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Session description (on screen)

Duncum proposes we embrace dialogic pedagogy akin to Bakhtin’s understanding of dialogue, yet iI felt 
the scope of his paper did ot allow for a deep understanding of the process of what happens to the self 
through this dialogue. So I hope to add to this discussion today. 

Overview:
- my focus today is on the significance of PROCESS, in both dialogue and in teaching artistic practices
- one of the points I will address today is the need for teachers to allow their own subjectivity to emerge in 

the dialogical process
- I argue for a pedagogy that embraces an incomplete and non-linear, creative process
- I will discuss the collaborative nature of decentralized approaches to learning, disrupting traditional 

teacher-student hierarchies

Quote (on screen)
In the quote above, Latta writes about the aesthetic process as a non-linear reorganization of 
thinking....describing it as an on-going dialogue within with purpose emerges. As you listen to my 
presentation today, I’d like for you to keep in mind that I am exploring dialogue as not only verbal 
communication between people, but as a larger concept of reciprocal exchange between ideas and 
forms, a back and forth and circular process... where meaning and self-identity emerge.

DIALOGUE
 
As Duncum states, "attempts to facilitate critical thinking often take the form of unproblematic and 
authoritarian pedagogy." In curriculum studies, arguments have been made in the past towards critical 
theory, by Elizabeth Ellsworth and others, in which it is said that dialogue can create an illusion of equality 
in the classroom. Specific to the understanding of pop culture and media studies in art education, 
Duncum suggests, with good evidence, that the dialogue is one sided and that student projects are 
directed to "achieve predetermined solutions" to popular visual culture (note: I would actually extend this 
to social issues in general, that often the teacher's work comes through as authoritative rather than 
inviting dialogue). 

Duncum proposes art educators adopt a post-critical pedagogy, a dialogic pedagogy, based on Bakhtin's 
notions of dialogue. The idea that dialogue consists of a "multiplicity of views.” What I will discuss today 
goes deeper into an understanding of Bakhtinian dialogue in relation to the selves of student and teacher, 
the nature of the creative process, and the potential for virtual spaces of learning. I will first read from my 
notes in an attempt to better articular some of the philosophical concepts and then follow that with 
illustrated examples from the classroom. In keeping with the nature of the talk, I felt it appropriate to 
visualize some of the points I am reading about....you will see what I mean.

BAKHTINIAN DIALOGUE AND THE CREATIVE PROCESS

Literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin believed the self emerges within dialogue - understanding dialogue to be 
both external, between two different people, and internal, between an earlier and later self (Bakhtin, 1981) 
- we can imagine this as the voices that talk to each other in our mind, a continuous development of a 
self.

In a 2004 article, Douglas McKnight examines Bakhtin’s 20th century work on dialogue for its impact on 
teaching for existential reasons versus teaching as merely a job. McKnight describes Bakhtin’s view of 
dialogue as part of a structure “within and through which we come to consciousness” and through which 
we give meaning to our existence and begin to understand our connection to others: “From a Bakhtinian 
sense, dialogue is the relation between: one’s self, a particular ideology within one’s self and a piece of 
media that puts forth a different ideology, and an individual and the institutional discourse that govern him 
or her” (McKnight, 2004, p. 284). I assert that we can choose to adapt this to the individual identity of a 
student or of a teacher, the learning self. As art educators, we might understand the ‘media that puts forth 
a different ideology’ as the art made by our students or perhaps the artwork we show to our students. 



Perhaps the learning self is revealed within this dialogical production of the art and ultimately felt through 
the work. 

When examining Bakhtin’s later writings, the actual process of dialogue is revealed in the structure of the 
text. Some might describe this as illustrating the creative process while others might perceive it to be just 
difficult and confused. Michael Holquist (1986) describes “The Problem of the Text” as typical of most of 
Bakhtin’s essays from his final years. Holquist says that it is not necessarily an essay but rather a series 
of ideas that Bakhtin jotted down in notebooks over the duration of his life, however, Holquist argues that 
this informal structure allows the reader to witness Bakhtin’s mind at work: 

“Anyone expecting a finished, consecutively prosecuted argument in these pieces that have been 
torn out of the notebooks is bound to be frustrated. But the suspension of such expectations 
reveals a style that has its own rewards; not the pleasure we derive from an author who compels us 
to believe his logic is ineluctable, but the excitement that comes from seeing a mind at work while  
it is at work” (Holquist, 1986, p. xvii). 

Bakhtin’s philosophical work examined methods of dialogue, among other things, thus it seems fitting that 
the final form of this particular publication of essays reflect the content of the text. 

Bakhtin felt that the self emerged in time and space. And similar to other literary artists, like Virginia 
Woolf, he felt that the self was often divided rather than unified. In Art and Answerability (1919), Bakhtin 
wrote that there is often a mechanical separation of the human being and the artist, arguing that these 
components need to answer to each other, 

“But what guarantees the inner connection of the constituent elements of a person? Only 
the unity of answerability. I have to answer with my own life for what I have experienced 
and understood in art, so that everything I have experienced and understood would not 
remain ineffectual in my life.”  (Bakhtin, 1919, p. 1-2)

I interpret this as the need for reflection and reciprocity between our understandings of art and our 
experiences in contemporary life. Indeed, in my earlier reference to Duncum’s article, the author argued 
for this dialogical reflection to take place in the classroom, arguing for students being able to grapple 
honestly with their individual connections to popular culture in daily life...I am just going deeper into how 
this dialogical reflection might occur within the individual. Perhaps Bakhtin is not stating that we will 
indeed always locate a unified self (a balanced coming together of multiple selves), but that our multiple 
selves need to at least answer to each other....that we should become more aware of the dialogical 
processes that occur within ourselves both while alone and while relating to others. Educational 
theorist Andrew Sidorkin describes Bakhtin’s theory of the polyphonic, multivoiced self as the “plurality of 
simultaneous representations...a multitude of mutually contradicting yet addressed-to-each other 
statements.” We all live enriched lives beyond the walls of the classroom, these multiple selves within us 
need to address each other - they need to be incorporated into our pedagogies and on of those ways is 
how we talk with students. Students’ multiple selves also need to answer to each other. Our students’ 
understanding of art need to connect to what else is going on in their lives, but also...as art educators 
living multiple lives, it’s important that our artist selves and our teacher selves are in tune with one 
another. I’ll repeat Bakhtin’s words once more:

I have to answer with my own life for what I have experienced and understood in art, so 
that everything I have experienced and understood would not remain ineffectual in my life.

By being willing to allow our own selves to evolve and emerge as part of our pedagogy, as opposed to a 
reliance on one authoritative voice, perhaps we can encourage our students’ selves to emerge within 
dialogue as well. 

SELF-IDENTITY AND EMERGENCE IN PROCESS

The concept of emergent knowledge has been explored in education circles for some time...stemming 
from complexity thinking, it is the notion that learning is not a cause and effect relationship between 
teacher and student, but rather part of a system dependent on many parts. 
Knowledge is understood as the result of a non-linear exchange of ideas. These complex, or often 
referred to as decentralized, approaches to teaching are most appropriate for learning situations in which 
there exists more than one response to a topic...more than one interpretive possibility to begin 
with....along with structures that allow for ideas to stumble across one another – this being more 
important than the way the physical system is organized (Davis, Sumara, Luce-Kapler, 2008, p. 199). I 



argue here that this kind of knowledge comes from a “temporal epistemology,” a quest for knowledge 
that is not based on developing accurate understandings of a finished reality but rather, “discovering more 
and more complex and creative ways of interacting with our reality” (Osberg, Biesta, and Cilliers, 2008, p. 
215). Osberg and Biesta (2008) discuss the ‘space of emergence’ in which meaning and knowledge is 
formed in the classroom, however, they argue that the logic of emergence be not only applied to 
knowledge but to human subjectivity as well. Their concern is that even though the teacher structures the 
curriculum to allow for emergent knowledge to occur in this space, the problem of planned enculturation 
still exists. They are less interested in the pedagogical methods that create emergence of meaning and 
more interested in the kinds of meaning that are allowed to emerge in the classroom: “This 
question is important because, if meaning is understood as emergent, and if educators wish to encourage 
the emergence of meaning in the classroom, then the meanings that emerge in the classrooms cannot 
and should not be pre-determined before the ‘event’ of their emergence.” (Osberg & Biesta, p. 314; italics 
in original). Osberg and Biesta argue that emergence must be used on two levels – for knowledge/
meaning and for human subjectivity....arguing that meaning should not be pre-determined before the 
‘event’ of their emergence. This calls into question how this is even possible. 

In other words, the selves need to answer to each other in order for the knowledge to emerge, and I 
argue that this can occur through dialogical and creative process. 

DIALOGICAL PROCESS AND ART-MAKING - there are similarities between the Bakhtinian dialogue and 
the creative process of art-making

Psychology professor Liane Gabora describes the creative process as neither random nor causal, but 
more like the continual focusing in and out of insights through association and analysis - a cognitive 
process that oscillates between associative and analytic modes of thought (Gabora, 2002, p. 8). I refer to 
this almost indefinable and abstract experience as the dialogical process between innovative thoughts or 
acts (associative) and the more methodical requirements of the task at hand (analytic).  In the teaching of 
visual art, one might consider assigning projects in which students continually revisit the same form/
concept with multiple methods, each time pushing the form/concept in a new direction. The key would be 
to place very little emphasis on the quality of the end result, highlighting instead the significance of the 
process itself by allowing the student to retrace transformative moments – an understanding of how 
different methods inform one another. This could also be revealed through collaborative projects in which 
students contribute to each other’s work, in a back and forth manner, a technique influenced by the 
Surrealist exquisite corpse game. These exercises would be followed by a larger conceptual project in 
which students are asked to choose and combine methods with the intention of conveying a specific 
meaning.

“The epistemology of emergence therefore calls for a switch in focus for curricular 
thinking, away from questions about presentation and representation and towards 
questions about engagement and response;…In the vocabulary of complexity we 
could say that knowledge emerges from our transactions with our environment and 
feeds back into this same environment, such that our environment becomes increasingly 
meaningful for us” (Osberg, Biesta, & Cilliers, 2008, p. 213 and p. 223).

DECENTRALIZED APPROACHES TO LEARNING

Traditional hierarchies between teachers and students are difficult to dismantle. We need to approach 
dialogue and critical thinking as what Shor and Freire described it as in their famous 1987 article....a “joint 
act of knowing and re-knowing the object of study.” When more of a collaborative approach is embraced, 
decentralization in the art classroom can consist of a non-linear exchange of ideas between teacher and 
students, allowing for necessary dialogue and conversation, ultimately leading to innovative exploration of 
materials and concepts. As with anything, there are of course advantages and disadvantages yet two 
positive attributes of decentralized approaches are that students can become active learners as opposed 
to passive participants and teachers learn to strategically listen and watch for teachable moments.

How can personalized knowledge be produced through dialogue in decentralized 
learning? ...in the process of making and thinking about art? (the key word here is 
personalized knowledge - I’ll come back to that towards the end of my presentation)



EXAMPLE: Teaching Art Online (a decentralized approach)
Question:
Working within a frame of “temporal epistemology” - a quest for discovering more and more complex and 
creative ways of interacting with our reality - how might the internet be used to foster creative process and 
collaborative dialogue with the teaching of art? Can the self emerge within virtual dialogue? How does 
dialogue between the self and the virtual space occur? 

Beginning in 2005, I became interested in these questions. I am now exploring these processes in 
connection to contemporary art practices that incorporate digital media...but that’s a separate 
presentation.

Working through the Process (Moodle)
- Moodle is an online course management system
-- Example 1 (abstract representation)
-Process is particularly important in the Foundation studio-based art courses, emphasizing how 
to think through an idea and edit, as opposed to jumping to the first solution
-for larger projects in this course, I designate a forum just for working through process 
-meant to be one-on-one discussions between the student and myself, similar to a studio session
-but I allow all students to observe each others’ process
– students state that they learn from being able to see their classmates’ process
- this mixed media account of the creative process can remain quite personal, and allows for students to 
use the digital tools they have become accustomed to
-- Example 2 (narrative sequence)
-Working through creative ideas involves being able to go back and forth in a non-linear manner
- conversations between an individual student and an instructor of an art class might sound quite abstract 
and fragmented, words mixed with sketches and hand gestures
- the online forums can actually record this creative process and archive it

Collaboration, Revision, and Trust (Wiki)
- Wiki is a collaborative tool for editing and revising a group project

Conversation, Dialogue and Critical Thinking

Promoting Critical Discourse
Example in line with theme of conference > social awareness project

Personalizing Knowledge with Self-Reflexivity

Student thoughts

Conclusion
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