity to illustrate and communicate their ideas. In the mid-1990s I collaborated with the Maryland Department of Natural Resources and the Maryland Public Interest Research Group to advocate for “Smart Growth” legislation. I was invited to speak with lawmakers and exhibit my images in Annapolis, the state capital.

The experience had a profound effect on my tacit understandings of the role of photography in public life. Instead of images acting as only a source of aesthetic pleasure, they could also effect change. Understanding the role of images in changing perspectives and inspiring action shaped my early pedagogical notions of teaching and learning. I taught photography in a public high school at the turn of the 21st century. I learned early on as a teacher that my particular way of creating social change could not be imposed on my students, as often they did not care about the things I did. Instead, what I learned was how to create the conditions for my students to articulate their concerns and use images to share those concerns with others. It was, as I came to discover much later, a form of critical pedagogy in the spirit of Latour’s (2004a) argument about the power of critique.

For Latour, critique was not a tool to reveal how the naive individual has been seduced by cultural forces; rather, it was a space for participation and articulation of matters of concern. The flow of objects, images in the case of my classroom, represented flows of knowledge. One of my goals was to encourage my students to share their work and put their work on the classroom walls. In essence, what I was after was a proto-social media space where students had the ability to post and view each other’s images. In moving toward an object-oriented democracy, or making things public, as Latour (2004a) proposed, images went from being subtle actants to pedagogical actants—simply put, students learned from looking at each other’s images.

Brent and Marjorie Wilson (1977) proposed this idea 40 years ago, and it is now more pronounced given the rise of social media—a platform in which individuals can share images with their peer network. Learning by looking at one’s peers’ artwork is now amplified and nearly ubiquitous (Castro, 2012). Currently, we (researchers at Concordia) are researching the use of mobile and social media in and outside of school art rooms. So far, we have found that when teens are connected through mobile media networks and have autonomy over what, where, and how they produce and publish images for each other to view, they are more connected to school (Castro, Pariser, & Lalonde, 2016), they want to learn how to make well-made images to assert their views in public (Pariser, Castro, & Lalonde, 2016), and they create images of objects that they assemble to form and communicate notions of their identities (Lalonde, Castro, & Pariser, 2016).
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Figure 14.6 Untitled, 2013.



The act of making things public is more about acknowledging the assembly of relationships around objects and the qualities of agencies they possess (Latour, 2004b) than about putting objects on display. Yes, objects need to be put out there in the world to be seen, but the publics, the spaces of participation that create the relationship between actors, have profound implications for learning. In our research, we are confirming the Wilsons’ and earlier social media research (Castro, 2015) that teens and young adults learn through looking at each other’s work. The qualities of social media create a new form of public, which danah boyd (2014) terms “networked publics.” Networked publics are online spaces that allow participants to upload content and view the content posted by peers. These spaces also allow peers to interact, without an intermediary. Teens and young adults ascribe their learning to seeing what their peers are doing creatively and conversing about their art, anytime and anywhere through social media.

In Between Two Worlds

My life as an artist has always been about how I see the world. Ways in which images can impact thinking and action are what came after I responded to my encounters with the world with my camera. Sharing images was primarily done via gallery exhibitions and professional portfolio websites. Now, as an educator and researcher, I understand the dynamics and relationships created by images and their circulation through networked publics. For me, it was always a tacit understanding made more pronounced through the series Untitled: 2011–2015.
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Figure 14.7 Untitled, 2014.



I know images teach. I teach through my images. My individual posts to Instagram are as much about how I see the world as about putting images into networked publics. The images I post to Instagram are a form of sharing knowledge. The act of uploading and sharing images may not be as refined and robust as peer-reviewed research, but it is knowledge about the world through my experience and interpretation of it. The images in Untitled: 2011–2015 are small moments and insights to incongruities that disrupted my habitual patterns of everyday life. I never saw my work in the same ways I saw my research with teens and young adults until I aggregated images posted over five years and shared them with others. Hearing people talk about the works reminds me of the kinds of experiences I had when making the images. While social media creates networked publics in which many people can view images asynchronously and ubiquitously, it also displaces the synchronous in-person conversations occasioned through encounters with physical works. Not being able to converse and learn from what others see in my work kept the two practices of being an artist and educator/researcher parallel. It is in Untitled: 2011–2015, and the research with young people and social media, that the two practices intersect.



[image: image]

Figure 14.8 Untitled, 2015.



Conclusion

The social contexts in which one learns have been a primary focus of the scholarly work of Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991) as they present a notion of situated learning and communities of practice that counter the idea that learning is solely about the acquisition of a body of knowledge. Wenger’s theory of learning (1998) argues that we construct who we are and what we know by participating in contextualized social practices. Such ideas may not be so radical for contemporary educators, but there are still those who imagine curriculum as a systematic vehicle for knowledge dissemination instead of an opportunity to facilitate connections to communities of practice. Our participation in and study of Instagram certainly were not the sole methods for our understanding about sourdough, flowers, identity performance, and everyday life, but they were very accessible ways to connect with a community of practitioners of varying degrees of expertise and ways of knowing.

One thing is for certain: some new way of sharing and building knowledge will replace Instagram. It is the space and time for building relationships and connecting knowledge that our work is about. From the atelier to the public square to Snapchat or the online forum, humans are drawn to connect, whether it is for purposes of social connection or furthering one’s knowledge exploration. As artists and educators we are currently exploring some of the potentials in playing with Instagram as an education space and as an artistic form. All spaces for knowledge production, however, should be scrutinized and challenged for their affordances and limitations. For us, this scrutiny is just beginning as we investigate Instagram as a social practice, pedagogical platform, reconceptualized exhibition venue, and artistic medium. We encourage other artists, educators, and researchers to test and challenge the boundaries of intended use of Instagram and other platforms that will emerge after its eventual death.
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Public Scholarship Goes Online: Email as Method

Adrienne Trier-Bieniek

Introduction

On March 5, 2016, Raymond Tomlinson, a miniature sheep farmer from Lincoln, Massachusetts, passed away from a heart attack at age 74. As his death was announced, tech circles around the world mourned, and condolences were shared by the internet giant Google. In 1971, while he was an employee at the development company Bolt, Beranek, and Newman, Ray Tomlinson created and sent the first email, a task punctuated by his inclusion of the @ symbol in the email “address.” Until the advent of email, there was real concern that the @ symbol was a dying piece of grammar (Ohlheiser, 2016). Most grammatical circles deemed it an unnecessary aspect for 20th-century life and a waste of keyboard space. Then, much like Alexander Graham Bell’s first telephone words, “Mr. Watson, come here. I want to see you,” Tomlinson’s creation of email changed communication, and the use of the @ symbol, forever.

While Hewson, Vogel, and Lauren (2016) note that the advent of the internet can be traced back to NASA in 1969, most people did not have consistent online access until the mid-1990s. Even then, it took over a decade for the internet to become a staple of home, work, and educational life. Our lives online have evolved to include streaming, smartphones, online gaming, and video sharing, to name a few. While these have brought convenience and a lot of fun, they have also added to the challenge of legitimizing the internet as a research site. Perhaps this is because the internet has often been considered a youth-driven piece of pop culture rather than a legitimate research space.

Coincidentally, similar dismissive arguments have been made about public scholarship. In the introduction to her book On Intellectual Activism, Patricia Hill Collins writes that there are two acceptable identities for scholars. The first is the stereotypical ivory tower, the place where they can look down at the rest of the “regular folk,” comfortable with their isolated points of view. The second is the scholar engaged in political or activist-centered work. Such scholars are out in the “real world” but also may be turning up their nose at the thought of those submitting to research journals and engaging only with peers. She writes:


This basic binary worldview obscures the complexities of engaging in intellectual activism in both social locations as well as the connections between them. Seeing only two choices limits our choices. Rather, because ideas and politics are everywhere, the potential for intellectual activism is also possible everywhere.

(2013, p. xii)



In other words, engaging in both worlds and finding commonalities will allow scholars to build rich areas of study. The same goes for accepting technology: researchers who engage in this field are attempting to have a foot in both agendas, one that fulfills the traditional research route and another that embraces the changes that will make our work stronger.

This predicament gets even more complex when we consider the growing intimacy between ourselves and our technology. With the possible exception of social networking, our relationship with email is one of the most intimate activities in which we participate online. While social networking continues to grow in relevance for people’s daily needs, email is leading the charge in terms of everyday use in the workplace, in schools, and for general communication. Everything about our email is personalized, from the signature selected to the names used as our identification. This is true whether we are in a professional environment, where our email address is selected for us and generally uses our first and last names, or through a common host website like Gmail, AOL, or Yahoo, which are set up so we can select our own screen names. For many, email is how we keep in touch with family and friends or what we use to do business. It is now normal, and required, that our email address be supplied when setting up smartphones, thus making us instantly connected and identified by our screen name, internet provider address, GPS tracking, and our contact shares. Even if we don’t realize it, email has infiltrated all of our intimate moments. Most of us plug our smartphones in by our bed at night and will be awakened by email notifications if we forget to put the phone to “sleep.” In fact, in 2015, the Bank of America (BOA) conducted a consumer report and found that 71% of smartphone owners sleep with the phone next to them, either on a nightstand or in the bed. BOA also discovered that one quarter of Americans have fallen asleep with their smartphone in their hand (Braun Research, 2015).

Intimacy with technology has become a cornerstone of 21st-century life, and email is just one component of the changing nature of intimate communication. Text messages and the use of apps for conversations have made virtual communication practically our primary form of communicating. We don’t need to look far to find stories about the “latest and greatest” apps in online magazines, or discussions on morning talk shows of which apps will make our lives easier. Many institutions are replacing electronic messaging, paging, and even email communication in favor of text messages.

Yet, even with its flaws, communicating via email or text message has become as normal for most as any other staple of daily life. Additionally, for public scholars, emails, text messages, and apps are already public by their very nature. Users must declare their personal information, which can be easily replicated for public use, and ask that users be clear and jargon-free in their conversations (although there is an anthropological or linguistic argument to be made for the rise of emoji-based communication as a sort of secret language).

In this chapter, using Erving Goffman’s discussion of impression management and by detailing how email has been used in qualitative research, I will demonstrate ways that email and text messages can serve as usable data for the public scholar. By beginning with an outline of impression management, a symbolic interactionist approach, I will describe how email is an exercise in power dynamics for the qualitative researcher. Then, by looking at the major components of public scholarship, I juxtapose Goffman’s theory of impression management with the tenets of public scholarship to address ways that email as a method can be as much about the act of research as it is an exercise in acknowledging the power structures that form between researcher and participant. Logistical tactics for using email and/or text messages as an online method will be considered. A substantial portion of the chapter is dedicated to the debates surrounding gathering consent online, and practical guidance will be presented. By default, I will use the example of email interviews throughout this chapter. I’ve elected this route as it gives a good example of the method and, of late, is the most cited among scholars. However, I’ve also tried to include text messaging and the use of apps when possible.

While the goal of this chapter is to provide a road map of sorts for using each of these pieces of technology in qualitative research, another significant goal is to discuss the ways that public scholarship and digital communication go hand in hand. This is because public scholarship asks that scholars adopt the language of the audience we are speaking to. Email, texting, and apps have all become our new standard forms of communication.

Impression Management and Online Communication

Qualitative researchers are no strangers to epistemological questions like “What is knowledge?”, “Who has the knowledge?”, and “Whose knowledge are we privileging?” In qualitative research we are always attempting to find themes in people’s stories. This means resigning ourselves to other people’s knowledge in an attempt to understand what they know to be true. Additionally, the ways in which individuals conceptualize reality factor into their ways of knowing. Berger and Luckmann (1966) explore this relationship between knowledge and society: “It follows that specific agglomerations of ‘reality’ and ‘knowledge’ pertain to specific social contexts, and that these relationships will have to be included in an adequate sociological analysis of these contexts” (p. 3). To put it another way, knowledge and reality are married in social life. Therefore, to understand how we communicate in daily life is to also consider the impact of reality and knowledge.

It is increasingly difficult to exist in everyday life without communicating with others. However, our interactions often depend on who we want to be perceived as. Every day we all play different roles. For example, when a student is with her professor her behavior will (hopefully) be more professional than when she is talking with her friends. The way we interact and speak to children is different than the ways we talk with adults. Our behavior at work is modified so that we fit the environment of an office or professional setting. The ways we behave when engaging in activities we enjoy, with people whose company we appreciate, would be different if we were being forced into an activity we do not like. All of these behaviors make up our social self.

In Erving Goffman’s seminal work The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, he attempted to pull apart and investigate what makes up our social self. “The dramaturgical model posits that human interaction is filtered through a series of social scripts that prescribe situation-based acceptable forms of behavior” (Avdeeff, 2016, p. 114). By taking our everyday life and putting it under a microscope, Goffman found that human interaction is as rooted in our socialization as it is our interactions: “I have said that when an individual appears before others his actions will influence the definition of the situation which they come to have” (Goffman, 1959, p. 6). To put it another way, our behavior not only affects our own actions but also influences the interaction we have with others.

Goffman (1959) defines an interaction as “[a]ll the interaction which occurs throughout any one occasion when a given set of individuals are in one another’s continuous presence” (p. 15). In contrast, he defines a performance as “[a]ll the activity of a given participant on a given occasion which serves to influence in any way any of the other participants” (p. 15). Interaction and performance become central to understanding the layers of electronic communication as a qualitative research method. In many ways interaction and performance combine to form a means of marketing ourselves. As Avdeeff (2016) writes, “In the online realm it goes beyond the presentation of social scripts, towards a complicated balance between self-branding and a desire to sell a product” (p. 114). The product we are selling, our identity, becomes the performance, and the means by which we present it is the interaction.

Particularly because email (as is common with most online qualitative research) is done with some level of autonomy, meaning that we are not meeting with people face to face, it is important to consider how our own performance as “the researcher” will be met by the people we wish to study. As well, the people we study will arrive with their own performance set in place. Goffman (1959) talks about the need we have to trust the person with whom we are being presented: “When an individual plays a part he implicitly requests his observers to take seriously the impression that is fostered before them” (p. 17). One way to do this is to believe the identity the other person has constructed for us. This is key to impression management and can be extended to email/digital communication as public scholarship.

Electronic communication is a public performance. While Goffman most likely wasn’t thinking about the internet or email when he wrote about the performances we do in everyday life, he was unpacking the impact these performances have on the people around us. As he says, “The audience can see a great saving of time and emotional energy in the right to treat the performer at occupational face value, as if the performer were all and only what his uniform claimed him to be” (1959, p. 49). He goes on to note, “It has been suggested that the performer can rely upon his audience to accept minor cues as a sign of something important about his performance” (p. 51). In many ways, unpacking these “minor cues” is essentially the modern relationship between audience and the performer in the age of electronic communication, digital culture, and social media.

On the other hand, taking a performer or audience member at face value might mean acknowledging our own internalized ideas of what a participant might act like or should look like, thus adding another layer to research in digital culture. For example, as Bjerke (2009) writes concerning his study of participants in online Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) programs:


I find that I can accept people on their merits online. I have sometimes thought of what it might be life if I was to meet some of the people whom I really respect, to discover they are four-foot-tall, heavily obese, covered in tattoos, alcoholic—only at that point in time to come face to face with my own inner judgements. (p. 93)



Impression management is something to consider not only on the surface, but also when a participant’s identity is not clear.

Finally, Goffman calls public performance the “Front.” As he says, “Front, then, is the expressive equipment of a standard kind intentionally or unwittingly employed by the individual during his performance” (p. 22). As researchers, we take on a Front role with our participants, and our participants reciprocate, sometimes even before we have a chance to consider the various ways we change our behavior depending on our social situation. Goffman says that Front is both a first reaction and a choice:


When an actor takes on an established social role, usually he finds that a particular front has already been established for it. Whether his acquisition of the role was primarily motivated by a desire to perform the given take or by a desire to maintain the corresponding front, the actor will find that he must do both. (p. 27)



When we begin to interact with people we are studying, often depending on their personality, it is difficult not to preconceptualize their Front or to change our Front to fit the situation.

For example, while Fritz and Vandermause (2017) conducted their email interviews, they found themselves changing their written tone depending on the participant. In doing so, they found that their communication improved. In other words, they adjusted their Front. This is important to consider when thinking about structuring interview questions and the responses participants provide.

Another example comes from email interviews that a colleague and I conducted in 2016. While we were gathering participants for a study focused on college and university women’s centers, we received a note from one participant who was seemingly interested in doing email interviews. However, after completing the consent process and receiving the questions, something changed. The questionnaire we received back was hastily written and included a note letting us know that she would rather not do an email interview. To put it in Goffman’s terms, her Front seemed to change after she realized what an email interview consisted of. Whether she was motived by “the desire to perform” will probably never been known. Perhaps there were outside factors leading to her sudden loss of interest, or maybe there was something on our end, our Front, that turned her off. Regardless, this example can help illustrate why understanding performance and interaction is important to becoming a reflective online researcher.

Public Scholarship Goes Online

Now that we have outlined impression management, let’s move to a discussion of public scholarship in an online world. Many of us as qualitative scholars are taught to consider our own motivation when we select research topics. This reflection is important not just for our own sense of motivation, but because it can help with the reflexivity asked of us. Being able to be reflexive benefits the public scholar. It forces us to link our public mindset with our academic training. Pink et al. (2016) talk about being reflexive as an exercise in understanding different ways of knowing:


To be reflexive can be defined as the ways in which we, as ethnographers, produce knowledge throughout encounters with other people and things. It is an approach that goes beyond the simple idea of “bias” and that engages with the subjectivity of the research encounter and the explicatory nature of ethnographic writing as a proactive and creative route through which to produce knowledge or ways of knowing about other people, their lives, experiences and environments. (p. 12)



When we envelope this into online communication, a good question to consider is “What makes digital communication public scholarship?” To answer this we must first consider what public scholarship is.

What Is Public Scholarship?

In 2004, former American Sociological Association President Michael Burawoy gave a speech advocating for a public sociology. He said:


What should we mean by public sociology? Public sociology brings sociology into a conversation with publics, understood as people who are themselves involved in conversation. Obvious candidates are W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, Dunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma, David Riesman, The Lonely Crowd, and Robert Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart. What do all these books have in common? They are written by sociologists, they are read beyond the academy, and they become the vehicle of a public discussion about the nature of U.S. society.

(Burawoy, 2005, p. 7)



Burawoy’s words run counter to what many influential sociologists had posited as the purpose of scholarship. Talcott Parsons, in his 1959 speech to the American Sociological Association, declared that the primary goal of sociology is to transmit empirical, scientific knowledge within our sociological community. Applying this epistemology outside of sociology (or “non-members,” as Parsons called them) was a secondary and minute concern (Stein & Daniels, 2017). Parsons’s perspective encouraged positivist approaches to research, which, in turn, suffocated opportunities for new standpoints such as feminist methodology, critical race methodology, and public scholarship.

As a sociologist, my training began with the premise that social science was founded on the belief that it should be at the forefront of making people’s lives better via our research. Thus, public scholarship runs counter to the idea of academics sitting alone in an ivory tower, looking down on the people they study. Public scholarship makes us useful. As Leavy (2014a) writes, “Public scholarship is increasing because of an awareness of the kinds of problems we are facing, as well as because of shifts in how we think about our role as knowledge producers enmeshed within ‘real’ world contexts, not outside of them” (p. 727). Rather than scholars writing for each other, in journals read by only other like-minded scholars, public scholarship can be an antidote to years of closeted writing.

For Stein and Daniels (2017), becoming a public scholar means that we become committed to three main goals: clear writing, knowledge of our audience, and what they call “show and tell.” Rather than engaging in writing that is jargon-laden and full of academic terminology, writing as public scholarship should be clear and without academic pretense. As public scholars we need to be knowledgeable about our audience and write in a way that makes sense for them. Alexander (2008) defines the role of the public scholar as “[a] process in which the efforts and effects of such critical processes are not limited to the sterilizing confines of the classroom or the realm of self-knowing, but are presented to an enacted in the public sphere so as to transform social life” (p. 97). As such, the role of the public scholar is to be able to bring our research to the people. We should be able to “show and tell,” or to combine our academic knowledge with the ability to share stories that engage people outside the academy.

Public Scholarship as Truth to the People

Patricia Hill Collins (2013) writes, “In a misguided effort to protect standards, many of my academic colleagues within college and universities derogate any work that they see as being too ‘popular’ as less rigorous and scholarly than other work. Worse yet, having one’s work deemed ‘political’ demotes it to the realm of the nonacademic” (p. xi). While the internet certainly has moments where the label “popular” can be applied, what ties public scholarship to digital communication is the opportunity to engage with the public in several new ways. This has raised some questions and logistical concerns about the merits of scholarship done online. Some of these are specific to internet research; others are the age-old dilemmas present in qualitative methods. As Leavy (2014a) writes,


The public has become increasingly engaged regarding problems of import, due in part to increases in education as well as to access to information via the internet and other media. Many have lost faith that the major scientific and political institutions are equipped to deal with issues of import and consider academics to be out of touch with reality. (p. 727)



One solution is to, as Hill Collins mentions, speak truth to the people. A play on the phrase “speak truth to power,” speaking truth to the people means that, rather than appeasing those who declare that scholarship is for scholars, academics should write and engage their research for the masses. It means recognizing the lines of authority present in research, and correcting them by using a research design meant to break down power structures. Hill Collins (2013), after talking about a poem by Mari Evans, writes, “Evans demands much from intellectual activists by arguing that ordinary, everyday people need truthful ideas that will assist them in their everyday lives” (p. xiii). As such, scholarship can give people that everyday truth. We can do so in a way that engages the public, particularly via the electronic communication that is familiar and easily accessible in most communities, thus making them partners in our study.

Taking a “truth to the people” approach will also allow public scholars to make clear their intentions with their research and to commit to using a jargon-free, public-friendly writing style, while also mapping out the ways our work can be disseminated to the public. Additionally, because one goal of the public scholar is to challenge existing power structures, this can easily bleed into constructing research methods using digital communication. One of the benefits of online research is that it makes diverse samples possible—particularly with groups of people who fit the “outsider” dynamic articulated by Hill Collins (2013), people who have traditionally fallen outside of our research realms.

Online Research Goes Public

Ignoring new trajectories is often easily done in academic life, mainly because as scholars we spend many years becoming well versed in our areas of study, training to speak in a learned jargon. This is one reason why, for many trained in this language, it is not much of a leap to see the wave of online research methods combined with public scholarship as a foreign, 21st-century craze or as a threat to our science. Yet these types of critiques are exactly why public scholarship should join forces with online methods. As Leavy (2015) writes, “Research should not circulate in the hands of an elite few with highly specialized education. Researchers can say what they like, but the fact is that traditional peer-reviewed journal articles are totally inaccessible to the public” (p. 27). Perhaps we can best deconstruct this dynamic by first addressing what public scholarship looks like when it is applied to online life. Important questions to consider could be “How do we use or share our research with the people we are studying?” and “How can we use the internet to communicate our findings in a way that anyone can use?”

When public scholarship is engaged online, it looks like a well-sorted dialogue between two people interested in each other’s perspective. Particularly when we are focusing on electronic communication, public scholarship should be clear, aware of power structures, and able to relate its goals to anyone interested. It should also help improve people’s lives. As Brandt and Kizer (2015) write, “Through social media, activism has become more accessible than ever before, as the internet has created a space for social justice to permeate popular culture” (p. 119). The internet has allowed for unique opportunities for scholars interested in public scholarship.

One way to juxtapose public scholarship with digital communication and qualitative methods is to recognize that the internet is inherently part of our culture, making it ripe to rise to the forefront of methodological discussions. As Bourdieu (1979) writes in Distinction, “The cognitive structures which social agents implement in their practical knowledge of the social world are internalized, ‘embodied’ social structures” (p. 468). In other words, the study of internet culture is becoming as much about challenging traditional research paradigms as it is about understanding how digital culture is embedded in daily life. These types of juxtapositions require new frameworks for methodological approaches. Engaging in public scholarship, which is inherently an act of reframing power structures, and combining this with digital communication as the research method means qualitative researchers are making the leap to having more equitable and public scholarship.

Second, there are several reasons to advocate for public scholarship in online qualitative method design. Consider the growing desire for qualitative researchers to study digital culture, the ability to use online communication to meet people where they are, and the ways digital communication can grow studies, particularly those focused on sensitive topics. There is evidence that points at the benefits for studying sensitive issues online as well as the inclusion of technology in qualitative research. For example, Hookway (2008) discussed the use of blogs as a modern-day diary, a means to put one’s personal thoughts online and share reflections digitally. Somolu (2007) took this further and emphasized the use of blogs as a voice for oppressed groups, particularly African women. Writing this blog to provide an African woman’s perspective became empowering for the women in Somolu’s study. They felt like a blog was a way to shatter stereotypes about the ways African women live and used their online time to demonstrate their real ideas about culture, gender roles, and political activism. The growth of the internet, for qualitative research, means that method should keep pace with culture.

Email as Method

As Hine (2004) notes, using the internet for research has brought a shift in the traditional paradigms we’ve become familiar with. When we engage in online research, the traditional scientific model can be difficult to apply. This is due, in part, to new internet-specific challenges such as concerns about ethics, gaining consent, deconstructing power, and ways to deal with sensitive subjects using electronic communication. Further, the internet, by itself, cannot be limited to a singular research platform due to its massive structure.

With this in mind, the first step researchers should take is to select the type of platform that best fits their needs. Selecting an online communication platform to use in qualitative research is relatively straightforward. The researcher should consider the needs of the study (Bjerke, 2010; Hine, 2013; Meho, 2006). As Hine (2013) points out, “To be convincing, a proposal for using online interactions to conduct qualitative research will need to justify why the chosen medium of interaction is appropriate for this particular population” (p. 35). Evaluating the benefits and restrictions of asynchronous and synchronous communication can help with this decision.

Similarly to Burawoy’s (2004) conclusion that public sociologists are either “traditional” (i.e., scholarship driven by the needs of the discipline) or “organic” (i.e., scholarship driven by working with the public), synchronous and asynchronous communication are driven by distinct characteristics. Synchronous communication is online interaction that happens in real time. Instant messages, such as online messaging, headset communication via the telephone, and video chat are examples. Asynchronous communication involves discussions happening at different times. Historically linked to letter writing, asynchronous communication is exemplified in contemporary society by emails, message boards, social network posts, and so forth. Because there is time between messages, sometimes described as reflective periods (Hewson et al., 2003; Hine, 2013; Salmons, 2016), asynchronous interviewing particularly lends itself to electronic communication, particularly when it’s done via email. This section will primarily rest in the asynchronous area and discuss the use of email. Texting and applications are also considered, and both are addressed as further areas for additional research, but currently email is the most common avenue for online qualitative research.

Why Email? Benefits and Challenges

Even with email becoming a growing avenue for qualitative scholars (e.g., Barratt & Maddox, 2016; Joos & Broad, 2007), making the connection between methods and internet research can seem daunting. As Hine (2013) writes, “Although the internet feels like familiar territory for many of the people we study, still it can seem quite strange and dangerous territory for a qualitative researcher” (p. 2). Understanding the pros and cons of email as a research method can help with structuring a research design.

The most common benefits for using email as a qualitative method is the reflection time available to participants and the flexibility of scheduling time to complete an interview questionnaire. Meho (2006) notes that, because participants are able to respond in comfortable, relaxed environments, email interviews have the potential to gather data that is of high quality. Indeed, this reflection period between the sending of an email and the response was noted by Stacey and Vincent (2011) during their study of math teachers:


We also understood that stimulus materials were essential in our interview to ground the responses in shared experience, rather than relying on generalized description. We wished to incorporate video excerpts of lessons, lesson scenarios and textbook sample pages . . . Several face-to-face sessions with each interviewee would have been required, possibly over several days . . . We therefore decided to design an electronic interview that included the stimulus materials to enable us to engage deeply with the opinions and experiences of the participants. (p. 611)



They go on to describe how email allowed the participants to review the materials, reflect on the contents, and respond at their own pace, often resulting in written responses that are in depth and thoughtful. This was echoed by Lawrence, a participant in Jones and Woolley’s (2014) study of “email as diary”: “Emails provided the optimum medium for me. Had the survey required a blog or wiki, then it is unlikely that I would have participated. It also meant I could read the questions easily via my mobile phone ahead of completing my response later that day” (p. 716). Being able to complete an interview in a more familiar setting, on one’s own time, is an advantage for participants.

In their 2017 article Fritz and Vandermause present “Lessons from the Field,” a collection of pros and cons to email interviewing, gained from an in-depth study of older adults’ adoption of a health-assistive “smart home.” In addition to convenience for the researcher, some of the benefits they itemize are areas like cost reduction, concise data, and sample diversity. Cost reduction can be applied to expenses such as travel time for the researcher, travel costs, and eliminating the need to hire a transcriptionist. Reducing cost was also a factor Meho (2006) discussed in terms of time spent talking (the “cost” of one’s time) and the physical costs of phone calls. Fritz and Vandermause also found that their data were clear and concise and yielded high return rates, which attributed to “participant ability to respond at a later time, when thoughts are well formed” (p. 3). Further, their sample was diverse, something that many qualitative researchers with limited access to populations struggle with. Doing email interviews with people who were home- or location-bound meant that a range of individuals were able to participate.

Fritz and Vandermause also noted that email “facilitates inclusion of working persons who otherwise would not engage in research due to scheduling issues” (p. 3). Freedom with schedules means that people with small children are also more likely to participate. Additionally, working parents may find this method more attractive, as would individuals with nontraditional working hours, such as healthcare workers who work nights and sleep during the day. In another vein, Meho (2006) wrote that the use of email is attractive to people who feel they do better writing than talking. Indeed, this was my experience when conducting phone interviews. Often participants would write down, and then read, their response to my questions (see Trier-Bieniek, 2012), vocalizing their need to have something prewritten because they get nervous speaking out loud.

The most noted challenge to email as method stems from the notion that we cannot see or visually interact with the people we are interviewing. This is something that Bjerke (2010) calls the “double edge of electronic communication.” In other words, while email interviewing or electronic communication can bring benefits like those outlined above, it also has the potential for providing less rich data due to the lack of nonverbal communication and active listening.

In his study of AA online communities, Bjerke (2010) reiterated the point that, when selecting email as a method, we need to consider the goals of our studies to determine if email is the best fit. This will help with concerns about not having facial cues. He found that, for some participants, there is a need to not meet a researcher in person. He writes, “Using email under such circumstance might ‘give voice’ to different groups of people who for various reasons—such as social isolation, shame, physical disability, or shyness—cannot or will not participate in research” (p. 1723). In other words, for some participants, there is a benefit and freedom to not seeing the researcher face to face.

Recruitment

Recruitment for email interviews generally works in one of two ways. The first is by targeting an already existing group via purposive sampling. In addition to traditional recruitment strategies such as making posters for noticeboards and putting announcements in newsletters or publications, several electronic options exist to help gather participants. Recruitment opportunities can be sent over listservs or via a created internet page. Message boards, with the permission of administrators, are an option. Social network sites such as Facebook posts and Twitter announcements can be a good avenue, especially if they link to a website detailing the project. Text message groups can be created with apps or can be accessed via organizations that send out group texts. These should only be used by permission. If approved by the website administrator, advertising on websites can be beneficial as well as inclusion in relevant e-newsletters or email lists.

The second is by snowball sampling, or by recruiting participants through people who have already been a part of the study. To gather participants for email interviews, Nickels and Trier-Bieniek (2017) used snowball sampling to expand their sample past the scope of people they had encountered via professional circles. Through discussions with participants and colleagues, they produced a sample of people via referrals. As Ison (2009) notes, snowball sampling is beneficial for researchers looking for an in-depth examination of the relevant issues, especially if the study covers sensitive topics. In Ison’s case, recruitment for her study was done via online methods as well as through organizations specific to her topic (people with cerebral palsy).

Using a combination of electronic and non–internet-based recruitment is not uncommon. Indeed, there is a case to be made that purely online recruitment comes with its own challenges. As we move further into a complete digital age, using the internet for recruitment may become the most common practice, particularly if apps are used as a recruitment tool. With an app, the researcher is moving to an entirely electronic process, which may have its own limitations. As Garcia, Welford, and Smith (2016) note, even though they made an app available for participants to use in their study, only two-thirds of participants downloaded it. They concluded that this was reflective of “debates over the digital divide: a gap still exists between internet access and smartphone ownership” (p. 514). In other words, while there are clear benefits to recruiting electronically and via apps, ignoring more traditional methods can mean limiting the scope of a population. Apps in particular will have divisive limitations (e.g., they cost money, they are not downloadable on all smartphones, they may have bugs that make usage difficult).

The digital divide during recruitment is a concern worth noting. As Jones and Woolley (2014) observed, while it may be considered common knowledge that a person interested in doing email interviews knows how to send an email, some allowance for a digital divide should be considered in the planning stages of a study. For example, older participants may not be comfortable using technology, and some people may not have been exposed to technology because of their location, upbringing, or any other of a host of reasons. If a participant can only respond to and save responses on a family computer, this brings in privacy concerns. Some people may want to participate but only have time during a lunch hour to answer questions. This makes some people willing but less able to complete the interview. Other considerations with recruitment could be people’s comfort with writing extensive responses on their cellphones or tablets. While this is certainly possible, many email interviews require in-depth responses. Typing on the small keyboards of smartphones and tablets may be difficult, particularly for those with mobility issues. There is also limited screen space and the errors generated by autocorrect to consider. During recruitment these concerns can be addressed and could even become an important part of the rapport-building process.

Rapport Building and Communication

Using email as a research method does require more labor on the part of the researcher to achieve good rapport and communication.

When a participant expresses interest, the researchers will need to write a “welcome” email, outlining the study and explaining all the steps they plan to take (Fritz & Vandermause, 2017). This email should include the participant’s rights, the amount of time the interview should take to complete, risks and benefits for the study, the consent to participate form (with a description of what it is), due dates for all the required materials, how follow-up questions will be handled, and any other important components. The goal is to be transparent and detailed, as this will help elicit similar responses from participants. Second, the researchers should make clear all their goals for the study, including how they plan to maintain anonymity with the participants. Finally, the researchers should explain why the deadlines are important, and when they will be sending out reminders for completed interviews.

In addition to setting up the welcome email, response times should also be discussed with participants. This is a challenge for some qualitative researchers. By nature, we want interviews to consist of a back-and-forth rapport, a live conversation. With email communication there is a time lag that must be considered. “In an interview the timing of response, silence, or non-response provides researchers with chronemic non-verbal data. Network latency and multitasking by participants introduce effects that are different from face-to-face contexts, and which can lead to misinterpretation of temporal cues” (Salmons, 2016, p. 47). Response time doesn’t necessarily affect the quality of the response; rather, it is simply what happens in email communication. Setting up timing logistics will be helpful in tempering this. To take this further, Fritz and Vandermause (2017) suggest “mirroring the participant’s timing, language, and use of emoticons” (p. 7). In other words, they would acknowledge receipt of messages, even if they couldn’t reply fully. They would also try to mirror the language used by the participant (e.g., whether it was formal or informal), and, once a participant had initiated it, they used emojis as part of their correspondence.

One example of email logistics comes from Ison (2009), who looked at the benefits of email and computer-mediated technologies while doing interviews with individuals who have verbal impairments. Ison noted, “There is an assumption that experience will be shared through verbal means; through the traditional face-to-face interview, or telephone research. This prevents people who cannot physically converse from participating in research” (p. 162). As part of her preparation for the study, Ison worked out a method for building rapport with participants who struggled with communication, resulting in an empowering experience for both her and the participants. Ison first arranged a face-to-face meeting, allowing each party to see who they would be emailing with. Additionally, this gave space for Ison to answer questions, describe the study in detail, and give each participant a chance to preview what the interview will require. Further, Ison visited participants in their homes, met their families and pets, and learned about their favorite films. These extra steps helped to relieve participant anxiety.

Hessler et al. (2003) used email to gather the thoughts of an at-risk population, adolescent youth. They used email to gather data on youth risk factors such as drug use, drinking, sex, and unsafe driving. They selected email as their research method based on their previous experiences conducting face-to-face interviews. After reflecting on those experiences, they concluded that adolescent youth might be more open in an electronic medium, an area where they are used to instant rapport building: “We discovered that the fewer adult researchers, the better the data gathering went . . . This experience led us to choose email and daily diaries as the primary data gathering method for the adolescent risk study” (p. 113). Hessler et al. noted that this approach led to a more informal discussion, something that was more familiar to the youth and thus made for a richer conversation.

While some elect to do all the preliminary planning via email, Stacey and Vincent (2011) made their initial contact over the phone. They called each of the 33 participants and discussed the parameters of the research as well as the logistics for the interviews. “They were advised that the interview would take about five hours to compete and that follow-up telephone conversations would occur if we have queries relating to their responses” (p. 612). No matter the research design, having a clear plan for setting up the study and building rapport is key for effective email interviews.

Ethics and Consent

To understand the complexities of consent in online research, one of the most important factors to consider is how active the research is. As Rooke (2013) writes, “Active research involves the individual knowing they are part of a research project, they have been made aware of given consent to their involvement” (p. 266). As part of her 2012 study of divorce, Paechter used internet message boards to examine the ways people engage online before, during, and after a separation. During her time on the divorce forum “Wikivorce” Paechter found that gaining entry was easy; she had already been a member of the community. However, the administrators of the website encouraged her to keep her personal identity separate from her professional identity. Thus, she created an anonymous professional account along with her personal account. When she was present in her professional capacity, she made clear that she was a researcher there to examine the effects of divorce. She also made clear consent guidelines and held herself to high ethical standards. As she writes, “My partially insider status was instrumental in providing an approach to this issue. I considered how I, as a Wikivorce member, might feel about someone using my own 2007 postings as part of their research” (p. 80). Thus, when it comes to digital research, there is a need for clear, ethical boundaries in the often muddy world of online interaction.

In general, when constructing a qualitative study that uses the internet in any capacity, ethics can be a complicated component. On the one hand, the structure of traditional, positivist, approaches to research is that, if a study is valid and reliable, then its findings should be applicable to a larger population (Harding, 1991; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004). The one-size-fits-most approach to positivist science becomes problematic, particularly for scholars studying inequality, because positivism was created with the notion that all people’s behavior, regardless of race, gender, and so forth, is similar (Smith, 1987). A positivist approach to ethics and Institutional Review Boards (IRB) means that these “tried and true” ways of gathering data will also be the best way to garner IRB support. Yet, with the advent of the internet and the rise of people wanting to make the leap to digital communication or digital research sites, new considerations arise.

One way to reframe traditional approaches to ethics, to the benefit of both the public scholar and the online researcher, is to look at the ways we treat a study’s epistemological approach. Feminist research methodology focuses on questions surrounding gender-based knowledge. Rather than focusing on a “value-free” disengagement from “subjects,” feminist methodology asks us as qualitative researchers to reframe what we think we know about our participants and to privilege their experiences (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2007; Harding, 1987; Smith, 1987). Feminist research methodology is focused on links between knowledge and activism, fields that are consistent with being a public scholar. To put it more precisely, ethics are informed by feminist methodology by the following:


1. Placing the people we are interviewing at the center of our study; their knowledge is privileged (Harding, 1987; Smith, 1987);

2. Holding an awareness of how power and authority can impact a study (Oakley, 2008); and

3. Understanding how the power and the position of the researcher, often referred to as “strong objectivity,” can help address researcher bias, adding reliability to a study (Harding, 1987; McCorkel & Myers, 2003).



It is by chipping away at the value-free approach that online public scholarship can grow. Actions as general as paying attention to the way research participants are labeled can go far in restructuring power dynamics. A change of descriptor from “subject” to “participant” signifies a change in object status. Additionally, providing participants with the option of reviewing the data collected (e.g., interview transcripts, observations, focus group transcripts) and allowing for their edits or clarification can help shift power structures (e.g., Trier-Bieniek, 2012).

As McKee and Porter (2009) note, this leap is difficult to make if an IRB is rooted in traditional approaches to research. Simple questions that an IRB considers (e.g., is an individual considered “living”) become more complicated when we bring in the internet. For example, as McKee and Porter found, researchers who are interested in a person’s online avatar creation are not necessarily interested in a complete human. Does this qualify as a living person even though the avatar is just an image on the screen? Tying in Goffman’s theory of impression management means questions like “Do fictional characters created by living people online represent the identity of their author?” need to be asked. This is just one example of how internet research becomes tricky for IRBs to conceptualize. As McKee and Porter write, when dealing with an IRB, “Clear cut yes-no answers are hard to come by in online research” (p. 39). The difficulty in explaining the mechanics of an online study to IRBs means that an informed consent form for participants should be extremely detailed.

One of the reasons why gaining consent is viewed as complex for digital studies is because scholars continue to debate what is personal versus what is private online. Some scholars may declare that, because communication given online is available to anyone, whether it be via email, text message, social networking, or internet message forms, it is public by its very nature. However, a person’s identity is often attached to postings. Thus, others feel that, just like any study involving human subjects, informed consent should always be applied. In other words, when it comes to online research, what is public and what is private? Additionally, do researchers need to seek consent from internet users, even if their identity is public (McKee & Porter, 2009). When we design online qualitative studies, these are key ethical components to remember. Because email is a non-secure mode of transmission, for the purposes of this chapter, I will discuss informed consent as a necessary component for online qualitative methods.

When structuring a study that uses email as the research method, ethical areas should be fleshed out to include discussions of user (participant) privacy, intellectual property rights specific to the country/nation the researcher resides in, as well as acknowledgment of who can provide consent to participate in the study. Participants must be made aware that email is a non-secure mode of transmission. Email addresses can identify individuals, making autonomy difficult. As Hine (2013) writes, “Quite early in the development of Internet research, it became clear that many participants took their online lives very seriously and would resent it if their words were to be appropriated without permission for research purposes” (p. 39).

The most common ethical considerations to make when deciding to do research online, regardless of the method, involve the way a user’s identity is concealed. Here are three suggestions for applying privacy concerns in online research, or ideas to consider when preparing an online study for an IRB:


• What are the privacy laws for your nation/country? These change depending on where you live, and some countries have specific requirements for online user identity. In the United States, the Code of Federal Regulations, Title 45, Part 46 defines these expectations.

• How will you gain consent? Will consent forms be emailed or given out face to face? If they are emailed, how will you handle participants’ questions about the forms?

• Be aware of intellectual property rights and how these apply to online research. Also, pay attention to what would be considered public versus private information in different cultures (see Capurro, 2005, and Ess, 2009).



Structuring Email Questions

As you construct a plan to disseminate the questions to participants, one area to consider is the ways in which question and answers will be organized. As Meho (2006) and Fritz and Vandermause (2017) point out, data collection for email interviews can get lengthy. Without good organization, it becomes easy to be overwhelmed by several interviews being conducted at one time.

Meho (2006) suggests handling email questions by embedding them in an email text box rather than as attachments. Besides ease of use, this precludes any issues with opening attachments or concerns about computer viruses sent via email. (Online researchers should always be equipped with firewall and antivirus protections.) He reports that response rates are higher, and, when applied to follow-up questions, this method will make it easy for the researcher and participant to see which areas need more attention. As Meho notes, “Managing this methodological dilemma requires meticulous attention to detail, with attempts to reduce ambiguity and improve specificity while avoiding the narrowing of participants’ interpretations and constraint of their response” (p. 1290). Perhaps the best approach to organize questions is a combination of scheduling and use of technology.

Fritz and Vandermause (2017) discuss their struggles with scheduling email interviews: “The number of participants who immediately responded stating they were ready to start caused some concern. I was worried about conducting concurrent analysis throughout each conversation” (p. 3). Indeed, handling several conversations at once is a concern for email studies (Meho, 2006; Rooke, 2013). One solution Fritz and Vandermause offer is to limit concurrent interviews to two or three at one time. They also suggest not responding to received questionnaires unless the researcher is in a position to read them, in depth, and engage just like having a face-to-face conversation.

When preparing email questions, making them clear and easy to understand is key. Meho (2006) suggests looking for trends in early interviews to see if there is a question, or questions, generally skipped over by participants. Fritz and Vandermause recommend including several questions within a questionnaire rather than one or two at a time—in other words, don’t limit the number of questions initially asked. To increase responses, they recommend numbering questions on the email rather than bullet-pointing them. From here, the structure of email questions, and the length of responses, can be as in depth as the researcher and participant can produce. “When the participant and I increased our consolidation of thought, there was an overall decrease in the amount of time between exchanges and the participant showed greater engagement resulting in deeper insight” (Fritz & Vandermause, 2017, p. 5). Probing questions and follow-up questions are often necessary and should be included on the schedule proposed to participants. After receiving initial emailed answers, the researcher may respond with an acknowledgment of receipt and provide a date by which follow-up questions will be provided. Meho (2006) recommends letting participants know when to expect follow-up questions. Because both the researcher and participant are given space to consider questions to ask and answers to give, probing and follow-up questions can help round out a question set.

Transcribing and Maintaining Confidentiality

A final area to consider when using email as a qualitative method is the way in which transcripts and participant confidentiality are treated. Because email can be identifying, especially if a participant’s name is attached to his or her email address, care should be given to protecting information. Some suggestions for keeping identities private are to create user names and passwords for electronic files that are sent via email, omitting email addresses in transcripts, requiring that participants’ email systems be password-protected, keeping printed copies of emails in locked cabinets, and confirming to participants that your email is password-protected (see Fritz & Vandermause, 2017; Ison, 2009; Meho, 2006; Stacey & Vincent, 2011). With email addresses, people can be easily identified, so never send out mass emails to the entire research group (Nickels & Trier-Bieniek, 2017).

For their study, Fritz and Vandermause (2017) tied together the transcript with concerns about confidentiality after the study was complete by pasting each interview into a Word document, which included the date received, and then they read through the transcript to remove any identifying information. As they write, “Transcripts should include any and all nuanced data” (p. 8). They organized each individual transcript by subject heading and identified the end of an interview by numbering the space in the transcript. They created a folder on their computer for each interview and assigned numbers to that folder to match the transcript. Using numbered information for participants, in lieu of email addresses, is a common means to remove identifying information while still providing identifying factors like pseudonyms (Nickels & Trier-Bieniek, 2017). Further, an approach credited to feminist methodology is to allow participants to read their interviews, providing them the opportunity to make sure that any identifying information they are not comfortable with will be omitted. With all the steps taken to use digital communication in qualitative research, the overarching goal is to gather rich, detailed data while maintaining confidentiality and building trust with participants.

Conclusions

As Ison (2009) points out, qualitative research has the ability to use people’s real-life experiences and stories as data that can change the way a culture views a certain topic. As qualitative research fields move their focus to online communities and digital cultures continue to grow, it may become difficult to not participate in electronic communication during our research. With this change also comes an acknowledgment of common qualitative concerns surrounding power structures in the research setting and the experiences participants have during a study.

With cultural shifts come communication challenges. Yet, scholars risk ignorance by not considering the intransience and popularity of digital communication. How to best communicate using online technology is a growing area of interest for internet scholars. Much study is being directed at the benefits of online research for participants, particularly because using technology allows us to meet people where they are. Using email and online message boards or social networking for recruitment, for example, allows a researcher to gather large number of diverse participants at a very low cost. There is no travel expense needed for either party and, in some cases, participants note that they felt more comfortable answering questions because they could do so from home (e.g., Ison, 2009; Stacey & Vincent, 2011; Trier-Bieniek, 2012). Additionally, using digital culture and technology in qualitative interviews allows for people with disabilities that limit their speech or mobility to participate. Relating Ison (2009) to the work of Paechter (2012) and Joos and Broad (2007), a theme of empowerment during online research emerges. Online research can take place in spurts (emails, message boards) and requires more effort on the part of researchers to demonstrate their commitment to challenging the interviewer/subject power structure. Giving some power back to participants is key for public scholars and, looking at the studies mentioned, has led to positive outcomes.

It is important to note that email is written communication. It is already a public act. While in the past written letters served a similar objective, email is rooted in our present. Composing an email for research purposes is already a public act because email is not a private means of communication. What is more, email serves as a solution to people’s life constraints. Being able to meet participants where they are and engage in a dialogue that makes our research agenda clear is key to both qualitative methods and public scholarship. As Hine (2013) writes, “Using a medium that participants find natural and transparent will be an enormous advantage for the qualitative researcher wanting people to relax into an interview situation” (p. 34). In other words, finding a medium that works is the halfway point, and applying the lessons of public scholarship can only strengthen a research agenda.

What is more, qualitative research as an option for studying online communities makes sense when we consider that qualitative study has generally been open to adopting new methodologies. Because the purpose of qualitative research is to study the lives of people using their own experiences in their own words, qualitative research online is a natural next step for social scientists, particularly because it is our job to understand social phenomenon. The internet is clearly a phenomenon that is not going away.

Future Research Considerations

While qualitative scholars have had a little over a decade to address the use of email in our methods, technology is changing at a pace with which we may never keep up. Future research considerations in this area could focus on the ways technology has developed a new sense of identity for scholars, particularly scholars who have never needed, or will never need, to conduct face-to-face interviews.

While Garcia et al. (2015) addressed creating their own app, more study could be done on the ways that apps pose both logistical and theoretical challenges for qualitative researchers. The same goes for text messaging and online chatting. Because these fall somewhere in between the synchronous and asynchronous forms of communication, their application as qualitative methods might be complex.

Finally, as qualitative researchers continue to grow and learn from each other, discussions of power dynamics online should continue. This is particularly relevant because internet “trolls” abound and people who are part of oppressed groups are finding online life to be more and more difficult. Email communication is just one area to consider when looking at power dynamics online. As our world becomes more global, this problem will become more salient in the ways studies are designed.
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Appendix

Suggested Resources

Suggested Journals

American Journal of Evaluation: https://journals.sagepub.com/home/aje

Each issue of the American Journal of Evaluation (AJE) explores decisions and challenges related to conceptualizing, designing, and conducting evaluations. AJE offers original, peer-reviewed, often highly cited articles about the methods, theory, ethics, politics, and practice of evaluation. AJE also provides essay-length reviews of books on a single topic or issue relevant to the theory and practice of evaluation and the role of evaluation in society. AJE features broad, multidisciplinary perspectives on issues in evaluation relevant to education, public administration, behavioral sciences, human services, health sciences, sociology, criminology, and other disciplines and professional practice fields.

Ethnography: https://journals.sagepub.com/home/eth

Ethnography is a peer-reviewed, international, and interdisciplinary journal for the ethnographic study of social and cultural change. Bridging the chasm between sociology and anthropology, it is the leading network for dialogical exchanges between monadic ethnographers and those from all disciplines involved and interested in ethnography and society. It seeks to promote embedded research that fuses close-up observation, rigorous theory, and social critique. The journal is keen to broadcast work “fresh from the field,” including that conducted by younger practitioners of ethnography. Ethnography addresses ethnographic findings and methods in a broad interdisciplinary understanding of culture, domination, and social structure, and it fosters work that pays equal attention to the minutiae of experience, the cultural texture of social relations, and the remote structural forces and power vectors that bear on them.

Ethnography and Education: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/reae20/current

Ethnography and Education is an international, peer-reviewed journal publishing articles that illuminate educational practices through empirical methodologies, which prioritize the experiences and perspectives of those involved. The journal is open to a wide range of ethnographic research that emanates from the perspectives of sociology, linguistics, history, psychology, and general educational studies as well as anthropology. The journal’s priority is to support ethnographic research that involves long-term engagement with those studied in order to understand their cultures, uses multiple methods of generating data, and recognizes the centrality of the researcher in the research process.

Journal of Autoethnography: https://bit.ly/2CpMLSV

The Journal of Autoethnography (JoAE) will launch in 2020 with the University of California Press and will be a refereed, international, and interdisciplinary journal devoted to the purposes, practices, and principles of autoethnography. JoAE publishes scholarship that foregrounds autoethnography as a method of inquiry; highlights themes and issues of past and contemporary autoethnographic research; discusses theoretical, ethical, and pedagogical issues in autoethnography; identifies future directions for autoethnography; and/or highlights innovative applications of autoethnography. JoAE also features reviews of books and media relevant to autoethnographic research and practice.

Journal of Community Practice: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/wcom20/current

The Journal of Community Practice is an interdisciplinary journal grounded in social welfare. The journal provides a forum for community practice, including community organizing, planning, social administration, organizational development, community development, social action, and social change. The journal contributes to the advancement of knowledge related to numerous disciplines, including social work and the social sciences, urban planning, social and economic development, community organizing, policy analysis, urban and rural sociology, community health, public administration, and nonprofit management.

Journal of Contemporary Ethnography: https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jce

The Journal of Contemporary Ethnography (JCE) is an international and interdisciplinary forum for research that uses ethnographic methods to examine how people act, interact, and construct meanings and identities in natural settings—these settings include groups, subcultures, organizations, and societies. JCE examines a broad spectrum of social interactions and practices from a variety of academic disciplines including, but not limited to, sociology, communications, criminal justice, education, health studies, anthropology, management, and marketing. From time to time, JCE also publishes review symposia or review essays. In the past, the symposia have focused on themes such as “Crisis in Representation” and “Queer Diasporas.” The review essays have addressed topics such as “Reading the Body Through a Cultural Lens” and “Ethnographically Crossing Chasms.”

Journal of Ethnographic & Qualitative Research: http://www.jeqr.org/home

The Journal of Ethnographic & Qualitative Research (JEQR) is a quarterly, peer-reviewed periodical publishing scholarly articles that address topics relating directly to empirical qualitative research and conceptual articles addressing topics related to qualitative research. JEQR is a printed journal available for subscription at university libraries.

Journal of Mixed Methods Research: https://journals.sagepub.com/description/mmr

The Journal of Mixed Methods Research (JMMR) is a quarterly, international publication that focuses on empirical methodological articles, methodological/theoretical articles, and commentaries about mixed-methods research across the social, behavioral, health, and human sciences. Each issue explores original mixed-methods research that fits the definition of mixed-methods research and methodological/theoretical topics that advance knowledge about mixed-methods research, such as approaches to data analysis and types of research/evaluation questions.

Journal of Popular Film and Television: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/vjpf20/current

The primary purpose of the Journal of Popular Film and Television is to provide a representative cross section of critical–cultural perspectives and to broaden the existing literature to include the “public visions” of popular filmmakers and television showrunners, economic and industrial factors, and an emphasis on the complex role of audiences in the development of film and television as art forms and wide-reaching sociocultural forces. Regular features of the Journal of Popular Film and Television include original essays, “perspective” pieces on controversial issues, “retrospective” articles on older films and television programs, filmographies, bibliographies, and commissioned book and video reviews.

Journal of Survey Statistics and Methodology: https://academic.oup.com/jssam/pages/About

The Journal of Survey Statistics and Methodology’s objective is to publish scholarly articles on statistical and methodological issues for sample surveys, censuses, administrative record systems, and other related data. It aims to be the flagship journal for research on survey statistics and methodology. Topics of interest include survey sample design, statistical inference, nonresponse, measurement error, the effects of modes of data collection, paradata and responsive survey design, combining data from multiple sources, record linkage, disclosure limitation, and other issues in survey statistics and methodology. Papers on a broad range of surveys are encouraged, including (but not limited to) surveys concerning business, economics, marketing research, social science, environment, epidemiology, biostatistics, and official statistics.

Journal of Visual Art Practice: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rjvp20/current

The Journal of Visual Art Practice (JVAP) is a forum of debate and inquiry for research in art. JVAP is concerned with visual art practice including the social, economic, political, and cultural frames within which the formal concerns of art and visual art practice are located. The journal is concerned with research engaged in these disciplines and with the contested ideas of knowledge formed through that research. JVAP welcomes submissions that explore new theories of research and practice and work on the practical and educational impact of visual arts research. JVAP recognizes the diversity of research in art and visual arts, and as such, it encourages contributions from scholarly and pure research, as well as developmental, applied, and pedagogical research.

Language and Literature: https://journals.sagepub.com/home/lala

Language and Literature is an international peer-reviewed journal that covers the latest research in stylistics, defined as the study of style in literary and non-literary language. The journal publishes theoretical, empirical, and experimental research that aims to make a contribution to understanding style and its effects on readers. Topics covered by the journal include (but are not limited to) the stylistic analysis of literary and non-literary texts, cognitive approaches to text comprehension, corpus and computational stylistics, the stylistic investigation of multimodal texts, pedagogical stylistics, the reading process, software development for stylistics, and real-world applications for stylistic analysis.

Oral History: https://www.ohs.org.uk/journal

Oral History is one of the oldest independent journals publishing articles and news from oral historians in the United Kingdom and throughout the world. It has remained consistently at the forefront of oral history debates and developments in theory and practice since founded by Paul Thompson and colleagues in 1969. Oral History has published articles by leading oral historians and has pushed boundaries and opened up new areas in debates about memory and public history, intergenerational understanding and cultural transmission, trauma, gender, race and ethnicity, inter/subjectivity, conflict, and reconciliation.

Qualitative Inquiry: https://journals.sagepub.com/home/qix

Qualitative Inquiry (QI) provides an interdisciplinary forum for qualitative methodology and related issues in the human sciences. The journal publishes open-peer-reviewed research articles that experiment with manuscript form and content and focus on methodological issues raised by qualitative research rather than the content or results of the research. Open to think pieces and review essays, QI also addresses advances in specific methodological strategies or techniques; key issues in qualitative research; postmodern, post-structural, and/or critical treatments of qualitative or interpretive work; practical applications of qualitative research; and theoretical discussions on the philosophical bases of qualitative traditions.

Qualitative Research: https://journals.sagepub.com/home/qrj

Qualitative Research (QRJ) is a bimonthly peer-reviewed journal that publishes original research and review articles on the methodological diversity and multidisciplinary focus of qualitative research. QRJ provides a forum for the discussion of research methods, particularly qualitative research, across the social sciences and cultural studies. The journal features papers with a methodological focus, discussed in relation to specific empirical studies and research problems, and papers raising philosophical, theoretical, historical, or ideological debates about qualitative research.

Qualitative Sociology: https://www.springer.com/social+sciences/sociology/journal/11133

Qualitative Sociology is dedicated to the qualitative interpretation and analysis of social life. The journal offers both theoretical and analytical research, and it publishes manuscripts based on research methods such as interviewing, participant observation, ethnography, historical analysis, content analysis, and others that do not rely primarily on numerical data.

Social Science & Medicine: https://www.journals.elsevier.com/social-science-and-medicine

Social Science & Medicine provides an international and interdisciplinary forum for the dissemination of social science research on health. The journal publishes material relevant to any aspect of health from a wide range of social science disciplines (anthropology, economics, epidemiology, geography, policy, psychology, and sociology) and material relevant to the social sciences from any of the professions concerned with physical and mental health, health care, clinical practice, and health policy and organization.

Studies in Art Education: https://www.arteducators.org/research/studies-in-art-education

Studies in Art Education is a quarterly journal that reports quantitative, qualitative, historical, and philosophical research in art education. The journal includes explorations of theory and practice in the areas of art production, art criticism, aesthetics, art history, human development, curriculum and instruction, and assessment. It also publishes reports of applicable research in related fields such as anthropology, education, psychology, philosophy, and sociology.

Survey Review: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/ysre20/current

Survey Review is an international, ranked, peer-reviewed journal that brings together research, theory and practice of positioning and measurement, engineering surveying, cadastre and land management, and spatial information management.

The Oral History Review: https://www.oralhistory.org/publications/oral-history-review

The Oral History Review, published by the Oral History Association, is the U.S. journal of record for the theory and practice of oral history and related fields. The journal’s primary mission is to explore the nature and significance of oral history and advance understanding of the field among scholars, educators, practitioners, and the general public. Work published in the journal arises from many fields and disciplines, reflecting the interdisciplinary nature of oral history. Although based in the United States, the Review reflects the international scope of the field and encourages work from international authors and about international topics. The Review publishes narrative and analytical articles and reviews, in print and multimedia formats, that present and use oral history in unique and significant ways and that contribute to the understanding of the nature of oral history and memory. It seeks previously unpublished works that demonstrate high-quality research and that offer new insight into oral history practice, methodology, theory, and pedagogy.

Suggested Websites

Oral History Association: https://www.oralhistory.org

Since 1966, the Oral History Association (OHA) has served as the principal membership organization for people committed to the value of oral history. OHA engages with policymakers, educators, and others to help foster best practices and encourage support for oral history and oral historians. With an international membership, OHA serves a broad and diverse audience, including teachers, students, community historians, archivists, librarians, and filmmakers.

Poets & Writers: https://www.pw.org

Founded in 1970, Poets & Writers (P&W) is the nation’s largest nonprofit organization serving creative writers with the mission to foster the professional development of poets and writers, to promote communication throughout the literary community, and to help create an environment in which literature can be appreciated by the widest possible public. P&W’s programs include its online magazine, a dynamic website enumerating countless literary magazines to which writers can submit their work, financial support for readings and other literary events, and sponsorship of several notable writing prizes and awards.
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