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Introduction

This paper seeks to interrogate some of the different levels of 'invisibility' present within interdisciplinary collaboration, and how these might be made manifest and tangible. This practice-based research was carried out by the author, at Dartington College of Arts, as part of the FDTL Project Assessing Group Practice.
With the aim of creating an environment in which the methodologies of interdisciplinary collaborative practice inform approaches to assessment, and where the values of artistic praxis are embodied in assessment processes, the author has worked in studio contexts with undergraduate students, MAs and recent graduate practitioners in this study.

The initial stages of the research have identified areas of particular significance, which form the basis for this paper, and for related ongoing work which seeks to identify key values of interdisciplinary collaboration, and to explore ways in which those values can be clearly 'visible' for students in the assessment of their emerging practice.

Assessing the Invisible: issues for interdisciplinary collaboration

Interdisciplinarity is not the calm of an easy security; it begins effectively…when the solidarity of the old disciplines breaks down…in the interests of a new object and a new language.

(Barthes, 1977)

Given the problematic of terminology, it seems appropriate to define the ways in which I am using the terms interdisciplinary and collaboration.

‘Interdisciplinary’ suggests that clear and discrete disciplines still exist. Within the performing and visual arts, the reality is now such that a ‘discipline’ might be more helpfully described as a field of defined practices and their related conceptual and theoretical frameworks. As Matthew Ghoulish writes:

…each field structures itself by propagating its own specialized vocabulary so that its practitioners might share some basic concepts. Yet each field necessarily interfaces and intersects any number of other fields, sometimes even spawning hybrid fields. Even the purist, in order to reach any depth of understanding on any given subject, must confront conflicting discourses. A serious student of performance thus might encounter the terminology of theatre, literature, music, psychology, architecture, anthropology, and biology, among other disciplines.

(Ghoulish, 2000)

For the purposes of this paper, I shall use the term interdisciplinary to refer to engagements where two, or more, of these fields collide or elide.

The ‘inter’ (in interdisciplinary) provides an equally rich set of possible meanings and, while none of these should be proscribed, the most useful sense, in relation to collaborative endeavour, seems to be that of a relational, conversational ‘between’. This notion of ‘inter’disciplinarity’ also allows for practices exploring that which is shared between fields and also, particularly relevant to Dartington with its emphasis on emerging practices, the spaces between them. Collaboration itself can be conceived of as a form of conversation; these two active processes sharing many common features. As Scopa notes, ”Both are subjective experiences dependent on individual exchange, experience and the context in which they occur” (Scopa, 1998). 

There are, however, implications within this statement for the way in which we engage students in these interdisciplinary collaborative conversations; for how the learning is structured and supported and in the ways that assessment can contribute to this process.

Students from different performance and visual arts disciplines brought together to collaborate bring not only a range of critical and theoretical frameworks, but also very different sets of making practices and methodologies. What is also clear is that the practice of collaboration is more explicitly embedded in some disciplinary approaches to initiating and developing work than in others. If emphasis is placed solely on “…collaborating to learn and not learning to collaborate” (Brna, 1998), the nature of the relationship between participants; between the possible versions of the ‘inter’ in interdisciplinary collaboration may be limited. If such collaborations involve, for example, students across the disciplines at Dartington, we find that Theatre students bring with them a relatively established practice of collaboration as a strategy for making work, while Visual Performance or Performance Writing students have greater experience of operating as sole artists. Hughes raises the question of what happens when collaboration occurs across, rather than within, disciplines:

“…collaboration….covers all kinds of situations where artists work together. The main idea is that there is a marriage of equals, equal artists and equal artforms. But things change when people and artforms are brought into the same field, the zone of their overlapping and combative fields of force. What are the changes that happen to artists and artforms when they enter the same field, the same space?”

(Hughes, 1996)

Astronomical research into galaxy collisions and mergers would suggest that if galaxies of roughly equal mass collide, both galaxies are disrupted and the result looks quite different from either of the original galaxies. However, if one of the galaxies has substantially less mass than the other, a collision results in the smaller being completely swallowed by the greater; becoming effectively invisible (Kaiser, 2001). At times there is a danger that the ‘mass’ of collaborative experience apparently brought by certain students can predetermine the ways in which a collaboration might operate. 

Interdisciplinary collaboration, at its most effective, provides opportunities for students to explore existing and potential relationships between disciplines, engage with those spaces ‘between’ fields of practice and discourse, and help clarify the boundaries of an individual’s own developing practice. In order to achieve this, however, students need to have a concrete sense of the benefits and values of this work, and to experience them directly.

A national workshop, hosted by Dartington as part of the FDL Project Assessing Group Practice in February 2002, focussed on interdisciplinary collaboration. Participants, who included practitioners and academics, identified the following as the most immediate and evident values of such work:

· The value of looking beyond one’s own field; being responsive to concepts, processes and material that might come from elsewhere

· The ways in which it enables collaborators to identify the boundaries of their own field of practice; where are they currently/where might the interestingly shift to? 

· The ways in which collaborative engagement presents productive challenges to notions of ‘authorship’

· The value of knowing, and being able to evidence, the ways in which you are able to work with others beyond your own specialism 

(Persighetti & Scott, 2002)

If we believe that there are clear values in interdisciplinary collaboration, then we must acknowledge the need for opportunities for students not only to engage with collaboration as a means to an end (a way of producing a piece of assessable work) but also to learn how to collaborate. In addition to this, we perhaps need to interrogate the nature of collaboration more closely. 

Roschelle and Teasley describe collaboration as a “co-ordinated, synchronous activity that is the result of a continued attempt to construct and maintain a shared conception of the problem.” (Roschelle & Teasley, 1995). While this description may provide a helpful starting point, it feels unsatisfying and incomplete. It fails to recognise the essential individuality of participants engaged in collaborative enterprise. Even within the closest collaboration, individuals will carry out solitary tasks (in their heads, on scraps of paper, moving in a space etc.).The recognition, in preparing students for collaboration, of the importance of these individual conversations with the developing work can help establish the ‘mass’ that students who ordinarily operate as sole artists can bring to the experience, and avoid the swallowing up of one ‘galaxy’ by another. Apart from contributing to the development of a productive dialogue about the ‘disciplines’ or the ‘inters’, this adds visibility and value to the range of practices and, thereby, to the contributions of individuals within the collaboration.

There is another kind of invisibility inherent in interdisciplinary collaboration; that of submersion. Hazard and risk assessment procedures caution us when dealing with glass. We are advised to take special care when dealing with broken glass that is under water, as sharp edges can be rendered virtually invisible. Interdisciplinary collaboration, which is also a delicate thing, must have the possibility of retaining the ‘sharp edges’. These ‘sharp edges’ may be experienced differently by individuals within the collaborative process. They may be the redefining by the individual participant of what, subsequent to the collaborative ‘conversation’, they regard as their field of practice. It may be the ‘sharp edges’ of reinforced discipline boundaries, and of shared or uninhabited spaces between them. Whatever these sharp edges may be, the architecture of the learning and, by extension, the assessment processes, must make space to accommodate them.

At times students elide notions of collaboration and co-operation and, without clear guidance, make assumptions about tutor expectations of process and outcomes. There can be a desire to demonstrate consonance within a collaboration when dissonance might be the more appropriate and productive response. Students can strive to minimise all tension or divergence in an effort to make the collaboration ‘work’, when the greatest learning would occur as a result of a dynamic exchange fully engaged with through the process of collaborative making. If only outcomes are assessed, there is always the risk that the ‘sharp edges’ will have been somewhat softened; submerged in a piece of work that seeks to offer harmony and mutual accommodation as the only valid outcome of interdisciplinary collaboration.

So what happens to the broken glass? How might we make it visible?

As already stated collaboration, though a collective activity, is experienced individually. In underlining the values of active interdisciplinary dialogue, assessment must be designed to support the individual learner within the collaborative framework. Slavin makes the point that “learning is completely different from ‘group’ productivity” (Slavin, 1992). 

At Dartington, students involved in collaboration provide ongoing feedback on, and critique of, each others’ work. At the same time, however, they are expected to engage with a conversation that runs parallel to the dialogue of the collaboration; a conversation with themselves.

The log/journal/folio is an active, generative resource. Students are encouraged to develop their own ways of recording, documenting, sketching, notating, composing, reflecting and evaluating etc. which most appropriately capture and express for them both the practice of their ‘discipline’ and the conceptual and theoretical framework within which they are operating. 

While the individual log constitutes an element of the overall assessment for collaborative work, it is viewed primarily as a learning tool; also as the ‘dossier of unfinished business’ which is often returned to in initiating new work. It is one of the places where broken glass and ‘sharp edges’ abound.

In effect, this engagement with the journal/folio also makes visible the process, much of which may otherwise remain effectively unseen within interdisciplinary collaboration. It requires students to articulate the relationship between the theoretical and critical context of the work and allows them to make visible aspects of the process, and their contribution, that may not be reflected in the final work. It also reveals how they engage with feedback from tutors and fellow students (see e.g. Race, 1993), and critically reflect upon and evaluate the process.

As part of the FTDL project, a focus-group of second and third year undergraduate students was established to work on the assessing interdisciplinary collaboration strand. This brought together students from across the disciplines in a studio-based practical environment. A key observation from one third-year participant was that she experienced a sense of freedom when working in an interdisciplinary collaborative context; that there were new territories to be mapped, and that there were no predetermined sets of approaches and methodologies which she felt obliged to apply.

Her comments very much captured the sense that Burroughs conveys when he writes:

Artists and creative thinkers…are providing us with the only maps for space travel. We are not setting out to explore static pre-existing data. We are setting out to create new worlds…

 (Burroughs, 1985)

What was subsequently revealed was that, in her experience, when she returned to her discipline practice these new ways of thinking and making became virtually invisible; that there was ‘no place’ for them. It was not that specialist staff explicitly excluded either critical and conceptual frames or methodologies from beyond the discipline but, rather, that they did not explicitly ascribe value to them or encourage students to continue to explore these connections in the development of their emerging practice. Significantly, this student felt there was nowhere, beyond the confines of the collaboration itself, where this learning was being assessed and therefore attributed value. Smart and Dixon (2002) helpfully set out the ways in which the discourse of assessment itself can assign values that are apparently at odds with those we espouse

If we are convinced of the values of interdisciplinary collaboration, then the ways in which we conceive of and design our curricula and assessment models must aim to keep faith with those values.

Participants at the Dartington national workshop, in light of the values they had articulated, identified the following as key issues; central to the assessment of interdisciplinary collaboration:

· How are collaborative groups/roles within groups negotiated or established?

· How is the work facilitated, given that we should not assess anything that we have not provided students with the opportunity to learn?

· How do we deal with the values students ascribe to certain activities, and those values that they assume are those of staff?

· How do students recognise when the boundaries they have set themselves are there to provide an appropriate frame, and when they are erected as a matter of avoidance?

· Where does the collaboration occur; in discussion, planning and reflection or through an active dialogue between the processes, materials and methodologies involved in making? Are we in danger of valuing one aspect of collaboration over another in the ways we currently conceive of assessment?

· How do we design and implement assessment that recognises individual contributions, while retaining the values of the collaborative experience?

· How do we assess the ‘invisible’ e.g. in interdisciplinary collaborative work, how do we value those disciplines, or particular contributions from individual participants, which may not be clearly visible within the final work?

From the research so far, and from the range of contributions from students, academics and practitioners to this work, it has become apparent that many institutions make claims in relation to interdisciplinary collaborative work for their students. However, the effective preparation of students for such collaborative engagement, the recognition and ascribing of worth to contributions from all disciplines and all participants, and the making ‘visible’ of the values of such engagement in terms of curriculum design, delivery and assessment processes are aims that we remain aware we have yet to fully achieve.
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