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Background & Methodology

This is a brief account of how I used artifacts

as a tool during my ethnographic research at

the Reading and Writing Centre, a unique

educational environment in Duncan, British

Columbia. The Centre is part of the local

university-college, yet located in a s torefront

building downtown. The two teachers moved

their fundamental classes here to better

accommodate their vision to be more of a

learner-run centre. I wanted

to look at how power and

authority were operating

within the Centre by

exploring the perceptions

and experiences of the

people there. I was asking

what works for students and

teachers at the Centre and questioning why.

The data collection invo lved fi ve months of

fi e l d wo rk during 2001. I spent two full-days

e a ch week at the centre – for part i c i p a to ry

o b s e rvation, inte rv i ews with ten students and

the two te a ch e rs, and two group ta l ks with

student inte rv i ewees. During the year prior to

sta rting my fi e l d wo rk I attended meetings and

events at the centre to meet people and

e n ga ge in info rmal conve rsations and

o b s e rvation. Throughout I wrote daily fi e l d

n otes and a research journal. One of my

r e s e a r ch goals was to invo lve people as much

as possible as research participants, despite

their busy schedule and lives. Besides th e

i n te rv i ews and group ta l ks, their part i c i p a t i o n

included ongoing consultation about th e

r e s e a r ch process, negotiating decisions about

my invo lvement and scheduling, and

dialoguing about my early analys i s .

D a ta analysis invo lve d

t r a n s c ribing all inte rv i ews

and group ta l ks, th e n

coding the data and

generating themes using

those codes. I then ret u rn e d

to meet with the research

p a rticipants to discuss th e

themes. Art i facts were used during this time

as a means of te sting ongoing inte rp r eta t i o n s

and analysis of the data. I created sculpt u r a l

a rt i facts that represented my responses to

o b s e rvations and inte rv i ews with st u d e n t s ,

and then shared those art i facts with people at

the Centre. As well, art i facts were used as a

r e s e a r ch tool for communication and

reciprocity and to ge n e r a te data. 
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Rationale 

The tools one chooses as researcher help shape the

ethnographic description, whether the tools are pen,

computer, camera or artifact. These tools are an

extension of one’s physical being and a reflection of

who one is. An artifact is defined as an object

produced or shaped by human craft. Creating and

viewing artifacts also suggests the presence of an

aesthetic experience that is both mindful and

reflective. I create artifacts to help make sense (and

nonsense) within my life, using art as a thinking tool

and a vital means of reflexivity.

The materials I choose are mainly zippers and

coloured telephone wire. Most of the sculptures are

quite malleable, and have the capacity to be altered.

The zippers can be opened and closed, the shapes and

postures can be changed. The use of recycled and

common materials is a statement of my approach to

the process of art. My tendency is to use what is on

hand and freely available as the creation of artifacts is

integrated into my daily living. Fun and humour are

essential elements here. As an educator, I workfully

play and playfully work to disrupt the mystique of art

and the art-making process so that art as an

experience is more accessible. 

Tool of Communication

D u ring the first month of my

f i e l d wo rk at the Centre, I

i n t roduced some zipper

s c u l pt u res depicting

relationship dynamics in

education. These art i fa c t s

re p resent personal educational ex p e riences – that of

a silenced student in a te a ch e r- c e n t red env i ro n m e n t

c o n t ra sted with an ex p e rience where we we re all

m o re equ a l ly enga ged and connected th rough our

p a rticipation. My intent was to share my ow n

ex p e riences as a student, illust rating my issues

re ga rding power and auth o rity in education, and

also to ex p l o re those concepts with people at th e

C e n t re. I wa n ted to do this in a way that used

a l te rn a t i ve communication, humour and play f u l n e s s

to make a connection with people. So during th e i r

we e k ly meeting I brought these sculpt u res and

s h owed them with a brief explanation. Responses to

this first presentation from the audience of twe lve

people ra n ged from puzzled faces and indiffe re n c e

to outbursts of laughte r. The laughter I courted and

welcomed as a sign of enga gement. I was awa re of

the possible myst i que and potential alienation fro m

the use of art i facts and the art process, so it wa s

i mp o rtant to me to keep the presentation light and

i n te ra c t i ve. A few people asked qu e stions about th e

s c u l pt u res, inqu i ring when, how and why th ey we re

made. When the noise level rose at one point,

someone called out a comment about “zipping up”.

Tool of Analysis/Thinking Tool 

In this research process, artifacts have been a way of

testing themes and interpretations of my data. One

way that I responded to interviews and

observations was to create sculptures, and

then use them to reflect back my

perceptions of students’ experiences,

illustrating their issues and concerns.

I n te rv i ew participants spoke to me
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about their previous ex p e riences of being st u d e n t s ,

w h e re th ey felt te a ch e rs hove ring over them, asking

and ch e cking and pre s s u ring. We talked about th e

push re l a t i o n s h i p b et ween students and te a ch e rs at

the Reading and Writing Centre, discussing th e

d i ffe rences and similarities to hove ring. In our

group talks, we used the sculpt u re (somet i m e s

changing the post u res), to ex p l o re those ex p e ri e n c e s

and to further ex p l o re the issues invo lved in

relationship dynamics amongst students and

te a ch e rs at the Centre .

Voices was initially made in response to a st u d e n t

who talked about his ex p e rience of the power of th e

te a ch e r’s voice, and how the diffe rent tones of vo i c e

a ffe c ted him as a student. Another student talke d

about the labeling he had ex p e rienced as child and

h ow what comes out of people’s mouths has affe c te d

him. I’ve been re flecting upon this Voices piece in

w riting up and analyzing the data. I’ve been

st ru g gling with giving equal respect and auth o rity to

the voices of students and te a ch e rs, to the voices of

the lite ra t u re and to my own vo i c e .

A rt i facts can serve as a thinking tool, a re fl ex i ve

tool for re s e a rcher and for participants. Through th e

i n te rv i ews and observations I became incre a s i n gly

awa re of the power of relationships amongst st u d e n t s

and how that is played out in this educational

e nv i ronment. Queen Bee was made in response to

comments during an inte rv i ew with a student who

d e s c ribed another student, who she perc e i ves to have

the power of decision at the Centre, as someone who

“ th i n ks she’s smart and is the Queen Bee.” I’ve gone

th rough paradigm shifts in the course of this re s e a rch

p rocess and the meanings re l a ted to this sculpt u re

h ave been changing for me, ch a n ges that are ex p re s s e d

in this little poem:

Queen Bee thinks she’s smart.

Queen Bee IS smart.

Queen Bee knows what she knows

and uses her knowing to ACT!

Data Generation Tool

D u ring my fieldwo rk at the Reading and Wri t i n g

C e n t re I wa n ted to cre a te opportunities for people

to play with the sculpt u res and the raw mate ri a l s .

D u ring a we e k ly meeting at the Centre, I

vo l u n te e red to organize an activity on a day when

students, te a ch e rs and tuto rs from the community’s

I n te rc u l t u ral Centre we re going to visit. A st u d e n t

piped up, “W hy not use the zipper people?” This
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s u g ge stion was a welcomed pro mpt that led to an

activity I fa c i l i t a ted that invo lved discussion and

s c u l pt u re creation around the topic ‘Being an 

Adult St u d e n t’. 

In small groups people talked to geth e r, th e n

s c u l pted those ex p e riences and pre s e n ted them to

the full group. Some chose to wo rk individually on

a sculpt u re, oth e rs cre a ted to gether in groups of

t wo or th ree. The next photo graphs depict

s c u l pt u res by Bert and Diane, two of the inte rv i ew

p a rticipants who chose to attend the group activity.

Bert portrays himself as the white

zipper swinging from the black

trapeze line, and explains:

On one of my exciting days I

feel like doing things, like

taking ri s ks and swinging up

th e re. I made a st rong base in

o rder to swing. You st a rt on

the lower bar and move up

to the next one because th e

h i g h e st one is too big a

j u mp. Sometimes I am also

the people on the ground, sit-

ting, wa t ching.   

B e rt’s sculpt u re and his accomp a ny i n g

sto ry wo ke me up and I hadn’t even been

awa re that I was asleep. During th e

i n te rv i ew with Bert, during the gro u p

t a l ks and in our casual conve rsations I

felt I was hearing him tell the same

sto ries over and ove r. I realized later th a t

I had somewhat closed off to his voice. I

was listening but I was not hearing. Afte r

being wo ken up by Bert and his

s c u l pt u re, I st a rted looking and liste n i n g

in qu i te a diffe rent way – more emp a th i c

and awa re of how he ex p e rienced th e

Reading and Writing Centre, and

activities that he tried. I learned a lot

about ri s ks from Bert. He helped me see

that our ri s k-taking is re l a ted to th e

whole context of where we are, who we

a re and where we have come fro m .

D i a n e’s sculpt u re and her sto ry about it

led me to a deeper understanding of her perc e pt i o n

of the behaviour of the te a ch e rs at Centre. Duri n g

our conve rsations, Diane took an adamant st a n c e

a ga i n st the use of the te rm ‘push’ which oth e r

people used to describe relationship dynamics

a m o n g st students and te a ch e rs. Diane asserted th a t

te a ch e rs did not push when th ey wo rked with

individual students. 

In this sculpture she created with a group, she is

depicted as the zipper in the lower left. The teacher

(middle zipper) and group are zippers of the same
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colour. She used a contrasting zipper colour along

with beads and a feather to represent her First

Nations heritage. Diane’s story about the sculpture:

When I was in school, the te a ch e r

a l ways faced away from me, and I wa s

a l ways saying “I want some help, I need

some help.” The te a cher pays atte n t i o n

to all those other same colour people,

who are like angels and can do no

w rong and th ey are all connected. This

is a sto ry of discrimination, but it can

be the same for anyone who feels left

out, who feels on the edge .

The ex p e rience of creating sculpt u res to geth e r

c o n t ri b u ted to my deeper awa reness about st u d e n t s’

ex p e riences at the Centre and pushed me to

u n c over and re flect upon my own assumpt i o n s .

Issues and sto ries emerged while talking about th e

s c u l pt u res that never came up during our

c o nve rsations and inte rv i ews. 

Tool of Reciprocity

I see re s e a rch as a process of building

relationships and learning to gether from th o s e

relationships. Thus one of my re s e a rch issues was a

c o n c e rn about re c i p rocity – I wa n ted to publicly

a ck n owl e d ge the time and energy people gave

th rough inte rv i ews and the many conve rsations. I

wa n ted to honour the relationships we fo rm e d

th rough the process of the re s e a rch. I had not i c e d

that when people from the Centre went out in

public for fundraising or public relations wo rk, th ey

used paper signs to tell where th ey we re from. I

decided to make them a portable, re-usable sign, and

c re a ted a cloth banner using zipper let te rs to spell

out Reading & Writing Centre. 

I also wa n ted to celebra te their wo rk as re a d e rs

and wri te rs. The Reading and Writing Centre

re g u l a rly info rm a l ly publishes student wri t i n g .

T h ey have also fo rm a l ly published two books by

students. In Re a d e r / Wri ter one of the zippers is

reading a miniature ve rsion of one of those books .

A fter I gave them this sculpt u re, th ey published th e

second book, so for that book launch I cre a ted a

t i ny replica of that book as we l l .

Tensions & Limitations

A l though my original intent in using art i facts wa s

to minimize the use of wri t ten text with st u d e n t

p a rticipants, I was not initially cognizant that th e

use of art is another kind of lite ra c y, where we are

re qu i red to ‘read’ the art i fact. Rick, one of th e

students, helped me attune to the necessity of

assuming the role of guide when viewing th e

a rt i facts. During our Group Ta l k, when people had

been laughing about the va ri ety of ways to ch a n ge

the positions of the sculpt u ral figures, I noticed th a t

R i ck was re l a t i ve ly qu i et. He commented to me late r

that he could understand the humour only after I

had explained that the zippers we re human

te a ch e r / student ch a ra c te rs in the Hove ring sculpt u re .

We also further talked about the diffe rences in

p e o p l e’s responses to the art i facts and how

i n te rp retation can va ry from person to pers o n .

One st u d e n t’s inte rp retation of the zippers

caused me to re flect upon these mate rials as ge n d e r

specific, perhaps seen as wo m e n’s sewing not i o n s .

D u ring the beginning of our first group talk, I had

placed seve ral zippers (with the wire sewn into

them) and some foam bases around the tables

w h e re we would be sitting. Daniel picked up one of

the zippers, played around with it, bending it into

shapes. Then he atte mpted to enga ge the two oth e r

male students, Rick and Matth ew, in a bante ri n g

and comp a rison of the size and st i ffness of th e i r

z i p p e rs, asking them, “How big is your zipper?” and

laughing. They didn’t respond, and after a few more

comments to them, Daniel th rew his zipper on th e

table, sayin,g “this is so st u p i d .” He turned his
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s w i vel chair away from the table. Daniel’s

m a chismo enga gement with the zippers was a

reading and inte rp retation that wa s n’t shared by

oth e rs at the time. I chose not to comment or

respond as well. 

T h roughout the re s e a rch process, I wa n ted to

respond re s p e c t f u l ly within all encounte rs with

p a rticipants, and remained conscious of not

assuming roles of art connoisseur or th e ra p i st. The

use of art i facts can open up pote n t i a l ly powe rf u l

e m otional places, thus it is imp o rtant to tre a d

c a re f u l ly and atte n t i ve ly. During that same

group talk, Bert and Matth ew chose to play

a round with the zippers. One of them set

th ree zippers into a foam base, explaining that two

z i p p e rs are “yakking to gether” and the th i rd one is

m o re distant and backing away. Matth ew

i m m e d i a te ly responded to Bert’s creation, say i n g

that he re l a ted to the th i rd zipper ch a ra c te r

that was backing away because he

feels a bit like an outsider at

the Centre. While we

discussed those fe e l i n g s ,

M a t th ew and Bert ch a n ge d

and manipulated the sculpt u re

to show how Matth ew wo u l d

l i ke to see himself at th e

C e n t re – he faced th e

zipper towa rds and

closer to the oth e r

t wo talking to geth e r.

Another interesting

‘reading’ of the artifacts

occurred by the general public. After the Adult

Student workshop, we placed several of the creations

in one of the storefront display windows and later

heard that passers-by thought the Centre might be a

new sewing notions store!

Final Words

My use of art i facts in re s e a rch has been a

p rovo c a t i ve ex p l o ration that continues. The use of

a rt and imagination as tools can be inte gra ted into

the ge n e ral re s e a rch process to help open up and go

to places not always accessible th rough re s e a rch

t raditions of talking, listening and observ i n g .

Re s e a rch is a place where we wo rk to uncove r

u n a ck n owl e d ged assumptions and imp l i c i t

k n owl e d ge. The eth n o gra p h e r’s job is to dig deeper

i n to what is assumed to be common sense or

n o rmal behav i o u r.

“To tap into imagination is to become

able to break with what is supposedly

f i xed and finished, objective ly and

i n d e p e n d e n t ly real. It is to see beyo n d

what the imaginer has called normal or

“common-sensible” and to carve out new

o rd e rs in ex p e rience. Doing so, a pers o n

m ay become freed to gl i mpse what

might be, to fo rm notions of

what should be and what is

n ot yet. And the same

p e rson may, at th e

same time, remain in

to u ch with what

p re s u m a b ly is.” 

(Greene p. 19)  
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