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overview

In her piece titled “Paulo Freire,” bell hooks presents an inter-
view with, of all people, herself. She prefaces this with an explana-
tion for her uncommon format and writing style:

This is a playful dialogue with myself, Gloria Watkins, talking 
with bell hooks, my writing voice. I wanted to speak about Paulo 
and his work in this way for it afforded me an intimacy—a 
familiarity—I do not find possible to achieve in the essay. And 
here I have found a way to share the sweetness, the solidarity I talk 
about. (45)

It is in a similar style that I approached the following interview 
between me as the interviewer, Nosy T, and me as the interviewee 
and facilitator of Stories & Symbols group studies, Tyson P. I hope 
that it too reveals a deeper intimacy and different vivacity than the 
standard essay would offer.

interview PArt 1
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tion was a big part of my education experience. This included ongo-
ing reflections from each semester-long group, along with my own. 
Additional reading and pedagogy seminars helped to complete the 
picture.

NT: How did you get involved in the group study in the first 
place?

TP: It started as a way to expand my individual studies of sto-
ries and symbols. Because my program was low-residency, I was on 
campus with the rest of the other students and faculty for just the 
first week of each semester; otherwise, we were wherever we wanted 
to be. There were some huge advantages to this, but the six months 
away from everyone else could feel pretty isolating.

By the end of my second semester I had read a lot—about the 
core of stories, myths, and symbols, from the work of C.G. Jung, 
Bruno Bettelheim, Joseph Campbell—and I had begun to put some 
pieces together. It was clear that there was a lot more to investigate, 
but the idea of continuing to do that in isolation was not exciting.

Thanks to my second semester advisor’s advice, at the follow-
ing residency I invited the community to a lunchtime conversation 

Nosy T: First, a little context. What’s your background as an 
educator?

Tyson P: I received two years of alternative Arkansas state-
approved teacher training through Teach For America from 
2007-2009, and I got my standard teaching license at the end of that 
period. During those two years I taught art in a public elementary 
school classroom to grades 1-6 in an economically exhausted town.

Over the three years after that, I also guest lectured at a nearby 
community college, covering Buddhist philosophy for several semes-
ters’ Intro to Philosophy classes. The college-level teaching was an 
extremely positive experience. The last of those times I was invited 
back by the class to continue the conversation we had started at my 
first visit.

When I eventually decided to go to graduate school, I intended 
to get my Master’s for community college teaching. I ended up en-
rolling at an alternative, low-residency program at Goddard College, 
their Interdisciplinary Arts MFA. My interest was in combining 
philosophy with writing and visual art-making—illustration, com-
ics—and bringing that to a community college classroom.

Once in graduate school, my group study planning and facilita-
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GrouP 1: FAll 2013

i.e.
i.F.

A.G.
t.m.

i.r.
o.S. c.t.

ArtiStS

about stories and symbols. My hope was that it would lead to a 
semester-long thing. A solid group showed up to the lunch, and it 
became clear that there was interest in extending the conversation. 
At the end of the talk I offered to synthesize what we had discussed 
and frame a semester discussion group off of that. Ultimately seven 
of us signed on.

Shortly after drafting a framework, I got some useful feedback 
from one of the faculty members. And it just went from there.

NT: Give an overview of the group study itself. Where did it take 
place? What did it look like when it was in motion?

TP: We did everything online. Our school had its own Google 
account, so we had private access to the Google suite. We used 
Groups and Gmail for communication, Drive to share files, Calen-
dar for dates, and Sites to have a hub and syllabus of sorts. Google+ 
Hangouts let us do live group video chats.

The framework from our initial conversation came down to 
four core questions. We had a four-month semester, so we basically 
covered one question per month.

Each month started with a reading. I pulled from my previ-

The Stories & Symbols Artist Group Study began as an experimental exten-
sion of one artist’s individual explorations of symbols and narrative’s core 

elements. over a four-month span, it became a collaborative, online learn-
ing experience between himself and a handful of fellow artists. Participants 
considered a range of theories and media that helped them investigate and 
connect universal phenomena to their individual lives and the group’s grow-

ing understanding.

the artworks that follow were the result of a collaborative project developed 
during a group study conversation about folktales and the effect of using 

another culture’s stories in a new cultural context.

once the group study ended, participants found themselves with an effec-
tive model for online collaborative learning, ideas for ways to deepen the 

work in a new study, and more topics yet to discuss.

8 9



PromPt 1

in your discipline and medium of choice, retell
“Who’s in Rabbit’s House?”

you may spend up to an hour or more on this work.

refrain from discussing your work with other group members during the 
creative process.

Artwork
resident right | i.e.

Structured improv: Who’s in rabbit’s House | t.m. and Students

What’s Up with rabbit’s Computer? | o.S.

Who’s in the Effin Corporate Building | i.F.

Who’s in DuhNanci’s Office | c.t.

Folk tAle AdAPtAtion

ous research or current ongoing investigations and offered it to the 
group with one of the core questions. Folks shared their written 
reflections online. After scheduling a date using an online service 
called Doodle, we met online with Google+ Hangouts.

Meetings were 90 minutes. We always started by going around 
and catching up on each others’ lives over the past month. That 
in itself was a really valuable aspect of what we were doing, just 
staying connected. And then we would move to the main discus-
sion, responding the reading, the core question of the month, our 
thoughts on folks’ written reflections. When needed, we would 
also spend time on logistical items: mid-semester reflections on the 
group study, plans for the following residency. In one case we had an 
impromptu planning discussion for a collaborative project that we 
carried out the following month.

NT: I was going to ask about teacher actions and student actions. 
But it sounds like that division wasn’t there in the same way as more 
traditional modern classrooms.

TP: No, I wasn’t really the teacher. I was coordinating assign-
ments and facilitating conversations. We were all equal educators in 
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it, honestly. I learned at least as much as anyone else participating, 
and it was very exciting and valuable for that.

It actually ties back to those guest lectures, when I was the 
instructor. My favorite part each of those times was after I had pre-
sented the content: the vocabulary, the main concepts, the stories. 
After that we in the class had a shared foundation, and we all got to 
be a part of a discussion that interested us.

By the time the final guest lecture took place, when I was 
invited to come back for a second class, I was interested in the con-
nections between Buddhist and Christian philosophies. We were in 
rural Arkansas, and that really resonated with the students. It was 
during that conversation that I most felt like one among peers. I just 
had a little different perspective on the conversation itself, making 
sure we stayed on task and dug in as deeply as we could.

That’s the kind of role I had in the study groups. I laid the 
foundation and kept up the borders so no one fell off, but we were a 
collection of peers standing on the platform and building something 
from it.

NT: How did things close that semester with the study group?

reSident riGHt
i.e., 2013 | Poetry

rabbit
returns to home
not sweet but occupied.
neighborhood association
no help...

jackal’s
fired up support...
leopard’s top to bottom
plan...ms. e’s trunk of ideas...
fall short.

rhino’s
short sightedness?
painful...messy.           humbled,
hare hears frog’s ingenuity

at last.

P1
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TP: I created a reflection survey that was based on one from a 
faculty-led seminar I participated in that semester. (I did plenty of 
“borrowing” like that for the study group.) Group members shared 
anonymous written feedback that way, and we also had a reflection 
conversation as part of our last meeting.

Based on the feedback, folks had gotten a lot out of the experi-
ence. There were some great constructive ideas too, mostly about 
meeting online more often and doing more of the collaborative proj-
ects like the one that popped up mid-semester. Suddenly we were 
talking about a next time, and some group members were already 
committing to a second group study. That really made a statement 
for me.

One of my priorities was to bring our experience back to the 
graduate community in a meaningful way, and the rest of the study 
group was on board. We decided to do an open panel discussion at 
the next residency. We also showed some our work from the col-
laborative project at the regular residency art crawl.

The panel was a lot of fun. And based on interest from group 
members and audience members, I proposed another lunch conver-
sation. Like the previous residency, that conversation led to a whole 
new semester of group study work.

Structured imProv:
WHO’S IN RABBIT’S HOUSE

t.m. And StudentS, 2013
Structured imProviSAtion, 2:38 P1

http://youtu.be/g8yoVCQSsZo/
14

wAtcH online

http://youtu.be/g8YOVCQSsZo


NT: It sounds like by then there had already been discussion 
about how to do the group study differently. What kind of changes did 
you make for the second group?

TP: Coming into the new group study, I really wanted to more 
directly tie readings and reflections to our creative practice, and 
to emphasize more structured independent work—without going 
overboard. So, group 2 had a slightly different cycle that we went 
through.

This time it happened over three weeks. In the first week there 
was, like the first group, a reading excerpt. But now it was accompa-
nied by a formal writing prompt in response to the reading rather 
than a more overarching question. The week after that, there was a 
short creation-based prompt that was tied to the reading and writ-
ing prompt.

Prompts were always kept low-key, around 20-30 minutes for 
writing and an hour for creating. The point wasn’t to produce art 
world-marketable work but to keep things generative. And with 
such a wide range of disciplines among us, getting too specific with 
creation requirements wouldn’t have allowed them to be inclusive. 
Like the first time, we shared our work online.

WHAT’S UP WITH RABBIT’S COmPUTER?
O.S., 2013-14 | INK + DIGITAL, 6” x 4.5”, 40 PAGES

P1

http://tysonpease.com/portfolio/whats-up-with-rabbits-computer/
reAd online
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By the end of the third week, we met over Hangouts. As the 
semester went on, members were increasingly generative. That three-
week cycle worked really well.

WHO’S IN THE EffIN CORPORATE BUILDING
i.F., 2013 | Fiction, 811 wordS

P1

once there was a beautiful stone building, made by a family that had 
worked hard and paid its workers well.

Some years later, actually, just after october 29, 1929, the family had 
to leave their home and was forced to live on the street.

A big corporation moved in, one that had done some insider trading 
and hadn’t gone broke.  

the children of the family grew into young men and women and fought 
in the Second world war.  when they returned, they went up to the big 
stone house from their childhood and knocked on the door.

“We lost this house to you fifteen years ago,” they spoke into the inter-
com, “Now we have come back from fighting and we want to buy it back for 
the $100 you bought it for plus interest.”

the secretary laughed.  His voiced sounded tinny through the small 
speaker by the door. “I can help you but it will take time.”

the brothers and sisters sat on a bench near the stone building.  
“we have been at war for three years.  why should we wait for a secre-

tary to help us.  He works there!”
A man in a suit walked up to them and asked them who they were.
“We are the family that built and grew up in that house,” they ex-

plained, “We lost the house in the crash and want to buy it back.”
“I am a lawyer,” the man said, “I can get the house back for you but you 

must pay me one thousand dollars.”
the brothers and sister gasped at the sum. “that is half of all we 

have,” they said.
18



the lawyer walked on.
the brothers and sisters went to a nearby hotel and got two rooms for 

one dollar a night.  The next day they went back to their former home and 
stood in front of the door gazing at the gold-embossed sign that said ‘Effin 
Corp’ with the corporate logo on it, an outstretched hand, showing a gold 
ring on the middle finger.

A couple of policemen came by. “why are you loitering in front of this 
door?” they asked.

“It was our home and we want to buy it back,” one sister said. 
“Have you consulted a lawyer,” the policeman asked.
“The lawyer wanted half our life savings,” a brother said.
“Well, move along now.  These are important people who work here.”
The third day, they went to a Western Union Telegram office and sent a 

telegram to the Effin Corporation’s president.  It said, “-Effin President-stop-
may we meet with you to discuss the future of our former home-stop-we ask 
for an hour of your time-stop-we four fought for our country-full stop.”

 Almost instantly, a telegram came back. “Don’t bother-stop-Effin 
Corp keeps what it gets-stop-Stop bothering-stop-last warning-full stop.”

The next day the brother and sisters met at the Horn and Hardart 
lunch place across the street.  over a hearty meal, each in turn spoke.  
One sister, clearly radicalized by the experience of poverty and war said, 
“I’ve learned enough about incendiaries to take the building down.”

Her brother, who had been a medic said, “there are innocent people 
in the building.  no. no one can get hurt, besides what would we have after 
the smoke clears?”

Another brother said, “there was a guy in my battalion, he said to call 
him if I ever needed muscle.”

the fourth sibling looked at his brother and sisters, “is the house really 
so important?”

They sat there with their coffee, each gazing not at each other, but into 
their memories, pondering the question.

yes, they all agreed.

they decided to, one by one, approach the door intercom and ask the 
secretary for the help he had offered.  

A sister went first. The secretary said, “Not yet.”
A brother went next. The secretary said, “Patience.”
A sister went third.  The secretary said, “Tomorrow at noon.”
The fourth sibling didn’t go up to the door.  He chose to wait until the 

next day.

The next day at minutes before noon, they gathered near the door 
of the Effin Corporation.  Then they heard sirens approaching.  A troop of 
policemen drove up followed by a big black car.  out stepped an Fbi agent.  
the door of the stone building opened and moments later the president of 
the Effin Corporation was led, in handcuffs, to the black car.  The car sped 
off.

The brothers and sisters stared in amazement.  The elderly secretary 
came out and recognized them immediately.  “Cousins,” he called, “I’ve 
been working here since just after the crash,” he said, “gathering documents 
demonstrating the business practices that the Effin Corporation has used 
to defraud its stockholders and the government.”  The man clearly seemed 
amused.  “I can’t guarantee that the house will be returned,” although he 
winked in a reassuring way, “but we won’t be seeing the Effin president for a 
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very long time.”

WHO’S IN DUHNANCI’S OffICE
c.t., 2013 | Fiction, 1337 wordS

P1

duhnanci had gone to the supermarket in town and decided to stop 
at her office for just a moment to use the bathroom. She walked up the 
stairs, reached to the top to the top of the lintel to grab the key. She was 
driving her daughter’s 1987 Tercel because her daughter had borrowed her 
Subaru to go to maine for a job interview to do seed breeding ((lettuce and 
tomatoes)) at Johnny’s Seeds. The Ru’s key ring included the keys to the of-
fice- the building too, but the building door was open because the Chamber 
of Commerce was doing their monthly get together in the office at the top of 
the stairs.

Just as she was putting the key in the lock a huge voice boomed out “i 
am the blahblahblah and if you come in the door I will eat you!!!!”

“Excuse me, dude, this is my office and I need to pee... and who are 
you anyway, never mind what are you doing in my office?”

“i told you, i am the blahblahblah and if you come through the door, 
etc.etc.etc.”

Standing at her office door, Nanci thoroughly perplexed, running 
through her mind which of her kids might have shared the key-on-the-lintel 
information with some of their friends in town. A member of the chamber of 
commerce, a motherly Sort, came up to nanci and asked,

“DuhNanci, dear, what is the matter? You look perplexed.”
“I am perplexed, motherly Sort, so very perplexed. I just came up the 

stairs, grabbed my key, “and deciding not to mention that it was kept on the 
lintel, she explained what happened. “All I want to do is get into my office 
and use the bathroom. i have to pee desperately. i have no idea who is in 
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there. All i know is that i have to pee and they are threatening to eat me 
instead.”

“Don’t worry,” said the motherly Sort, “I’ll help you.” She put her hand 
out for the key, kindly patting nanci on the shoulder with her other hand. 
Smiling gently, she went to place the key into the lock.

like before a huge voice boomed out,
“I am the BlahBlahBlah and yada, yada, yada.” Obviously whoever this 

was had tweeting down to an art.
“oh blahblahblah, calm down. All nanci wants to do is come into use 

her office bathroom. She has to pee and really, it kind of makes sense since 
it is hers.”

“Doesn’t matter that she has to pee. I am the blahblahblah and yada, 
yada, yada.”

the sort of motherly Sort looked so surprised that someone could be 
so thoughtlessly unempathetic, and being motherly she tried explaining

“But blahblahblah, I’m sure you understand that it’s hard enough to be 
kept from entering an office that that you pay rent for, but especially when 
you have to pee and its  where a bathroom is. A bathroom that is included in 
the rent, I might remind  you.”

“Go away, you well intended nitwit. i am the blahblahblah and yada, 
yada, yada.”

Shaking her head in sorrow, the motherly Sort apologized to Nanci as 
she went back to the hors d’oeuvre table.

The next person to happen by was the Raging Teenager belonging to 
the architect at the end of hall. the raging teenager, his pants down below 
his butt cheeks, were showing the coolest boxer shorts that Nanci had ever 
seen. kind of psychedelic swirls and colors, coming off a skull with hands to 

its sides. even though she had to pee, she looked at the words printed just 
below the skull (his pants must have been velcroed onto the boxers) “hey 
dude, whaddup?” She almost laughed, because she’d expected a reference 
to “The S    scream” but decided that if she did that all was lost.

“Hey ms. Dude, whaddup?” the Raging Teenager asked. He was 
surprisingly polite.

Nanci went onto explain the situation. Noting that she was starting to 
cross her legs, the raging teenager as pretty sure that she needed help.

“Hey, asshole, what the fuck do you think you’re doing? The lady 
needs to get in her office to get to the bathroom. fucking hallway smells bad 
enough as it is!”

“fuck off dude. I am the BlahBlahBlah and yada, yada, yada.”
Raging Teenager slammed his fist on the door, cracking his calloused 

knuckles, blood starting to ooze, shaking his head, muttering “fucking 
douche bag, Jesus,” to himself as he headed to Tim’s office to see if he 
could wheedle some wine from the real estate Agent who reliably would 
say to him “Holy water, you mean m’boy, have some.” She was from Ireland.

almost the end point for now but...

From here the piece goes through many of the other facets of my life, 
none of which really reflect me, except in job description. These will show in 
some way or other as social worker, nurse, banker, mediator, teacher, you 
name it, with each addressing the blahblahblah.

~
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finally the rough draft ends with

Also on his way to Tim’s office, to visit with The Real Estate Agent dol-
ing out the “holy water”, was the Volunteer EmT/ firefighter. His day job was 
as the pending president of a very old insurance agency, as well as the new 
president of the chamber of commerce. His passion, after being a basket-
ball coach in the local high school, was the emergency services gig. looking 
at nanci, who by now had her legs crossed, her hand on her crotch and a 
look of delirious desperation on her face, it occurred to him that something 
was wrong here.

“DuhNanci, sweet, do you need some help?”
before she could answer, the blahblahblah started its schpiel at which 

point, duhnanci started wiggling, trying to keep the pee in.
The firefighting EmT looked at her gently and said,
“DuhNanci, I think the first thing you need to do is go to the bathroom. 

Then you’ll be able to think again. I’m sure it’s fine to go down to Craig’s 
office- everybody is in Tim’s. Go ahead use his bathroom. I’ll take care of 
things here for you.”

As she wobbled her awkward way down the hallway to Craig’s office 
(which was pretty empty given that it had the food, rather than the “holy wa-
ter”), she heard the firefighter EmT pull out some tools and quietly start to 
take the hinges out of the office door (he held the insurance contract for the 
building owner, so he knew that if there were any damage, he could make 
sure that it would be covered).

When she opened the bathroom door in Craig’s office, the firefighter 
emt was likely in the process of slipping the door off of the doorframe, 
because the BlahBlahBlah was at full rage, “yada, yada, yada” having trans-

formed into “YADA, YADA, YADAAUGH!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”
When she emerged from Craig’s office, the firefighter EmT was pick-

ing up a tiny tot, tears streaming down its red, swollen face. clutched in its 
arms was a huge pair of safety scissors, a glue stick and a book of colored 
paper. on its back was a pack full to the tippy top with beads and ribbons 
and pictures cut out from magazines and a paintbrush. In the front pocket of 
the pack were a box of tempera paints and a little painter’s pad. On its head 
was a wide brimmed hat that hid it’s eyes, the eye’s being the camera to the 
soul.

As the firefighter EmT calmed the tot down, he lifted back the hat brim, 
to see who was under there. He put the child down and as he did that , the 
child began to calm down and looking up at duhnanci said,

“All,  I wanted to do was leave you a pretty picture...”
with that, she (for it was a she) began to grow and grow and grow 

from the squalling, nasty brat, to a strong willowy young woman. Smiling at 
duhnanci, she walked down the stairs and onto the street, never to be seen 
again.

26 27



reFlectionS

NT: Let’s shift gears a bit. What’s your definition of progressive 
education?

TP: That’s a big one. I’ve felt for a while like I have a definition, 
but I’ve never made it totally explicit. I suppose part of that comes 
from the fact that there is no single model for progressive education.

That said, I think any progressive educational setting is strongly 
student-centered and student-led. But this is complemented with 
mindful intervention and guidance from the instructor, that person 
who has a slightly different perspective on the educational setting. 
Maybe “facilitator” is a better word or it?

Progressive education is active. The learning that comes out of 
it is not something laid upon participants who receive it passively. If 
they’re leading their own investigations, the meaning they make is 
coming from individual and communal interest and effort.

Because progressive education is coming more from within 

interview PArt 2
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than above, it’s rooted in the life experiences and unique perspec-
tives of participants. Maxine Greene talks about our landscapes of 
learning. Where is it that you come from? How does this shape your 
perspective of the world as you live in and engage with it? Every 
group of participants is going to create its own unique learning 
environment.

By taking each participant’s landscape of learning into account, 
progressive education can be more holistic. bell hooks talks about 
embodying your life experience and, therefore, your educational 
experience. We can’t help but live our lives as full bodies. That’s what 
we are. We’re not just brains. And yet the traditional classroom in 
the U.S. is often still rooted in the Cartesian split between mind and 
body, where the classroom is the place for just the mind. You’re sup-
posed to ignore the body.

But if you own your educational experience, if it’s tied to your 
unique perspective and personal interests, it’s going to be a full-bod-
ied experience. More of you will be active in the learning process, 
and the setting itself and the others you’re working with will see you 
as a more complete person.

This extends to the facilitator as well. It’s a shared, commu-
nal learning opportunity for everyone involved. The facilitator 

or instructional leader has the same investment in gaining new 
knowledge as the other participants. For me that was a huge part of 
the Stories & Symbols study groups’ success. Seeing all participants 
as whole people may be the starting point of progressive education 
for me.

This holistic aspect can be a very freeing thing. It frees you from 
a lot of old and often ill-fitting educational structures. But it also 
demands that everyone involved be extremely present each moment 
of the group’s activity. As facilitator, you can’t solely rely on a pre-
written plan. Some structure is needed, but you have to respond to 
the needs of the group on the fly.

It’s socially engaged. It has people interacting in a live environ-
ment—whether it’s online, in a physical classroom, or some other 
shared space. You’re exchanging ideas and questions, you’re respond-
ing, challenging (respectfully). Getting that external response to 
your ideas is crucial for moving your own understanding forward.

Of course, that live social engagement isn’t everyone’s learning 
style hotspot, but it’s one component. And so progressive education 
is flexible. It covers multiple learning styles to meet the needs of the 
participants.

Since it’s always dealing with individuals in groups with their 
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own unique dynamics, you can never totally pin things down to a 
standard progressive model. If there’s an educational setting that 
needs more structure, it can be there. If there’s one where that same 
level of structure would inhibit learning, it can be lightened.

That may not even be every aspect. But that’s a lot of it!

NT: Would you call what you in the group study did as progres-
sive education?

TP: At least in some ways, yes. Most of what I just discussed 
started with reading about progressive education, but it’s vivid 
enough for me to talk about only because I’ve identified it in my 
study group experiences. But there’s always more to learn and under-
stand.

Looking back, it was really important that we had those initial 
lunchtime conversations. They allowed us to root whatever might 
follow in the particular places that people were coming from and 
what they were looking for in a potential group study. Our efforts 
began and remained framed in each group’s needs.

The recurring conversations were crucial, too. They gave a 
vivid reminder that each of us were more than just emails on our 

GrouP 2: SPrinG 2014

the Spring 2014 Stories & Symbols Group Study was a second student-run 
and -organized artistic-academic collective that built directly off of the first. 
Over an additional four months, participants researched and reflected on 

the nature, uses, and potential ethical questions of narratives and symbols 
in the context of their own work and that of established theorists, artists, and 
other creative thinkers. by sharing individual perspectives via online group 
video meetings and written and creation-based prompts, each participant 

contributed to the group’s deepening collective understanding.

The art on display came from the group’s prompts. Like the group study 
itself, much of this work was experimental for its artists, allowing them to 
explore new artistic ground as they delved into the foundations of stories 

and symbols.

i.b.
e.e.

i.F.
A.G.

o.S.
c.t.

P.t.
n.y. r.Z.

ArtiStS
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computers. The live interactions helped to further my own ideas in 
ways I wasn’t doing on my own, and I saw this highlighted in other 
participants’ feedback each semester.

Meetings in particular allowed what we did to stay flexible. 
Having a virtual room full of people hesitate about an idea I just 
proposed said a lot about folks’ enthusiasm for it. It also made it 
much easier to problem-solve with them about how to do some-
thing more fitting. These were rewarding learning opportunities for 
the groups that deepened the sense of shared ownership.

And even though some participants stayed involved for mul-
tiple semesters, each group study was a unique collection of people 
at unique points in their lives. We kept up this sense of being in a 
new stage of an ongoing experiment. That’s part of what kept the 
experience so rewarding for me. I think it was that way for other 
participants as well.

NT: Now for some more general reflections. What was the biggest 
challenge of working in the group studies?

TP: Actually, it was that ongoing sense of experimentation 
and discovery. It was one of the most rewarding aspects, but I’m a 

PromPt 2

Create an artwork that expands on a story or symbol that you find especially 
meaningful.

you may spend up to thirty minutes or more on this work.

PerSonAl Story / Symbol

Artwork
Family Portrait x Numbers | i.F.

Symbol | A.G.
arm | o.S.
Spiral | P.t.
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planner. I like to have everything figured out ahead of time, to a tee. 
Progressive education doesn’t work that way.

Days before group 2 had its own reflective panel at residency, I 
found out that a colleague’s session had been scheduled at the same 
time as ours. At residency, she proposed that we discuss combining 
the sessions.

We talked it over. At first I wasn’t sure about any last-minute 
change. Our group had had our panel planned for at least a month. 
We had already decided on some changes from the first group’s and 
were excited to try them. But ultimately I could sense there was 
some genuine overlap in content.

When the whole group met to discuss the merge, things really 
clicked. We went for it, and I’m so glad we did! My colleague led 
movement activities rooted in collective perception. They comple-
mented our headier talk of universal stories and symbols really well.

Thanks to the study groups, I learned how to plan so that 
there was only as much structure as we needed, with space to shift 
direction on the fly if that would better serve what we were working 
toward. I learned how to plan in adequate wiggle room.

Well, there is one other challenge. My time as a graduate stu-
dent has ended, so I’m left now to wonder what comes next for the 

FAmily PortrAit x numberS
I.f., 2014 | DIGITAL fROm PHOTO, 16” x 12”

P2
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study group—whether to help it live on there or to try to recreate 
or reinvent it in a new context. Figuring that out is a challenge all its 
own.

NT: What have you learned about stories and symbols from this 
group study experience?

TP: During group 2’s reflective discussion, participants 
explained how the study group had helped them realize that, at 
the heart of it all, they were creative storytellers. This compulsion 
dictated their creative choices, their lives, more than anything else. 
It was an amazing thing to hear—for the success of the study group, 
but also for my own takeaways from the experience.

I always had some sense of the power of stories and symbols, 
but through the study groups the depth of my understanding grew. 
They don’t just underlie our lives. It’s like they’re just waiting for us 
to find them, to work with them, to build them up. The more you 
do this, the more mindful you become of their presence, the more 
personal they become, and the more actively you embody them in 
your life. That can be an incredibly empowering thing.

I’ve learned to better appreciate the power of stories. I can see 

Symbol
A.G., 2014 | mIxED mEDIA, 15” W x 2” D x 12” H

P2
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Arm
O.S., 2014 | DIGITAL fROm PHOTO, 20” x 40”

P2now their great versatility and the kind of focus they can provide in 
a person’s life. Stories and symbols have a big presence in my life, and 
they help me continue to work toward the best life I can imagine. 
When there’s a story left worth telling, there’s hope.

NT: And what have you learned about teaching and pedagogy?

TP: I’ve gained a much more intimate understanding of what 
progressive education means. Goddard College was my first experi-
ence of a progressive school, and doing my graduate work there gave 
me the experience of being a student in that kind of setting. But 
facilitating the group studies put me in the other role.

It’s clear to me now that you can remove the external hierarchy 
that still lives in traditional education—and much of our society—
and this actually results in a much more genuinely meaningful edu-
cational experience. That isn’t to say that the facilitator or classroom 
leader doesn’t have additional power in a progressive classroom. 
They do, and they need it. The group needs them to have it. But 
it’s less about maintaining authority and demanding submission, 
and more about ensuring the group progresses toward its collective 
goals.

40 41



In this I’ve found a role for myself as an educator, a way to 
use my strengths to work with other people so that we all deepen 
our understanding. For years I just couldn’t figure out how to do 
this. Part of that was trying to take on the assumptions built into 
traditional U.S. classrooms. By stumbling on this alternative model 
through the study groups, I’ve found something that better fits my 
personality and the needs of the other participants. I’ve found a 
path toward the teaching goals that led me to graduate school in the 
first place.

SPirAl
P.t., 2014 | Structured imProviSAtionAl Study, 1:31

muSic: A HAwk And A HAckSAw P2

http://youtu.be/VZUbCgo4orw
wAtcH online
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PromPt 3

dreAm JournAl

Artwork
White bikini | i.b.

Three Dreams Walk into a Bar | i.F.
Dream | A.G.

wakkawakka | o.S.
moon | P.t.
dream | n.y.

dream dance improv2 | r.Z.

keep a dream journal for at least 5-7 days.

Then, reflect on your journal-keeping experience in an artwork.

you may spend up to thirty minutes or more on this work.
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wHite bikini
i.b., 2014 | PiAno + vocAlS, 1:38

P3

http://youtu.be/1ydVn0azWas
liSten online

tHree dreAmS wAlk into A bAr
i.F., 2014 | Fiction, 409 wordS

P3

three dreams walk into a bar…
The bartender asks them what they’ll have.
They all answer the same (eerily in unison), ‘tonic and lime’.
the bartender scowls.
The first dream repeatedly expresses the complicated dynamics of a 

high school hallway: boys/almost men pushing each other against lockers 
or gawking at girls, girls flocking together in safe migration from class to 
class, teachers standing outside their classrooms either hyper-aware of the 
hormonal rush and the potential for revolution or heavy-lidded and waiting 
for their retirement, some many years ahead.

i am suspended from the ceiling, panoramically taking it all in, wonder-
ing which class, which group, which friends i will end up with.

the second dream takes place on an island.  i know this island be-
cause i have actually lived there.  the ferry that will take me off the island is 
at the dock and i sense, as most islanders do, that the horn will sound any 
minute telling me I need to be on or I must wait for the next ferry.

I’m driving my island car, a 1970 Volvo Wagon that has a light switch 
connected to the starter motor and no brakes.  i pull to the top of the cobble-
stone street that leads steeply down to the ferry dock, make the turn toward 
the parking lot and remember I don’t have brakes.  I pull on the emergency 
brake and the car slows unperceptively.  i pick up speed, people scatter, and 
I am headed toward the ferry.  I veer sharply to the right, and fly off the dock.

 the dream resets and i am running for the ferry as it pulls away.  
It is about sixteen feet from the dock when I jump.  I land in the water



 the dream resets.  i park the volvo on a level street and walk 
down to the ferry.  everyone from my high school is getting on.  i join them.

 the third dream has me at the tiller of a large sailboat.  All the 
sails are up; apparently i am close-hauled.  i am sailing through the middle 
of a large town.  A few friends, maybe family are aboard.  Strangely, the 
boat is scraping along the road on its keel but making progress.  the racket 
is deafening.  i worry about power lines.  Ahead, i see the boat ramp, my 
goal, and i throw the tiller over.  the boat comes around, points down the 
ramp.

 the bartender asks us if were ready for something real.

dreAm
A.G., 2014 | mIxED mEDIA, 17” x 11”

P3
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wAkkAwAkkA
O.S., 2014 | GRAPHITE + DIGITAL, 10” x 10”

P3

moon
P.T., 2014 | mIxED mEDIA, 36”

P3
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dreAm dAnce imProv2
r.Z., 2014 | imProviSAtionAl Study, 4:20

P3

http://youtu.be/LZcH3U5i9xk
wAtcH online

P3

dreAm
N.Y., 2014 | DIGITAL fROm PHOTO, 12” x 8”

52



Symbols grow organically from both the human condition and specific 
contexts of individual people, groups, and cultures. What happens when 
a symbol is taken up by people who are not part of the symbol’s previous 
context? What ethical responsibility do artists have in using symbols from 

another culture? In this collaborative project, members of the Stories & 
Symbols Group explored this question.

The project worked like a complex version of the classroom game, Tele-
phone. Participants were placed in sequential order, with only the first 

artist being told the starting symbol’s identity (mASK). Through a series of 
intentional restrictions, each artist could give only limited and incomplete 

information about his or her work to the next artist, who then had to decipher 
new meaning to make his or her piece.

As a whole, the artworks point to the complex harmonies and dissonances 
that can exist between symbols that are moved, imperfectly, from one con-

text to another.

SymbolS in trAnSlAtion

Secret StArtinG Symbol
mASk

Shared only with Artist A of each group

GrouP 1
A. This is my Happy Face | A.G.
b. it served him right (voice) | i.F.

c. Overnight on a dance floor | i.b.

collAborAtive ProJect:

PromPt 4
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A. tHiS iS my HAPPy FAce
A.G., 2014 | mIxED mEDIA, 11” x 17”

P3

A.G.’S TExT TO ARTIST B
(Sent intentionAlly witHout Artwork)

This symbol allows me to be anonymous, I can walk freely among the 
crowd, yet remain hidden from their gaze. No one knows who I am.

b. it Served Him riGHt (voice)
i.F., 2014 | SPoken word, 2:18

P3

http://youtu.be/WdrrVcy2Tyk
liSten online

c. overniGHt on A dAnce Floor
i.b., 2014 | SPoken word, 3:10

P3

http://youtu.be/OBeWzPR_wFs
liSten online

(Sent to ArtiSt c
intentionAlly witHout context)



AdditionAl reSourceS

GrouP Structure

tecHnoloGy

reSourceS
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ArtiSt creditS

i.b. 
i.e.

A.G.
i.r.

o.S.
c.t.
P.t.

disclosure of artist participant artworks and identities for this pro-
gram guide was completely optional and left up to the individual partici-
pants. those below wished to be credited directly for their contributions 
to the group studies.

christine brubaker
donia Salem
yolanda king
christie negri
tyson Pease
nanci worthington
Amy Piantiggini



GrouP Structure

GrouP 1 Structure: montHly cycle
Total length: four months (one semester)

1. Organizer posts meeting setup tasks:
• submit scheduling preferences online via doodle
• share relevant resources as possible meeting pre-work 

online via Google Sites
2. Organizer schedules meeting, selects pre-work, and shares 

these with the group
3. Group holds its meeting, which centers around key questions, 

pre-work resources, and (when applicable) submitted artwork
4. Organizer compiles and shares meeting notes, along with 

timeline for following month’s setup 
5. Group repeats steps for the following month

GrouP 2 Structure: 3-week cycle
Total length: four months (one semester)
•	 Week	1: reading assignment + 15–20-min writing prompt; 

members complete and post online within one week
•	 Week	2: related 30-min creation prompt; members complete 

and post online within one week
•	 Week	3: online video-chat meeting

tecHnoloGy

communicAtion
Google Groups
http://groups.google.com/

ScHedulinG
doodle
http://doodle.com/

online meetinGS
Google+ Hangouts
http://plus.google.com/hangouts

overview, SyllAbuS
Google Sites
http://sites.google.com/
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Survey PromPtS

end-oF-Study Survey PromPtS

end-oF-Study Survey reSPonSeS

reFlection PAnel SeSSion SlideS
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mid-Survey tecH / reSource
Survey PromPtS

How are the online resources working for you?
Google Site

 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

Group Page
 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

Calendar
 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

Drive Folder
 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

How are the prompts working for you?
readings

 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

Sharing Prompts
 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

Prompts’ generative ability for you
 Very!        Kinda        meh        I haven’t tried them yet

Prompt Frequency
 useful        not useful

Do you have any specific feedback needs for you prompt responses 
that you haven’t been getting?

Care to elaborate on any of this feedback?
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end-oF-Study Survey PromPtS

Why did you decide to join this group study?

Is this your first group study?
 yes            no

Did you participate in a previous semester’s Stories & Symbols group 
study?
 yes            no

How many online meetings did you attend?
 1            2            3            4            5            other:

Scheduling / Structure
What are your thoughts about the structure of activities for this group 
study? What worked well for you and what could use improvement?

Prompt readings
Which pre-reading resources did you find most useful and why?

website
What are your thoughts about the group study’s Google site? What 
about it worked well for you and what could use improvement?

individual impact
How did your participation in the group study - its conversations, 
resources, and activities - impact your semester?

dialogue / Facilitation
Do you believe the group was able to achieve meaningful dialogue? 
Do you have any suggestions or comments about the facilitation of 
the video conferences?

Additions
What do you think should be added to the experience if this group 
study is offered again?

Any final comments?
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end-oF-Study Survey reSPonSeS

note
As stated elsewhere, written end-of-study reflections were 

handled through an anonymous online survey. As such, minimal edits 
have been made to the selected comments for easier reading. Some 
comments focused on improving the group study were omitted since 
the changes were incorporated into the study in its second semester. 
Feedback is tagged for its semester of origin, either Fall 2013 (F13) or 
Spring 2014 (S14).

ScHedulinG / Structure
I think the structure was fantastic; a nice blend of readings, written 

prompts, creative work, and conversation. I would love more frequent 
group discussions—or perhaps the opportunity to split into pairs for a 
regular one-on-one exchange, since I find the live discussion so rich. 

S14

I liked seeing each others’ work through art in addition to the written 
word. S14

Tyson appeared to flex with the groups’ ongoing interests while also 
holding a general outline and resource list at ready.

Putting out two prompts per period helped to make response choices 

71



broader.
The opportunity and incentive that collaborations provided could be 
expanded. S14

PromPt reAdinGS
One of the most useful resources was my reading of Jung’s The Red 
Book, which was prompted by this group. We also worked on interpret-
ing the Masai Folktale “Who’s in Rabbit’s House”.  It was wonderful to 
see how each student interpreted and translated the folktale. F13

Loved the piece about Freud. Actually, I really loved all the read-
ings—they came from different kinds of sources (storytelling, scientific, 

philosophical) and so they really helped to cover a broad range of 
ideas. S14

PromPtS
Dream journaling proved very insightful. I’m still enjoying my dream 
analysis! S14

All of the prompts were great. They gave me a reason to create art. I 
have a habit of putting off creating anything, so with the prompts I felt 

like I “had” to do it, and that was a good thing to motivate me. S14

“Where do the stories you tell come from?” made me give voice to 
something I do without thinking. I love stories, mine and others. To 

have to explain why I love them took me in directions that I did not 
expect, which gave me a different and maybe more complete notion of 

myself as an artist. S14

All prompts contained elements that moved the discussion forward.
Collaborative prompts and creation based prompts got us out of the 
intellectual / word realm best. S14

individuAl imPAct
On a whole, I gained a new awareness of narrative and symbols and 

the many ways in which they are used, as well as the meaning we 
draw from them. F13

It was good to be able to talk to other classmates about what they were 
doing and learning and get ideas for my own work. F13

I had already been focusing on narrative and symbols. The group study 
helped me to take a more focused look at the meaning and use of sym-
bols within narrative and other artistic disciplines.  I had a revelation to 
bring symbols into my artistic quilting and think more deeply about how 

they occur in my writing , both consciously and subconsciously. F13

It was a beautiful supplement to my semester and tied in nicely to my 
other questions. Choreographic projects were particularly influenced, 
as I considered symbols more carefully. S14
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It was good to give time limits for the work because I often get bogged 
down in the details and loose the fun part of being an artist. (Hey, it’s 
gotten me to call myself an artist!) S14

It helped me to think beyond my own ideas, consider viewpoints from 
other people, and learn to articulate my own feelings and ideas more 
clearly.  It was also really wonderful to see the creations made by the 

other participants. S14

it gave me a sense of community. i got to know the other students a 
little better. I read materials I wouldn’t have otherwise encountered. 
I started thinking critically about stories and symbols in my work and 
others. S14

diAloGue / FAcilitAtion
Video conferences went very well. It was great to be in communica-
tion with my fellow Goddard students throughout the semester.  …  
Overall, being in dialogue with, and getting to know them has been an 
awesome experience. I feel I am connecting in meaningful ways and 
building lifelong friendships, as well as gaining a wealth of information 
and perspectives. F13

I think it was naturally hard for everyone to dive right in at first. I imag-
ine each group would be affected by different chemistry of individual 

members. S14

I like how the group was kept on task and kept mindful of time 
constraints, and made the most use of the time allotted. I’ve been in 

other groups where the facilitator didn’t do a very good job of that, so I 
admire and appreciate those who can and do. S14

Facilitation was relaxed and expert. S14

AdditionS
I wonder if participants could give short webinar lecture presentations 

on symbols / stories? S14

Personally the hardest part of this program for me is the isolation. If it 
were up to me I would have online chats once a week (optional) and 
maybe more work- / idea-sharing with a partner. But it was certainly 
effective the way that it was already set up. S14

Perhaps prompts which require sub-sets of video chats based on col-
laboration. S14

Please offer it again. The experience was dynamite. I think every 
student should be strongly encouraged to participate in a small group 
studies like this. S14
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reFlection PAnel SeSSion SlideS

About
At the close of each group study, the participants reflected on the 

experience via open panel and display of resulting artwork for the great-
er graduate community at the beginning of the following semester. each 
occurrence allowed the group to complete its circle of conversation from 
the previous term and facilitated a follow-up group effort for new and 
returning members—whether as new group studies or a semester-long 
collaborative projects.

SlideS ArcHive
Group 1 Panel Reflection Session Slides

http://goo.gl/PV68DD

Group 2 Panel Reflection Session Slides
http://goo.gl/L6PYCS
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