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Abstract

This article situates the concept of invitation in learning spaces through the lens
of collage, grounded in art education pedagogy and art-based research methods.
When considered as a framework, collage offers a way of conceiving of co-
constructing spaces that both critique and generate possibilities within, and
through learning institutions. Extending this metaphor — collage as framework —
is a queering action. Collage offers a chance to pause and consider components
of learning, such as institutions, identities, relationships, power dynamics, and
participation, as material. In this way, learning is not a linear or directional
practice, but one of accumulation and resonances. Part of an invitation is
acknowledging a request to be with another, and in the fullest sense, an
invitation is a request to exist in collage with, or in resonance with another.
Through collage, relationships and interactions become a calling across
materials, connecting ideas, objects, artists, and moments in time. In this way, all
things fall into this method of collaging. Learning is no longer a quid pro quo
act; people cannot be treated as commodities. Instead, attention to belonging,
relationships, and presence become more important than any singular outcome.
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A GREETING

we are a quilt & collage.

we are flying geese forming our patterns
together

FIGURE 1: WE ARE A QUILT & A COLI.AGE. WE ARE FLYING GEESE FORMING

OUR PATTERNS TOGETHER. MODIFIED RISOGRAPH, REPRINTED AS A 24 X 36-

INCH MATTE DIGITAL PRINT. 2024. ARTWORK BY AUTHOR.

“We are a quilt & a collage. we are flying geese forming our patterns together”
(figure 1) is a beginning and a pause. Or, as Alt-] sings in their song
“Introduction” from the 2012 _An awesome wave album: “This is a nod to the
camera.” At some point in the future, you, the reader are skimming, sitting with



and/or are reading along with me. Hello. Making this greeting visible is an
intentional choice, to acknowledge how the writing, the reading, our
conversation through image and text, and the conversations between ideas
inside and beyond this text are all part of the text. By stopping at the beginning
and investigating the mechanics a greeting, I would like to invite you to consider
how we are now sharing space. Describing the process of reading this way could
be similar to collaborating, but I am asking more than just to collaborate; I want
to be in collage with you as a reader. An important note here, I take
participation as an open concept rather than a transactional one. I draw on
Stephanie Springgay’s (2018 and 2022) notion of participation as “generative
resonance.” I understand this encouragement of participation as an act of care
extended toward you, the reader.

I am turning to collage and quilts-as-collage to process the shifts in
language I see as needed to articulate this investigation, in which I ask how is
collage a model and how can it be applied as a metaphor to understand
pedagogical relationships in learning spaces? By thinking about a learning space
as interchangeably as a quilt, collage, quilt-as-collage, makes space for
recognizing assumed modes of welcome, that when unquestioned create batrriers
to share learning spaces. At its root, collage is a sense-making activity. There is
something deeply intentional in the method of collage, starting with flexibility
and surprise. Collaging is an action that allows for emergent combinations to
occur. A collage exists in and with pieces of material that are gathered, and
collage only exists in the bringing together of these materials. Collage also
acknowledges that anything can serve as material and that the connections that
emerge are through the accumulation and use of these materials. 1f collage is a
way of understanding a learning space, then the environment, the students, the
teachers, the art supplies, the experiences that each person contains are all
materials of the collage. Learning happens in these combinations and because of
these combinations, each element adds to the co-creation of meaning. Each
element comes into the collage process equally and gains significance or
meaning only in relation to the other elements. Adopting a language of collage
goes beyond the thinking that teaching only happens in conversation or solely in
the presence of another person. A collaged relationship/collaged exchange is an
exponentially zore moment and a celebration of abundance that allows teaching,
learning and being with as equal elements in a learning process. In teaching and
in learning, meaning occurs as a networked and interpersonal process and is
contingent on the elements that are allowed to be visible in a collage.



For me, collage and quilting follow similar logics since they both hold the
stoties of the makers and/or the material. A quilt also has origins as an everyday
object, of everyday use, and oftentimes is created with everyday fabrics. An
important note is that as an artist, I see both these processes as accumulative.
Both collage and quilting are made through combining fragments of material.
Quilting is an additive process, a way of working with fragments—like adding to
a collaged image—that takes time, requires patience and care with the material
and is about the relationship that grows over time as the quilt is pieced and
changes in the making. The act of quilting often is a collective process: through
the collection of materials, in the finishing of the quilt, and the sharing of the
quilt object. Situating learning as a quilt-collage evokes the process of many
hands coming together to craft a cared for object and the many stories
embedded in its making and sharing.

However, I want to be careful not have this be a static project, or a project
that becomes elevated out of the everyday, as Allan Kaprow (2003) warns:

The playground for experimental art is ordinary life...[but] the
experimental artist... [who] plays with the commonplace does so in the
very midst of crossing the street or tying a shoelace. .. The experiment
is not to possess a secret artistry in deep disguise; it is not knowing
what to call it at any time! (pgs. 248-249)

Later in the text, Kaprow (2003) also writes: “Experimentation also invites
attention to the normally unnoticed” (250). A collage framework is a living
model, a way of working within the existing realities, at whatever the scale.
Artmaking is world-building, but it is also the creation of a communal space for
reflection and action — a dynamic space shaped through collective making.
Antonia Darder (2009) further presses us as educators to recognize that,
“teaching and learning must be anchored in a material understanding of our
human experience” (p.219). Her use of the word “material” is important,
especially in the context of collage. Materials are pliable; materials can be made
into something new. Darder’s concern about the materiality of education is also
a collage itself and her ideas find an anchor in Paulo Freire (1993), as he writes
that “[t|he transformation of the world [is] done by us while it makes and
remakes us” (p.108). By pointing to this specific passage by Freire, Darder
(2009) urges us to consider the critical materiality of relationships and to
recognize that the transformations we experience within learning spaces are
themselves forms of material change that must also be acknowledged.
Education and learning are transformative processes, always making, re-making



and generating exponential and relational beginnings. Sharing in the learning
space is a networked or relational practice. Additionally, bell hooks’ (2003)
reminds us in Teaching commmnity: A pedagogy of hope, that these spaces of being
together allow us to listen critically and to act patiently with each other.
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FIGURE 2. EXCERPT FROM NICK SOUSANIS’ UNFLATTENING

Concretely, my concepts of collage have developed in resonance with a
supportive group of fellow scholars; from teaching art to non-art majors at the
higher education level; co-teaching in an elementary school; transcribing
interviews that took place between artist-teacher-scholars about their own
collaged practices as a research assistant and participant in the forthcoming
book project: Alongside teacher: Conversations about WHAT, WHERE, and WHO
artists learn with, by Jorge Lucero (n.d.), and navigating the process of my own
learning while helping my children navigate theirs through a pandemic and
beyond. Just as this excerpted image from Nick Sousanis’ Unflattening (figure 2)
is all about edges and how we read an image, my hope in this writing is to play
within, around the edges and in the intersections between higher education,
community education, and contemporary art practice to complicate what we
take as a simple action of the invitation. These spaces are often assumed to be
invitational spaces, in that they are meant to be welcoming—as a teacher
welcomes students or as a museum welcomes visitors—and these interactions are
formed through the invitation to be with (here: ideas, art, people). I understand
these intersections and spaces as being associated with learning, and these areas
are the spaces I have been navigating for the past ten-plus years. I want to queer
(Waite, 2019) our use of the invitation by looking at what it means to participate



in these spaces and to call into question the assumption of normative
ideas/practices (like the invitation) being linked to hetero-identities and powet
structures. I think of a queer methodology (LaFolette, 2019; Filax et al., 2011) in
this moment as a way of looking for openings and as a practice of questioning
to destabilize normed notions related to identity and intersubjectivity. A queer
methodology is political, as Stacy Holman Jones and Tony E. Adams (2010)
offer in their definition — here collaged and accompanied with the many other
authors and citations preceding their own writing — as a way to “[focus] on how
bodies both constitute and are constituted by systems of power as well as how
bodies might serve as sites of social change” (p. 209). By using a queer and
political lens for my collage definition, I am hoping to make visible and
acknowledge the elements of power found in uncritical invitational learning
spaces and look further to think about how collage can be a non-hierarchical
invitational model. Within this queered and collaged space, what an ethics of
care might entail and how trust might emerge and develop in these spaces is part
of their materiality.

AN INVITATION

I want to be careful about how I extend this invitation to you, partly because I
have not always trusted the spaces or even felt welcome in the spaces that I
navigate as an artist and educator. I have to admit; I have not always felt this
way. My ambivalence stems from the contrast between my experiences growing
up in higher education and museum spaces and my later experiences as an adult
working as an educator within those same environments. As a child, I remember
sitting in my dad’s biology class, doing the dissections — worms, chicken eggs,
crayfish — alongside the college undergrads. Looking back, I also remember
rollerblading through the large warehouse that housed the freshwater research
labs where my dad conducted his research. Similarly, I recall having burping
contests in the staff lounge in the empty academic building over summer break
as my mom worked in college financial aid. I have vivid memories of running
up and down the central glass stairwell of the Milwaukee Art Museum (before
the Santiago Calatrava edition was added); hiding in Ann Hamilton’s (1995)
floating curtain vo/ume when it swirled as an installation at the Art Institute of
Chicago; roughhousing with my twin brother with the helium pillows in Andy
Warhol’s Silver Clouds (19606) installation while my mom wandered through the
rest of the retrospective in 1989, also at the Art Institute of Chicago. 1
remember making a temporary home, two days in a row, with my twin brother



at a different museum, the Louisville Science Museum, as my mom attended a
conference or returning to the Milwaukee Public Museum over and over,
imagining while descending into the deep ocean diorama. Museums and
museum-adjacent locations became weekend mainstays with my dad after my
parents were newly divorced, which led us to the Pabst Brewery tour as a history
tour, complete with a soda tasting for my brother and me. These were joyful
experiences.

However, as a grown-up in these spaces, I am seeking a more nuanced
relationship. I have been pushed out for asking too many questions,
preemptively determined to be uncaring, told to not worry about others, and
have had my care for my own family weaponized because it was outside the
scope of the job. I have felt lost in the maze of what Sara Ahmed (2021) alludes
to as an institutionalizing institution in her book Complaint!. 1 have struggled
with what it means to be an educator, what it means to share an educational
space, how to be a good community participant, and how to extend care to
community members while being part of an uncaring institution. Over the years,
I have also watched others — friends, fellow colleagues, co-workers, students,
educators — struggle with what it means to belong to and participate in
institutional spaces. I have seen many leave these spaces: many amazing
colleagues who left museum spaces and public-school teachers I once knew as
they taught my children. I have also seen my own children struggle to navigate
the rigid structures of school as neurodivergent participants. In this tangle of
experiences and observations, my feelings are linked via all these connections to
learning spaces that take place within imperfect institutional spaces. Still, I have
hope though. I am hoping for a new way of moving through these spaces, a way
that doesn’t perpetuate or ignore past imbalances or traumas, but a way that
thinks and imagines otherwise.
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You are about to begin reading Italo Calvine's new novel,
If on o winter's night a traveler. Relax. Concentrate. Dis-
pel every other thought. Let the world arcund you fade.
Best to close (he door; the TV is always on in the next
room. Tell the others right away, “No, I don't want to
watch TVI" Raise your voice—they won't hear you
otherwise—Tm reading! I don't want to be disturbed™
Maybe they haver't heard you, with all that racket; speak
louder, yell: “Fm beginning to read ltalo Calvino's new
novell” Or if you prefer, don't say anything; just hope
theyll leave you alone.

Find the most comfortable position: seated, stretched
out, curled up, or lying flat. Flat on your back, on your
side, on your stomach. In an easy chair, on the sofa, in the
rocker, the deck chair, on the hassock. In the hammaock, if
you have a hammeock. On top of your bed, of course, or in
the bed. You can even stand on your hands, head down, in
the yoga pesition. With the book upside down, naturally,

Of course, the ideal position for reading is something
you can never find. In the old days they used to read
standing up, at a lectern. were accustomed to
mdm;mmfmmm:mdug They rested Like
that when they were tired of horseback riding. Nobody
ever thought of reading on horseback; and yet now, the
1dea of sitting In the saddle, the book against
the horse’s mane, or maybe tied to the horse’s ear with &
special harness, seems attractive to you. With your feet

should feel quite comfartable for read-
ing; having your feet up is the first condition for enjoying
aread.

Well, what are you walting for? Stretch your legs, go
ahead and put your feet on a cushion, on two cushions, on

There are three

ays to experience this exhibition

1. Leave the pages in this book; look at them or
ignore them as you would any other art show,

2. Rip the pages from the book, install them ina
\m;.h space you have aceess to. Flip the pages
intermittently for a different show.

3. Purchase two copies of the book, tear all the
pages out and install the entire 45 image suire as
per installation option #:2.

For all installation options: no framing or special
hanging materials required, Use what you have.

FIGURE 3. FOUR BOOKS SHOWING THEIR INTRODUCTIONS



In looking for potential actions that could follow from an invitation to be in
collage, I want to share pages from introductions from four other books: Keri
Smith’s (2008) How fo be an explorer of the world: A portable art life musenm; Ttalo
Calvino’s (1981) If on a winter’s night a traveler; Matthew Goulish’s (2000) 39
Microlectures: In proximity of performance; and Jorge Lucero’s (2023) Shed Gallery
presents: Jorge Lucero: Folded collages. Specifically, these are four distinct invitations
that guide the potential reader in how to engage each book that they come from.
These four sources collectively inform my hopes. In these introductions, the
reader is encouraged to participate in the reading, to take a moment to reflect on
how the books have been constructed as objects to use, and to think about how
they can be constructed, deconstructed or reconstructed through use. For Keri
Smith (2008), it is a manifesto based on permission: the book serves as a guide
that can be used and revised in any way — “to add, alter, or ignore.” Italo
Calvino (1981) focuses on the hopetul state of mind of the reader and delights
in the action of relaxing while reading but also cautions about how distractions
and interruptions are not kind to the reading process. Jorge Lucero (2003)
shares the book as a material, as an exhibition of the reader’s making. Matthew
Goulish (2000) sets the stage to engage with the subsequent text: “[R]eading is a
creative act, and you may read any book this way. But in this case, feel
encouraged” (p.3) to engage in that way. These interactions can take on many
forms, but they all reach for the action of caring for the reader and assume that
there is trust in how the reader will engage with the book—or, that there is a
hope that the book will lead to a space beyond the book and be a generative
experience, only completed by the reader. These introductions are both setting
constraints for the use of their texts, but they are also setting permissions about
letting go of the text.

I want to return to the phrase: “To be with.” That in being with, a
pedagogical space is a collaged space. I am turning to John Dewey’s (2015)
democratic sense of education in his call of: “of/by/fot.”” Dewey states:

No one of these words, df, by, ot for, names anything which is self-
evident. Each of them is a challenge to discover and put into operation
a principle of order and organization which follows from
understanding what educative experience signifies. (p. 29)

For Dewey, education is found in the relationships built into the experience that
follow from being together and are found in the invitation to co-discover
significance. When thought of as a critically democratic process (Freire, 1998),
the invitation becomes an education of/by/for a/l. I am intentionally reaching



toward this inclusive space in my reading of Dewey. This of/by/for reading of
learning spaces aligns with how I understand a community of making, which is
as a space of reinvention. I also want to recognize that my concept of learning
will be multivalent and expansive, as Paulo Freire (1990), in conversation with
Myles Horton, notes: “Education is before, is during, and is affer. It’s a process, a
permanent process. It has to do with human existence and curiosity” (p. 119).

Part of this invitation is making visible that when I have questions for
myself, and questions I hold about the ways we participate in learning spaces, 1
find it better to think alongside others and see what connections emerge in
relation and interaction. For me, questioning is not just about seeking
connections; but is a part of artmaking. As Gert Biesta (2017) explains, how we
connect and,

feel for the world. .. is not just about our enthusiasm for the world and
for wanting to exist in and with the world, but also, for example, about
our care for the world and even perhaps our love for the world. (p.80)

Questioning is an active way of caring. In this way, I am continually caring with
others, intentionally staying with the search for connections, and bringing other
ideas and information into this project. This method of questions is one of
accumulation rather than extraction. Stefano Harney (20106) in his essay for
Spaces of commoning: Artistic research and the utopia of the everyday suggests further that
one should consider that:

To become the site of collection, to be collected by collection is to
cease to be the collector; that is, to cease to be the collector of oneself
as the pretense for collecting others. It is a pretense because the
collection of the self is always the collection of others and therefore
never the collected self, never the self-collected authority to collect
others. (p. 11)

Taking Biesta and Harney together as a collected assemblage, their proximity in
this writing and thinking is important. The act of being in collection is a loving
act of being in question and in collage with others. Biesta and Harney frame this
attempt at building assemblages as necessarily mutual and interconnected.

So, yes, we are moving through imperfect spaces, but we are making our
relationships visible. We are making the institutions visible, finding the cracks
with the hopes of opening up to alternative spaces. I also want be clear in my
desire to share the space, not so much as to leave any heavy lifting to you as the
reader, but as a central question, or maybe one of the many questions that can
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guide this work in the search for understanding how, in the moment, we can
both be more active in our learning together. So, I hope you let your references,
your ideas, your relationships come into this conversation through reading. As
Walt Whitman (1892/1983) in his “Song of myself” says:

Not I, not anyone else can travel that road for you,
You must travel it for yourself. (section 46, p. 68)

Please travel this road for yourself, as yourself. Please travel as you need. Feel
welcome to be part of this collage. In making space together, re-centering the
lived experience within a network of experiences highlights the importance of
forming and critically reforming personal/counter-narratives, being present with
each other, and being present with all of our collaged selves.

Ultimately, a collaged framework is an invitation to educators, artist-
practitioners, and people interested in thinking with and beyond collaboration,
where collage becomes an active method that leads to co-constructed spaces
that both critique and find generative expansions around and through learning
institutions. This invitation acknowledges that pedagogy is a practice of being
with others, echoing the collective and non-hierarchical sentiment described by
Clara Balaguer et al., (2023) in We contain multitudes, a book project that calls back
to a different line from Whitman’s “Song of Myself.” This book defies
conventions. All the participants: Clara Balaguer, Olympia Bukkakis, Clare
Butcher (Ed.), Sanni Est, Gemma Medina Estupinan, Priscilla Fernandes,
Masimba Hwati, Carlos Jose, Nuraini Juliastruti, Serena Lee, Lee Su-Feh, Daniel
Neugebauer, Alessandra Saviotti, Edward Clydesdale Thomson, & Carine
Zaayman are listed as the authors and in the book they collectively outline
actions, for celebrating, being surprised by, working with and alongside each
other. The search is often tangential, and the book when taken as a whole
becomes a type of evidence of an expansive and nurturing practice.

When the invitation is an alongside practice, pedagogy becomes a collage.
The relationships in the collage become the site of a more visible relationship
between the dynamics of teaching, listening and learning. None are shut out, but
all are enriched by the shared practice of learning. Collage offers a low threshold
and holds participation to presence. In this framework of making, collage allows
for participation to be less of a transaction: “A” meets “B,” yields “C;” and
morte of a conversation: instead: “A” reminds, uncovers, shakes loose, calls to,
or even makes invisible “B,” “C,” “D,” or even “X.” There is no need to yield a
known outcome in this equation. To be part of the learning quilt-collage, the
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experience is the pedagogical experience. This writing is a collage, you, reader,
are patt of this collage.
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