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ABSTRACT

This is a story of 10 middle school students identified with learning disabilities who,
along with their teacher, worked together in a human-form sculpture apprentice-
ship. Their participation was based on their expressed interests in art. Within the
apprenticeship, designed and conducted as a studio art class and led by a profes-
sional sculptor, the apprentices confronted and solved a series of artistic problems
as they each created two sculptures. Our study focuses on the apprentices and their
mentor as they struggled to articulate and understand the multiple ways they made
meaning of their apprenticeships, and how the experiences came to affect their
lives. We wanted to know how the act of artistic engagement could, for example,
lead an apprentice to “see different things . . . see people differently . . . feel
stronger inside.” To this end, we have used the various texts of the participants to
examine the meaning of genuine interest as revealed in their commitment to art.
We look at the apprenticeship as creating a context for dialogue between co-
participants—a dialogue that transcends the commonplace. We examine the place
of art-centered experiences in learning and we explore learning within a context
of enculturation. The shared apprenticeship experiences created a learning 
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narrative about art, about themselves, and each other—learning that included both
the communal and individual meaning-making voices. In the process of con-
structing meaning from their unique subjectivities, the student apprentices trans-
formed their learning narratives from “disabled” to “abled,” becoming learners who
were interested, engaged, and competent in their eyes and in the eyes of others.
Our work suggests that interest-based learning that is guided by a talented, com-
mitted mentor can offer learning opportunities for middle schools students with
specific learning disabilities not offered in conventional school contexts.

Insofar as education is concerned with developing the individual’s ability to secure
diverse forms of meaning through experience, then the ability to encode and decode
the content embodied in different forms of representation is also of crucial impor-
tance. Such ability can be regarded as a form of literacy. The concept of literacy, as
I have used it, is not limited to things said: it extends to things represented. I choose
to use the term generically as the power to encode or decode meaning through any of
the forms that humans use to represent what they have come to know.

(Eisner, 1982, p. xii)

Regardless of the particular case of the genetic domain involved the general point is
that the introduction of a new mediational means creates a kind of imbalance that
sets off changes in other elements such as the agent and change in mediated action
in general. Indeed, in some cases an entirely new form of mediated action appears.

(Wertsch, 1998, p. 43)

ONE STORY IN ANOTHER

Listening again and again to the words of the apprentice sculptors and
their mentor, a professional sculptor, we heard echoes of each other’s inter-
ests in art and each other’s experiences in learning sculpture. After eight
weeks of studying together in a human-form sculpture apprenticeship, the
language of these apprentices and their mentor wove a complex narrative
tapestry of art, learning, and themselves. Our combined half a century of
teaching and learning with apprentices like these, students who have dif-
ficulties acquiring and using conventional school literacies, and their
teachers, did not prepare us for a learning story like this.

Framing the Story

In September, four university researchers (one professor, two doctoral stu-
dents, and one master’s student) and five sixth-grade teachers, their 31 stu-
dents, and the lower-school director began collaborating on a year-long,
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interest-based, curriculum apprenticeship project. We conceptually framed
this project by drawing on new theories of mind in philosophy, psychology,
sociolinguistics, and cognitive studies. Scholars working in this area would
suggest that “mind” is not the unitary, rational, and disembodied “entity”
of traditional philosophy, but is a “subjectivized” person. These subjec-
tivized persons become nonunitary, not purely rational, and embodied
through multiple positionings in discursive practices (Bruner, 1990, 1996;
Davies & Harre, 1990; Henriques et al., 1984; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999;
Smith, 1995).

While these new views of mind have shaped our overall conceptualiza-
tion of the project, we used the work of educational and psychological
researchers whose pedagogical and curricular perspectives are consonant
with these theories of mind to design the curriculum. In particular, the
shape of the curriculum was guided by four lines of educational inquiry.
To begin, we were motivated to draw on Dewey’s pedagogical vision and
the socioconstructivist theory of teaching and learning to design a rich and
meaningful instructional context organized around a dialogical, inquiry-
based curriculum so as to enhance students’ intellectual and social devel-
opment (Dewey, 1913, 1916; Forman, Minick, & Stone, 1993; Vygtosky,
1987, 1993; Wells, 1995). Second, we were compelled to use the work of
educational and psychological researchers who have identified the posi-
tive role of students’ subject-matter interests in learning (Dewey, 1913; 
Gottfried, 1985; Hidi, 1990; McPhail, Pierson, Goodman, & Ayappa, 2000;
Schiefele, 1991; Tobias, 1994). This work has provided evidence that when
students’ interact with their subject-matter interests in learning they 
experience a positive increase in affect and activation, and develop a mas-
tery orientation to learning, a deep processing of subject matter, and an
increase in persistence, meta-cognition, and identity formation. These pos-
itive effects of “passionate learning” have also been documented in studies
of students with specific learning disabilities and dyslexia (Fink, 1995, 1998;
Reiff, Gerber, & Ginsberg, 1997). Third, we draw on the new views of intel-
ligence that set the stage for different curricular goals and instructional
designs. Gardner’s (1983, 1993) theory of multiple intelligences, which
privileges different kinds of symbolic thinking, and Sternberg’s (1994)
theory of intelligence, in which intellectual functioning is spawned in the
capitalization of individual strengths and compensation for weakness, have
nurtured our thinking on welcoming differences in thinking into the 
classroom. Working within these frames of intelligence, a small number of
researchers have also identified specific strengths and aptitudes for stu-
dents with specific learning disabilities and dyslexia (Hearne & Stone,
1995; West, 1991). Last, the work on the valuable role of apprenticeship
learning in acquiring performance skills and in developing identity for-
mation through social co-participation with an expert has expanded our
thinking about rich and meaningful contexts of instruction (Gee, 1996;
Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1990).
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The Larger Project

This year-long curriculum project involving a collaboration of researchers
and teachers was conducted in an independent school for students 
with specific learning disabilities, dyslexia, and attention deficit disorder
located in an affluent suburb of a large metropolitan area in the mid-
western United States. The goal of this project was to design apprentice-
ships around sixth-grade students’ subject-matter interests in learning.
During the first half of the year, the university researchers, the teachers,
and the director met in biweekly meetings during school, and three 
workshop dinner meetings after school, to discuss the project and design
the apprenticeships. In addition, during this phase of the project, the
teachers and the director engaged in all of the same “interest discovery”
activities that the students would participate in antecedent to the appren-
ticeships. The teachers also agreed to participate as co-learners with their
students in an apprenticeship that most closely reflected their interests in
learning.

In the second half of the school year, the sixth-grade students initially
engaged in group brainstorming sessions and individual discovery inter-
views designed to elicit their “genuine interests” (Dewey, 1913) in learn-
ing. From the students’ expressed interests in these activities, the university
researchers used semantic and conceptual mapping techniques to collapse
the students’ subject-matter interests into eight possible interest-based
inquiry setting (IBIS) apprenticeships. Students were then asked to rank
order these eight possible (IBIS) apprenticeships. Based on ranking scores
and available resources, the four following apprenticeships were created:
Ah, the Feel of It, the Taste of It, the Look of It; The Show Must Go On; Amazing
Stunts; and Vrooooooooooooooom. These apprenticeships were designed to
reflect the students’ expressed interests, respectively, in doing art, in per-
forming on the stage, in engaging in movement studies, and in learning
about engines. The four teachers were then asked to choose their appren-
ticeship of interest.

All the apprenticeships were led by mentors employed for this project
who were professionals in the respective apprenticeship areas. Initially, 
we met with the mentors as a group to describe the overall project, and to
pair each mentor with a researcher from the university. The teacher-
research team provided them with the IBIS Literacy Framework. This
framework represented the theoretical and pedagogical principles under-
girding this project, and was to be used as a guide in the development 
of the instructional activities in their apprenticeships. However, we 
underscored that we regarded the mentors as the experts in their 
apprenticeships and, therefore, we wanted them to design their instruc-
tion in ways that were authentic to their domain. Thus, we requested that
they use language and activities that supported the acquisition of the 
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critical understandings and performance aspects within their areas of
expertise.

All the apprenticeships met for eight weeks every Thursday and Friday
afternoon during regular school hours for two hours each day during April
and May. All IBIS apprenticeships were videotaped and some students1

were audiorecorded using wireless microphones. Near the end of each
apprenticeship session, students, teachers, and mentors completed a one-
page experience sampling methodology (ESM) (Csikszentmihalyi &
Larson, 1984) questionnaire designed to tap into their in-situ responses to
the work in the apprenticeships. In addition to the ESM data, each appren-
tice kept a personal journal for notes, pictures, and diagrams. The
researchers from the university were engaged as observers during the
apprenticeship, recording each student’s level, quality, and kind of engage-
ment. The apprenticeship work terminated with an IBIS afternoon festival
in which each group presented their apprenticeship projects to their
parents as well as other teachers and students in the school. This IBIS Fes-
tival was videotaped. Additionally, we did retrospective interviews at the end
of this project with all the apprentices, the mentors, and the lower-school
director.

The Art of Sculpture Apprenticeship

In this article, we will focus on the experiences of the apprentices and their
mentor in Ah, the Feel of It, the Taste of It, the Look of It apprenticeship. The
focus of this apprenticeship was the study of human-form sculpture in clay.
Seven girls, three boys, and one teacher were the sculptor apprentices who
worked with their mentor, Jane, a professional sculptor. Of the 11 sculptor
apprentices, Dennis,2 Lesley, Kim, Ellice, Paul, Claire, and Ms. Lawton were
the seven persons who chose art as their first choice before, during, and
after their sculpture apprenticeship. The remaining apprentices were
Louise, Brittany, and Samantha, who chose this apprenticeship as their
second choice, and Ted, who chose it as his third.

Jane, a sculptor with an international reputation and a quiet, kind inten-
sity, was an experienced adult sculpture teacher, but this was the first time
she had ever taught children the art of sculpture. In the spirit of appren-
ticeship learning, we had asked her to teach the art of sculpture as she
would to anyone who was seriously interested in learning it. As a conse-
quence, Jane designed her apprenticeship to contain the same elements
as her adult studio classes. Thus, she chose to engage the students in the
hands-on creation of two sculptures, a bust and a full human figure, and
to provide instruction in the math, imagination, and spatial logic critical
in sculpture. She also wanted them to experience the ways artists think and
see the world. To maximize this kind of complex learning, Jane requested,
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and we agreed, to employ at least one additional professional artist to assist
her in each sculpture class.

CREATING THE NARRATIVE TAPESTRY

In experiencing our lack of understanding of the complex learning rela-
tive to sculpture and self that emerged for the apprentices over time, we
use an explanatory narrative research frame (Polkinghorne, 1988) to
create a “narrative tapestry.” A “narrative tapestry” was chosen as the
metaphorical genre to tell a story because we wanted to create a repre-
sentational form about the learning within the sculpture apprenticeship
and its consequences that was reflective of the material work that engaged
the apprentices. We chose a story form within the tapestry image because
it is within narrative that the intimacy of experiences is safeguarded 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1994) and the unconventional educational life
world can be captured best (Bruner, 1990). Also, as our narrative tapestry
includes both the multiple ways individuals present the meanings in their
lives in different kinds of texts (verbal and nonverbal) and the effects of
these “narrative-performances” (Smith, 1995) on other people in their
lives, we position ourselves as researchers and teachers actively engaged in
the interpretative work of the narrative tapestry as it evolves and as we
reflect on its meanings at the completion of the project.

In creating our narrative tapestry, we draw on different kinds of “texts”
that arose sequentially over time that illuminate for us how the students
saw sculpture and themselves, selecting interview material before they
engaged in the apprenticeship, while they worked within the sculpture
apprenticeship, and after they completed their work. To create a narrative
tapestry inclusive of the experiences of the apprentices, their mentor, the
lower-school director, and the authors, we weave together the descriptions
and interpretations of these multiple texts with a particular focus on the
learning of sculpture and its effects on the apprentices.

The first descriptive/interpretive text, Speaking the Language of Art: Voices
from the Discovery Interviews, focuses on the apprentices’ responses to select
questions in the pre-IBIS individual interviews before the apprenticeship
commenced. The second text, Speaking the Language of Art: Inside the 
Sculpture Studio—I, highlights three of Jane’s teaching narratives and the
apprentices’ in-situ responses derived from videotapes, videotape tran-
scripts, and audio transcripts. Speaking the Language of Art: Inside the Sculp-
ture Studio—II presents the sculpture apprentices’ responses to an
individual mini-interview conducted by the mentor within the makeshift
sculpture studio. The next text, Speaking the Language of Art: A Retrospective
Look, draws on the post-IBIS interviews of all members of the sculpture
apprenticeship and the lower-school director. We close with our own text,
an epilogue that addresses our new ways of thinking about generative
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learning contexts for students who have difficulties acquiring and using
conventional school literacies.

Speaking the Language of Art: Voices from the Discovery Interviews

In late February after the group brainstorming activities and the individ-
ual rankings of the eight possible IBIS apprenticeships, each student was
individually interviewed by a member of the university research team. The
purpose of these interviews was to come to understand the reasoning
involved in students’ specific subject-matter choices. All the apprentices’
interviews were audio taped. For the purposes of this article, we focus 
on the sculptor apprentices’ responses to questions pertaining to their
interest in art, in general, and specifically to their selection of Ah, the Feel
of It, the Taste of It, the Look of It apprenticeship.

Dennis, Lesley, Kim, Ellice, Paul, Claire, and Ms. Lawton having all
chosen this apprenticeship as their primary subject-area interest spoke
about their enduring emotional attachment to art in these early interviews.
Dennis remembers loving to make things with his hands since before
kindergarten. Lesley claimed a long-time interest in art and making things
and thought she might become an artist someday because she found learn-
ing about art interesting. Another self-proclaimed budding artist, Kim, said
drawing had been her favorite thing for seven years. Ellice suggested that
her two-year interest in art was fueled by her artistic capabilities that were
recognized by family members. However, she had selected this appren-
ticeship because of the reference to the art of cooking in the description
and her desire to learn how to cook. Over his work in art over the last two
years, Paul was particularly attracted to art because he could succeed at it,
not ever “messing up” in art because he was able to fix his mistakes. Claire
said she had been interested in art since she began school and liked it
because she could “draw good.” In her teacher workshop interview in
October, Ms. Lawton, an energetic, focused, novice teacher, talked about
the way hands-on activities helped her remember.

The remaining members of the sculpture apprenticeship were Louise,
Ted, Brittany, and Samantha, who all chose the study of art as their second
or third choice. Louise chose the math/spelling apprenticeship as her first
subject-area interest and art as her second choice in spite of liking art since
kindergarten. Ted doesn’t talk of the length of his interest in art in this
early interview, but he does tell us that his mother is an artist. He chose
the vocational apprenticeship, an apprenticeship cancelled because of
resources, as his first choice, and art as his third choice of study. Both he
and Louise, however, spoke of the positive feelings art engendered in them
because they felt accomplished in that domain. Brittany and Samantha,
who both selected art as their second choice initially, were friends who both
dreamed of becoming teachers. Brittany and Samantha were brought to
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the study of sculpture because their first apprenticeship, vocational explo-
ration, had been cancelled. However, they, like Ellice, had been drawn to
the art apprenticeship because of the specific reference to the art of
cooking in the description. Brittany said she had liked cooking for a couple
of years and Samantha remembers having an interest in cooking for six or
seven years.

We turn to the work on interest of Dewey (1913) and contemporary
researchers (Hidi, 1990; McPhail et al., 2000; Rathunde, 1993; Renninger,
1987; Schiefele, 1991) who highlight several features that are present in
the early interviews of the sculptor apprentices. Specifically, interest work
appears to confirm that “genuine interest” (see Dewey, 1913) has a rela-
tively stable and long-lasting personal quality to it that is content specific
and that contains emotional, value, and knowledge components. Except
for Ellice, Brittany, and Samantha, whose interests lie in the art of cooking,
all the other apprentices who talked about the length of their interest in
art described being interested in art for a relatively long time. Dennis, Kim,
Claire, and Louise spoke of liking art since the beginning of their school
life. Lesley, while not specifying time, did suggest she had been interested
in art for a “long time.” Ellice and Paul spoke about a two-year interest in
art. All these apprentices spoke about art with positive feelings, often tied
to their enjoyment of the “hands-on” nature of doing art coupled with their
perceived, personal artistic capabilities. In their extended interviews, most
of the apprentices interested in art, including Ellice, make reference to the
ways significant people in their lives appreciate their artistic creations. In
describing one of the hallmarks of interest, Dewey (1913) talks about an
“organic union” of person, materials, and the consequences of a person’s
actions. It would appear from the apprentices’ descriptions of their inter-
ests in art that they have positive, personal identifications with the “doing”
of art and the products that result from this endeavor. As a consequence,
it would appear that Dennis, Claire, Lesley, Paul, Kim, and Ted have a
genuine interest in art. From less information of significance at this point,
Ms. Lawton also seems to be favorably disposed toward art because of its
hands-on quality.

Speaking the Language of Art: Inside the Sculpture Studio—I (Video
Excerpts and Transcripts)

The human-form sculpture apprenticeship was set up in the commons
“lunchroom.” Apprentices used the round, colorful tables that were set in
a semi-circle as their workspaces. Apprentices chose their own workspaces;
one apprentice preferred working alone, others always worked with the
same partners. The apprentices were free to move around the room to
observe and talk with each other. At the front of the semicircle, there was
an easel with newsprint on it that Jane used for visual demonstrations. Next
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to this easel was Jane’s demonstration bust. Jane typically worked using
both two-dimensional and three-dimensional examples in her instruction.
Each apprentice was given a couple of sculpting tools as their own; bags of
gray clay were available for use at their discretion. Two different sculpting
experiences occurred. Apprentices created their busts through observa-
tions of Jane’s demonstrations as well as by observing each other’s physi-
cal features. For the full-figure sculpting a live model was present.

The daily procedure began with apprentices going to the art room in
the high school area to retrieve their sculptures. Before all apprentices
could begin working, Jane requested that a few apprentices fill buckets with
the water necessary for keeping their hands and tools clean as they worked.
On most days, before working, Jane called the apprentices to the couches
and chairs in one corner of the makeshift studio to have brief discussions
with them about their sculpting and/or other school activities.

More than any of the other three apprenticeships, the lively intensity
that surrounded the work in sculpture attracted other students, teachers,
administrators, and visitors in the school. Commonly, the school adminis-
trators brought the parents of current students and prospective students
into the sculpture studio. Jane remembers hearing several parents express
delight and surprise to find sixth-grade students engaged in studio art
experiences led by a practicing sculptor.

Like most of the sculptor apprentices, Jane had an enduring interest in
art. At five years of age, she remembered wanting to be an artist, but had
kept it a secret because she was afraid she wasn’t one of the artistic geniuses
always born with talent. Yet, as a child she always drew pictures privately in
her bedroom. She still remembers fondly a second-grade teacher who let
her work at her own pace on a drawing. After receiving a scholarship to
study print design in college, she then switched from two-dimensional
artwork to three-dimensional sculpture at the age of 27.

April 30, 1998: Video and Video Transcript

April 30 marks the sixth session in which the apprentices had been sculpt-
ing their busts. The session begins with Jane asking the apprentices to
gather at the couches and chairs with their journals. After everyone is
seated and comfortable, Jane introduces Kate, a new assistant, who has
joined the group, and asks everyone to introduce themselves. Following
the brief introductions, Jane talks about herself and sculpture.

Jane: This is really a nice group of students. . . . I just want to let you guys
know that what I usually do is [unfolds a big sheet of paper]. I have
a really hard time remembering names. So I write your table down
and I put your name on it. . . . You know I have dyslexia, but I didn’t
have art when I was growing up in school. And I think that if I had
I would have really enjoyed my schooling better. You know?

CREATING PARTNERSHIPS 471



Samantha: You have dyslexia?
Jane: Uh-huh.
Ellice: Me too.
Jane: . . . there are gifts you know from having that too. And one of the

things I find is that people who have dyslexia have a really good sense
of spatial relationships.

Ellice: Write upside down
Jane: Yeah. Right. And you can write upside down and backwards.
Kate: Can you really?
Samantha: I don’t.
Paul: I do.
Jane: No? But I can write upside down and backwards really fast.
Kate: Really? Can you read upside down too?
Jane: I don’t know I’ve never tried it. [Turns to Ellice] Can you?

[Samantha talks about learning to write with her left hand when she broke her
right.]

Jane: . . . You’ll find that when you sculpt in the beginning, if you’re right-
handed you’ll sculpt more with your right hand. After a while, like
after a hour or an half hour I bet you guys will be both hands on
there and you will be doing it because your brain is meshing. You’re
using the whole thing. It’s just fascinating.

Ellice: My dad writes with his left hand. He writes upside down. When he
was a kid, he didn’t even know he was doing it.

Ms. Lawton: Brain wiring. You’re using both sides of your brain.
Paul: My dad uses his hands and one is going this way and one is going

this way. [Jane is twirling her fingers in opposite directions.]
Jane: My dad’s dyslexic too. And he’s got a Ph.D. in mathematics. Because

it’s more of that like space stuff [gestures out from the top of 
her head]. Abstract mathematics. So you know it’s like we have 
some special gifts and one of the things I’ve found in the world is 
to find a place where I can show who I am. And one of the ways 
I do that is by doing clay and showing it to people. And not every-
body understands me, but then I don’t understand everybody 
either.

Jane’s disclosure of herself as a sculptor with dyslexia and a daughter of
a father with dyslexia invites others to tell their learning stories as she tells
her own. The apprentices respond to her invitation by excitedly adding
their personal folk knowledge to the evolving community narrative of
dyslexia. But Jane does not conclude her story here, instead she adds her
knowledge of the specific spatial gifts associated with dyslexia, and authen-
ticates this knowledge by providing her father as an example of an adult
with dyslexia who has negotiated a successful, professional life. She
describes her father’s gifts in mathematics and abstract reasoning and, by
implication, testifies to her own gifts in spatial thinking. This is likely to
have been experienced as an important teaching/learning moment by the
apprentices in that Jane engaged in the powerful process of not only rec-
ognizing or naming the conventional phenomenon of “dyslexia” but also
going beyond recognition toward transformation. In casting “dyslexia” in
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a new way, Jane changes the word’s connotation from “disability to ability”
and the perceptual “ground” from “failure to succeed in the world” to
“ability to succeed with proper subjective positioning in the world”
(Merleau-Ponty, 1989). She is authorized to speak in this way because of
her intimate knowledge of the “how” and “that” of the art of sculpture and
dyslexia in action that affords her a “perspicacious way” of using language
and seeing (Genova, 1995; Wittgenstein, 1958).

May 1, 1998: Video and Video Transcript

Lesley, Ellice, and Louise have returned to the studio with their busts. 
The students have been working on their busts for several sessions and are
ready to add features like the lips and hair. Lesley and Louise finally 
settle into working at a table together while Ellice works alone. None of
the other apprentices nor Jane have yet arrived. Ellice is using one of her
tools to subtract some of the clay from the neck of her bust. As she works,
she says:

Ellice: I like doing this, its fun. [After saying this, she looks up from her
work, glances around the room]. . . . We’re already starting and she’s
(Jane) not even here!

[Lesley and Louise look up somewhat startled. Shortly after, other apprentices and
Jane begin to file in.]

Louise: We started working on our thing . . .
Jane: That’s right, no reason to wait for us . . . Who is ready to begin sculpt-

ing the mouth?

[Several apprentices raise their hands, but most continue working on their busts,
fully absorbed.]

Ms. Lawton: . . . Watch anyways and then when she comes around you can ask 
her . . .

Jane: Okay [at the easel] here’s our head [drawing sketch of a head].
What’s at the halfway mark? Who remembers? [Several apprentices
shout out “nose.”] . . . I was going to teach you guys like those forms,
you know nose, eyes, cheeks, mouth. You know, like what we’ve been
doing first. And then we did the neck, then we did the skull. You
know step by step. Then once you know how to do it you can then
give personality to it. You know give it long hair. Make it a man or a
woman. Old person. Some of you have already started that . . . Oh
and the other thing to think about. If you guys can help each other
like if somebody needs help.

Louise: Yeah. I needed help with the eye and she helped me [pointing to
Lesley].

Jane: Yeah, that’s really good. You know that’s how artists do each other.
They help each other out and share what they know.
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Jane’s teaching/learning narrative is striking in the way apprentices are
encouraged to engage with her, her assistants, and the other apprentices
in dialogues about doing and thinking about sculpture. Learning here is
located in the sharing of the craft and artistry of sculpture with Jane viewing
this learning as distributed among all working artists, no matter what their
level of expertise. In using this approach, she has created a learning setting
in which apprentices are encouraged to seek out others who can provide
the contexts that support their proximal development in sculpture (Cole,
1985; Rogoff, 1990). Thus, speaking with others in her studio context is
viewed not as peripheral to learning, but rather an integral part of devel-
oping their understandings about doing and being sculptors. In this sense,
Jane’s way of teaching and learning, consonant with a sociocultural orien-
tation, places the “dynamic edge of development” (Hickman, 1985) in the
interactions between people.

Jane: [drawing on paper on easel] And for the mouth what I would
do is I make a line like with one of those knives. And I cut
this, the space where the mouth goes right here [makes an
arc going down the face where the mouth goes like a horse-
shoe]. Like on old people. They have wrinkles right here.
Because we can’t just make the mouth which would be like
a slit. Right? [Drawing an imaginary slit on her own face.]
We have to make the forms around the mouth. . . . A lot of
people think the mouth and the pigment are the lips. But as
a sculptor we’re trying to look at forms and images, like
trying to think of the lips with no color. And there are all
these forms here. And the pigment’s just a little section.

Samantha: Do you mean pigment like indent?
Jane: Pigment meaning like red. Like a color. A hue . . . And then

to make the lip. This is really fine. You guys, I have to sit in
front of it to do it so if you can’t see please come up. [Sits
down and begins sculpting.] Because you all this is kind of
like magic. It’s really cool. Okay what I do. All we have is a
simple little cut across right? Can you see where I had those
balls [balls of clay placed previously on the lips to “get mass”]
right there. What I do is I lift out the lips. So, I don’t know
how to say it any more. I lift it up. So I cut it and I pull up.
[Using tool.]

Several apprentices: Oh!
Jane: The neater I do this. What we’re doing is we’re catching a

shadow. And if you stroke the clay like one way it looks like
that. And if you stroke it another way, it looks like that. So,
it’s like woodwork. . . . If you were sanding this table you’d
rub it this way but the clay has certain grains to it too. So you
can use these grains to create it to look like different flesh
. . . [is demonstrating by using a tool on her bust] Okay first
we’ll do the top one which means everything from under the
nose to the top of the upper lip, and that’s getting those
planes. We talked about this one time. It’s just not flat like
where your mustache would be. It’s just not flat. [Pressing
her hands on her own face demonstrating the plane.] So I
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take a knife and push it back . . . Right. Right. [Holding tool
on her own face in that spot.] This is the highest part. And
then it goes back [gestures back along her face]. Two planes
back.

May 15, 1998: Audio Tape

This was the first day that the apprentices would meet the model for the
full human-form sculpture. After Jane introduces the model and the assis-
tant mentor who had come to help out with the sculpture apprenticeship
that day, she talks to the apprentices about their busts.

Jane: First I want to tell you that your sculptures are just fantastic, I mean they
came out so good. Every single person in here really did a good job and
we’re going to take pictures of them today too . . . I mean the sculptures are
really strong. You guys really spent a long time getting those forms together.
Remember we spent such a long time doing the skull and the neck and the
shoulders. And I think it really paid off because when you put those faces
on them and the expressions and everything they just look so solid and
believable and they’re gonna holdup and you guys should keep those sculp-
tures for the rest of your life. I mean they’re really treasurable. . . . And the
other thing was that I was really proud too of the quality of the work. You
know when you were kids and you started drawing? You start drawing maybe
at the age of one or two. You have a crayon and you scribble and those are
your first drawings. Then as the years progress you draw more and more
and pretty soon they get realistic and you do cartooning and you do better.
But for some of you in this class, this is your first sculpture, so this is like
your scribble when you were one. And when you think of that this is your
beginning. This is your draft. This is the beginning of your life as a sculp-
tor and stuff. You can see how fantastic they are. Because they hold up as
art separate from just the process of learning. They hold up. And that’s true
in everyone . . . so that I was really proud of you guys for that, and I was
really proud of you guys for the part when the sculptures, I think for most
people, got really hard. Either you knew you wanted to make a shape and
you couldn’t do it or it was just a bad day and it didn’t feel good working
on the clay or you were distracted from whatever it was and you guys per-
severed. And sometimes the sculptures broke and got smashed and it was
like taking a deep breath and fixing it. Or sometimes it was like having to
compromise like you might have wanted to make it look a certain way but
we had to structurally make it strong and you guys did that. And so, you
were really flexible but really focused on your goals. And that whole process
of like making decisions and making mistakes and all that, that’s all part of
art, and being an artist. And you guys accomplished that too. And that’s just
an internal thing, like an internal gift that you have inside yourself now.
And so I was just really delighted . . . One of the things too that I found out
is that if we are trying to make something and the voices in our head say
oh god that is so ugly, I did such a bad job, that really doesn’t look right,
I’m not getting it. Then those voices in our head are the voices we use when
we make our art. . . . If you can change the voices in your head to say we’re
having fun here, this is sculpture, we’re just making things and I’m trying.
This is fun. This ear worked out good. This one didn’t but I like the hair.
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. . . I noticed that when people kind of lighten up with it, when you’re
kinder to yourself you will be kinder to your art and your art will respond.
If you’re dogging your art, you know like this is so ugly you won’t be in a
relationship there of calmness and love, and your creativity will be blocked.
Did I explain that? It’s kind of spiritual, but it’s really true. And like I’ve
noticed some of you like the days that you’re calm the best rather than the
days when the critical part always wants us to get an A and be perfect and
be the best. That doesn’t really compute in art which is a spiritual thing.
You know, you do it today and who knows what happens tomorrow. It’s a
process you know? Does anybody wanna talk about anything before we start
doing the figure?

[Later]

Kim: Oh no. I need help.
Jane: You’re doing fine.
Kim: . . . bothering me
Jane: The chair on him comes right about here see? Your back is higher than the

chair’s back see?
Kim: It’s deformed . . . I need help. Something’s wrong. I don’t know what part

but it doesn’t look like a chair. Like I need cut some of this off.
Jane: Take a knife and cut it off smooth like all the way around like here.
Kim: Okay.
Jane: Use your muscles. Be strong. You can do it. You’re doing fine. Come around

the circle. You did it. See?
Kim: Still doesn’t look like a chair.
Jane: Well, now, see you just need to take your hand. Why don’t you get closer to

it? Then go boom, boom, boom. Make it thinner. See how this one’s thin
and this one’s thick?

Kim: Where?
Jane: Make it even. See that’s like an inch here and an inch there? Do it again.
Kim: Very thin. Okay. There.
Jane: Okay now. How would you get rid of that? . . . Can cut it. These things are

great for cutting. Have you taken sculpture before?
Kim: No. Actually yeah. Yeah I have at my old school [humming] Eeee I’m having

fun.
Jane: Yep me too. You should do art.

Jane’s mentorship uses enculturation to support and scaffold the
apprentices into the critical aspects of doing sculpture, and thinking and
seeing like an artist. Using Gee’s notion of discourses as “ways of being in
the world” (1996, p. viii), which include distinct kinds of behaving, think-
ing, speaking, and so forth that define a person as belonging to a certain
group, Jane’s classroom approach moves the apprentices toward mastery
of the discourse of sculpture through initiating them into the social prac-
tices of sculpture. She uses both Gee’s methods of acquisition, including
modeling and practice, as well as the more analytical and explanatory
approach of conventional teaching. Thus, she employs two-dimensional
drawing to explain critical aspects of sculpture such as the use of fractions
to locate facial features appropriately on the bust. However, she also
models the use of this knowledge by sculpting on her own demonstration
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bust. Other knowledge involved in sculpting such as the use of forms,
planes, and images is also “taught” and then demonstrated on her own
sculpture. Jane’s teaching narratives are also replete with analogies, sup-
porting the apprentices’ learning of a meta-knowledge about the art of
sculpture. For example, she describes how being apprentice sculptors is
akin to acquiring drawing skills, and how clay and wood both have grains
in them. This kind of complex analogic reasoning stretches the appren-
tices to think beyond the discourse of sculpture into the other arts, here
drawing, and into other aspects of the lifeworld, such as working with wood
(Gee, 1996). These kinds of contrasts and comparisons are likely to raise
their conscious awareness of some of the distinct properties of sculpture
as a discourse as well as those that are shared with other art and craft 
discourses.

The work of Lave and Wenger (1991) on communities of legitimate
peripheral participation (LPP) is another useful interpretive lens to bring
to Jane’s teaching/learning narratives. The LPP emphasizes that learning
occurs in direct relationship to the kinds of relationships that afford stu-
dents increasing amounts of legitimate participation.

Relationships within the LPP are designed to engage apprentices in the
intellectual and social experiences of a particular discourse. Thus, as stu-
dents’ values about participation in a particular practice develop, they
increasingly want to become fuller practitioners. In so doing they learn
more about the social practice and they develop new identities. It would
appear that the rich intellectual and social context created by Jane’s teach-
ing/learning narratives created a hospitable environment for those who
would choose to become full participants in art and sculpture. Even with
this kind of teaching/learning context, however, there are signs that some
of the sculptor apprentices, such as Ellice, Samantha, and Brittany, are not
as interested as others in increasing their levels of participation in the art
of sculpture. In as much as this project was designed to explore the affor-
dances of interest-based apprenticeship learning for students with diffi-
culties in aspects of conventional school learning, the role that the
apprentices’ diverse interests in sculpture will play in their learning in
sculpture is still to be explored.

Speaking the Language of Art: Inside the Sculpture Studio—II

May 21, 1998: Audiotape Transcript

While the apprentices worked on their full-figure sculptures, Jane inter-
viewed each apprentice individually using three questions that she and the
first author of this article had designed together. The questions were for-
mulated to capture the apprentices’ emerging learning about sculpture
and themselves, and were to be used as part of the display in the IBIS 
Festival. At this culminating festival, all the apprentices’ busts were to 
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be placed on long tables in the gymnasium, and next to them would be
framed photographs of each apprentice with her or his bust and his or 
her responses to these questions positioned underneath the photographs.
This text will present the apprentices’ and Jane’s responses to the follow-
ing questions: What is the most surprising or interesting thing you 
learned about sculpture? What is the most surprising or interesting thing
you learned about yourself? and What is new inside of you because of 
your sculpture? Lesley and Brittany were absent on the day of this 
interview.

Dennis’s, Paul’s, Claire’s, Louise’s, Ted’s, Kim’s, Ms. Lawton’s, and Jane’s
responses to these questions will be presented first because of their
expressed interests in art and sculpture. Ellice’s and Samantha’s responses
will follow. Using the same order of persons, we will focus on the appren-
tices’ responses to the first two questions and subsequently present their
views of the last question.

Jane: What was the most surprising or interesting thing you
learned in sculpture and what is the most surprising or
interesting thing you learned about yourself?

Dennis: . . . That I was good at it. I didn’t know that you put
the newspaper inside the head and you pushed the
eyes in. I didn’t know that I knew so much.

Paul: . . . That it doesn’t dry out very fast. I notice my facial
features more. I didn’t know I looked exactly like
this.

Claire: . . . How to make the eyes. That I can do things with
clay. I feel confidence.

Louise: . . . That when I was working on it, it could be fun
to learn. I was also surprised that even when I mess
up I can take it apart and do it again, because in my
regular classes I don’t think I could do the questions
again.

Ted: . . . About putting the newspaper in the head and
when I took it out how smelly it was. I was also sur-
prised that I could do it pretty good!

Kim: . . . That sculpture was kinda fun. I was also sur-
prised that I used a lot of skills like seeing, seeing
geometric shapes in people, keep trying and worked
hard.

Ms. Lawton: . . . That I could really fix the mistakes I made some-
times, and that I liked it better after I fixed it. That
we did a lot of math, and that the human body is
not symmetrical—that people’s ears and eyes are
different. That I can do this, that I’m happy with
some of what I’ve done. And I am surprised at how
much my mood influences it. Somedays I like it and
some days I don’t like the same sculpture. I have to
wait for my mood to change.

Jane [her written response]: . . . That sometimes the clay tells me what to make.
That in doing sculpture I am connected to some-
thing greater and more powerful than myself.
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Ellice: . . . How I look at shapes, how I look at things like
the shapes of people’s chins and eyes. I was also sur-
prised that if I think I can do something I really can.
If I have a positive attitude about it.

Samantha: . . . That sculpture is very stressful—getting the right
shapes down and the forms. It is hard in general, it
takes a lot of skill. I was also surprised that I did it!
I finished! I had the patience. I didn’t give up.

Jane: What is new inside of you because of sculpture?
David: I know what I look like better. I am happier.
Paul: I am happier that I can work so well with the clay.
Claire: I can do it, I can make the art look real.
Louise: I feel confident that I can finally do something that

looks good.
Ted: I have more confidence that I can do that kind of

stuff. That I can do clay better than I thought. I feel
proud that I made a good sculpture.

Kim: I learned to see different things. I see people dif-
ferently. I feel stronger inside.

Ms. Lawton: I now know that there isn’t a right way to do art. I
quit my art classes in junior high and high school
because I couldn’t control my grades. Now I can do
it my way and it is the right way for me.

Jane: I am stronger, more confident, softer, kinder, and
very, very happy.

Ellice: I actually know how to sculpt clay better and I want
to sculpt more. I want to keep making things.

Samantha: I know that I can do things now that I couldn’t do
before. If I thought I didn’t have the patience or the
time to be able to do it, I found I could.

In this interpretation, we will use these interview texts as a window into
the ways that the apprentices’ legitimate participation in the narrative dis-
course of sculpture affected what they learned and their interpretations of
that learning. We will, also, pursue further the role that the nature of the
students’ interests in art plays in the quality of their learning in the sculp-
ture apprenticeship.

All the apprentices, except Samantha, emphasized the positive aspect of
sculpture. The aspects of learning sculpture that they mentioned were both
how to “do” certain things to clay—make the eyes, put newspaper in the
head, fix mistakes, use mathematics—and “how to think about” doing
sculpture—noticing facial features, seeing geometric shapes in people, and
looking at the shapes of people’s eyes and chins. Relative to this question,
only, Samantha, who had not initially expressed a specific interest in art
but rather an interest in the art of cooking, described the process of doing
sculpture and getting the right shapes down as hard and stressful.

However, all the sculptor apprentices and Jane described only positive
personal effects of being engaged in the sculpture apprenticeship in their
responses to the second and third questions. These ranged from coming
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to know one’s physical appearance better, experiencing the surprise and
pleasure in being able to do human form sculpture, feeling an increased
sense of self-confidence, pride, and strength, recognizing the positive out-
comes of persistence and positive self-talk, and coming to a new under-
standing of the primary self-expressive function of art rather than meeting
the criteria-based forms defined by others.

We will suggest that these positive effects of being engaged in a sculp-
ture apprenticeship are the consequence of several teaching/learning 
features. First, there is inevitably a positive level of affect associated with
participating in an apprenticeship that the students, teacher, and mentor
have freely chosen (Corno, 1992; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Malone & Lepper,
1987; Oldfather, 1995). Second, in as much as their selection of subject
matter, in this case sculpture, approximated their genuine interests in learn-
ing, increased levels of affect and activation and intrinsic motivation have
been found (Alexander, Kulikowich, & Jetton, 1994; Csikszentmihalyi,
1975, 1990; Gottfried, 1985, 1990; McPhail et al., 2000; Schiefele, 1991).
Third, the favorable “educational” positioning that results from choice and
interest permits these apprentices to locate themselves in the discourse of
sculpture in ways that resonate with their personal subjectivities (Davies &
Harre, 1990). Jane, as their mentor, herself favorably positioned as a sculp-
tor, brought her own positive social and intellectual subjectivities to the 
discourse of sculpting. In having created a supportive, authentic, and 
meaningful context of learning for her apprentice sculptors, she scaffolded
their participation in the discourse of sculpting. As a consequence, these
apprentices performed as sculptors in ways that made them believe they
were sculptors (Smith, 1995). In other words, not only did this experience
permit them to present their personal interest story through the choices
they made during all the discovery activities but, also, because of the encul-
turation structure of the apprenticeship, over time. Jane’s subjective his-
tories relative to herself as a sculptor, an individual with dyslexia, and an
excellent teacher were integral to the creation of a context in which the
apprentices were able to perform sculpture as sculptors.

Sculpture as a medium of art, also, would seem to be playing a signifi-
cant role in the positive learning of the apprentices. First, the experience
of art brings the artist into an intimate relationship with his or her past,
present, and future through the instantiation of these subjectivities into
the work of art (Dewey, 1934; Jackson, 1998). Thus, the artist sees himself
or herself completed in some way in the work of art. Sarason (1988) would
underscore the sense of accomplishment and satisfaction that comes when
an artist makes something that in the making finds and remakes the artist.
In Jackson’s words, this kind of intimate transaction has the power to be
“genuinely transformative, to modify irrevocably one’s habitual ways of
thinking, feeling and perceiving” (1998, p. xiv). Evidence from the appren-
tices in these interviews suggests that this apprenticeship may have afforded
all of them some of these changes.
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We recognize that the apprentices’ responses to these questions may
have been influenced by the fact that the interviewer was their mentor, so
we turn now to the apprentices’ retrospective interviews conducted by the
first and second author, who had not been able to get to know these stu-
dents and their work well because their research responsibilities took them
to two other interest-based apprenticeships in the school.

Speaking the Language of Art: A Retrospective Look

On June 1, approximately one week after the IBIS Festival, we interviewed
the sculptor apprentices individually, and audio taped all the interviews.
The second author, Joanne, interviewed Lesley and Kim, and the first
author, Jean, interviewed everyone else, including Jane. Jane was inter-
viewed, however, on August 1 in her sculpture studio and classroom. Every-
one seemed pleased to talk about their experiences in sculpture, so we have
elaborated responses.

For this text, however, we will focus only on the questions that address
the apprentices’ and mentor’s learning about sculpture, learning of others
through the sculpture apprenticeship, and their evaluations of their expe-
riences in the sculpture apprenticeship. In terms of learning about sculp-
ture, the following questions from the interview will serve as the foci: What
do you now know about sculpture? What are some ways to solve the problem of cre-
ating a clay sculpture of a person? What advice do you have for anyone wanting
to be a sculptor? In coming to understand the learning of others that resulted
from their work in this apprenticeship, we will highlight the apprentices’
and teacher’s responses to the following question: Through working with the
other students in your sculpture apprenticeship, did you see them in the same way
or in a different way than you see them during the rest of the school day? Finally,
to illuminate their evaluations of interest-based apprenticeship learning,
we will use the apprentices’ and mentor’s responses to the question: What
advice do you have for the university and teacher team about doing these interest
groups again?

Interview Audiotape

Jean or Joanne: What do you now know about sculpture? What are some ways to solve
the problem of creating a clay sculpture of a person? What advice do you
have for anyone wanting to be a sculptor?

Dennis: [I learned that] you have to dig the sculpture out and then have
it sit for three weeks. You use lots of newspaper in the clay. You
take a lot of clay and square it for the model. You make the line
when you’re going to cut it out. You start digging it out and then
you put the person in the piece of clay. . . . [I would advise
anyone who wanted to be a sculptor] that it’s hard.
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Paul: [I learned that] you can put so much detail into clay, and that
the body is made up of different shapes. I took a square piece of
clay, cut the person out of it, and molded it. It takes time. If a
body part breaks, you can fix it by taking clay and smoothing it
back on. [I would advise anyone who wanted to be a sculptor]
that you have to have patience and a lot of time. That you need
to work around other people so that you can look at their facial
expressions.

Claire: [I learned that] some of sculpting can be very hard. You need to
get a model so then you would know what it looked like. You
make a lot of changes because sometimes it doesn’t look great.
[I would advise anyone who wanted to be a sculptor] that it is
very hard work, that it is hard to make it look how you wanted it
to.

Lesley: [I learned that] all that we did and the busts. I didn’t know what
they were called. I didn’t know about the model. You have to use
a lot of tools and clay. Loop tool, knife and there was another
little, tiny loop tool. I forgot what they were called. You should
follow step by step. Use your imagination. Like make stuff that is
in your mind. [I would advise anyone who wanted to be a sculp-
tor, that] if you really have a skill of doing it, really interested in
it, you could do it. The tools- what you need. Have to learn what
shapes you have to use. One of the busts uses a rectangle for the
shoulder and a circle for the head, head kinda like an egg-shape.

Ted: [I learned that] it is easier than I thought. I create a clay sculp-
ture of a person by looking at a model, and looking at all of the
little tiny features, every little detail, like freckles. You have to
have someone who knows how to do it to help you. Sculpture
takes a lot of time to do. [I would advise anyone who wanted to
be a sculptor] to be patient. Your sculpture may not look good
in the beginning, but it will look great in the end. Also, I would
tell them to ask a lot of questions about how to do things.

Louise: [I learned that] if you mess up, you can take it off and do it again.
You shouldn’t try that hard at creating a clay sculpture because
you can fix it if you don’t like it. [I would advise anyone who
wanted to be a sculptor] to keep saying to yourself, you’re good
at drawing, painting, have confidence in yourself.

Kim: [I learned] to make stuff, like the head and the eyes, that I could-
n’t do before. I made a clay person by fixing it, by taking the clay
off and rebuilding it. [I would advise anyone who wanted to be
a sculptor] that it is fun, but you have to work hard. You should
not be aggravated with your work, because you can take it apart.
Also it is important not to make fun of other people’s project.

Ms. Lawton: I learned everything. I knew nothing about sculpture. Didn’t
know that there was lots of physiology in sculpture. I am think-
ing I could incorporate sculpture into science teaching. I didn’t
know how forgiving clay really is, and how nice it is to fix mis-
takes. I didn’t know there was a lot of math. We were taught two
different ways to build a sculpture—the blank board approach in
which you build up from shapes, and the cake method in which
you sculpted down to the person. I learned that a lot of kids
relied on their tools. Some of the other kids and I relied on our
hands. I learned to deal with frustration by leaving a problem
and coming back to it. I also learned that my mood influences
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my opinion of my work, and how I worked on it. I was impressed
with the quality of work that was accomplished in sculpture, with
so many nonschool things going on like music and conversation.
I am now thinking about including music in my classes. That a
lot of sculpture is training. I have a different respect for training
now. I know because eight out of the ten kids did remarkably
well. Also, that it is never too late to learn sculpture; Jane took it
up at 26 or 27, that is exactly my age now.

Ellice: [I learned that] you have to add the basic forms of the shoulders,
neck and head because they are all just shapes, and then you add
details. [I would advise anyone who wanted to be a sculptor] to
take a sculpting class.

Brittany: [I learned that] sculpting is a lot of work, and that you have to
put a lot of detail in sculptures. People have to go to school for
sculpture. I learned that some days are good days for sculpting
while others are bad days. To create a clay sculpture of a person,
you have to think of it in shapes, go through steps such as putting
the eyes in, the mouth, ears and hair and hollow it out when
you’re done. [I would advise anyone who wanted to be a sculp-
tor] to give yourself time to do your work, do your best and know
that you have good days and bad days.

Samantha: [I learned that] sculpture involves a lot of work. I now have much
more respect for artists because sculpture is much harder than
it looks. To create a clay sculpture of a person, you should have
an open and clear mind, be relaxed, get comfortable with the
clay, have a picture of what you want to make, draw it out and
have a model. [I would advise anyone who wanted to be a sculp-
tor] that they should be very clear about what they’re getting into
because three-dimensional work is a big, big responsibility.

In coming to understand the learning of others that resulted from their
work in this apprenticeship, we will highlight the apprentices’ and
teacher’s responses to the following question.

Jean or Joanne: Through working with the other students in your sculpture apprentice-
ship, did you see them in the same way or in a different way than you
see them during the rest of the school day?

Dennis: They were working real hard. Ted doesn’t talk as much in sculp-
ture as he does in science. Ms. Lawton was really paying atten-
tion to her sculpture, she usually doesn’t look that carefully at
the papers she is grading. Her sculpture was really good.

Paul: [I saw the students] differently, because normally I look at them
and they’re the same everyday, but after sculpture I started
looking at their expressions and everything, and how their arms
are really long and how their shoulders take up a lot of space.

Claire: [I saw the students] differently, because usually they’re not really
having fun and in sculpture they were.

Lesley: [I saw the students] differently, because in sculpture we get to do
things on our own at our own speed. When we do subjects we
have to work on a speed.

Ted: [I saw the students] differently, because they were more funny,
friendly, more active and more talkative, sometimes Dennis
talked too much.
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Louise: [I saw the students] different than in our other classes because
the rest of our work isn’t really hard. We’re in the same books.
This was really harder, you need to take time. The rest is easy,
you can zip right through it.

Kim: [I saw the students] different. I never see them sculpt in other
classes.

Ms. Lawton: [I saw the students] definitely differently. I saw them as more
relaxed, more social. Their conversations were more open. I
watched kids learn to handle anxiety. Initially we [Jane and I]
had to direct them, but later they directed themselves and others.
I was impressed by how supportive they were with each other,
they circulated around the room and complimented each other.
I don’t think I ever heard a negative comment. They all felt good
about the work they were doing even though they were aware of
frustration sometimes. They learned respect for other’s work
from watching Jane. She treats everyone and their work with
respect. I saw how important teaching by example is.

Ellice: I saw the other students differently because they seemed more
relaxed and talked more.

Brittany: [I saw the other students] the same and different ways than in
my other classes. Samantha was the same, but Paul, Ted and
Claire were different. Paul was very focused and getting things
done in sculpture.

Samantha: Ms. Lawton was different in sculpture than during the rest of the
school day. We saw her stress side. Students don’t usually see
teachers stressed, don’t see them try and learn something new.

Finally, we will use the apprentices’, teacher’s, and mentor’s responses
to the last question of the interview to illuminate their evaluations of inter-
est-based apprenticeship learning.

Jean or Joanne: What advice do you have for the university team and teacher team about
doing these interest groups again?

Dennis: It would be fun, kids would like it.
Paul: You guys are doing so good, I don’t know. Maybe if a kid kinda

didn’t like the group they had selected they could change once.
But, all, or most of the kids in art, really liked it. It was good that
we weren’t really rushed.

Claire: I liked it that we got to do fun things every Thursday and Friday
instead of just being in the classroom.

Lesley: They’re fun and you can learn things from it, things you might
not have known.

Ted: You should do them for two and one half days instead of two days.
I’d keep almost everything, except the binders [in which the
apprentices recorded their in-situ responses to their experiences
in the IBIS apprenticeships and their everyday classes].

Louise: I’d take time from gym. I think it gave the students a lot of
thought about what they should do with their lives.

Kim: I don’t have any [advice]. It all worked well. It just wasn’t fun for
me, because I don’t like clay.

Ms. Lawton: I think these apprenticeship groups should take up less academic
time or include more literacy. It needed one of two options, espe-
cially because we’re talking about these kids—that they’re so
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behind in their reading anyway, it either needs to be supple-
mental to the curriculum—add time onto the school day or 
otherwise we need to find ways to get more reading and writing
into the groups. It was hard for all of us teachers to realize how
much time we were losing in language arts . . . depends on the
group, obviously. Carly’s group took time at the end to write,
reflect, but that didn’t happen in all the groups. There were
some things that started to happen when you guys brought in the
books. We could bring in books about sculptors, that might be a
way to put in a reading component to an art class . . . Also, the
social issues, except in my group where there weren’t any, need
to be looked at. We had a nice, calm group, but by putting
together kids just based on their interests, the mixture was diffi-
cult, so many of our interests relate to our personalities, needs
to be looked at, look at the kids’ personalities in the group, and
say, maybe we’ll need two mentors in this group, crowd control
[laughs]. We just knew, because we knew the kids, we knew the
mix. We just looked at some of these groups, and thought wow,
that’s gonna be a challenge [laughs].

Ellice: You should get more teachers so everyone would get their first
choice.

Brittany: I think all of your ideas were very good, how you planned it. I
just have a little suggestion. The one [the original description of
Ah the Feel of It, the Taste of It, the Look of It on the student’s list of
choices] about the sculpture . . . I think that that should, it kind
of sounded more like cooking than sculpturing. So maybe
change that paragraph a little bit. But everything else was very
good. You did a very good job. Everything was planned very good.

Samantha: I think it’s completely worth it, because I know a lot of kids in
my class got to be with other people that they have the same inter-
est in, people they might usually not hang out with. And I also
think the teachers had a lot of fun. And everybody kind of
learned, something about themselves through it.

The apprentices described learning about sculpture, each other, and
curriculum possibilities in multiple ways and along multiple dimensions.
Before addressing the learning themes that arose in these narratives, we
will position our interpretation within the theoretical frames we have
drawn on in this article. First, we view the learning and development
described by these apprentices as being inextricably tied to the context of
their learning (Wertsch, 1998; Vygotsky, 1987). Thus, the students’ utter-
ances are always considered from the educational positioning afforded by
this project—as “learners-in-interaction-with-their-selected-interest-based-
apprenticeship-setting.” In this frame, then, the apprentices mediate their
learning and development through the cultural tools afforded to them in
this apprenticeship. In our interpretation, we will focus on the apprentices’
interest-based motivation in interaction with the physical materials
involved in doing sculpture, and the learning and interpersonal resources
afforded to them by the sculpture apprenticeship. Second, we will use
Wittgenstein’s (1958) notion of complex learning to assess whether the
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apprentices learned both the “how” and “that” of learning in this appren-
ticeship experience. Third, we will draw on the writings of scholars who
have explored the unique affordances of art-centered learning (Dewey,
1934; Eisner, 1982; Jackson, 1998; Sarason, 1988).

The specific learning that the apprentices mentioned relative to doing
sculpture included understanding the critical material and process ele-
ments involved in creating a sculpture. Thus, they came to understand how
shapes, physiology, mathematics, sculpting tools, and models, as well as
one’s imagination, are “material tools” critical to the creation of sculptures.
They also acquired understandings relative to the artistic process. Appren-
tices described the importance of time, positive self-talk, the assistance of
more expert others as well as others interested in art and sculpture, the
power involved in viewing the fluidity or changing dynamics of an artistic
creation, and the critical importance of “study” in learning art. Time to
“do” sculpture, a recurrent theme in the talk of the apprentices, was often
contrasted to the limited time they had to “do” their projects and assign-
ments in their regular classes. The precious commodity of time seemed to
give apprentices the freedom to persevere in the “trial and error” learning
of sculpting, allowing them time to rework their sculpture over and over
again until it met with their personal satisfaction. Through this process,
they learned that there is no one “correct” answer. Jackson (1998), in expli-
cating Dewey’ views on art in Art in Experience, suggests that time has a dif-
ferent quality to it in an experience that is complete such as an art-centered
experience. In art-centered experiences in which individuals bring “an
experience to fruition” (Dewey, 1934, p. 6), for example, there is a sense
of “consummation” not “cessation “ (Jackson, 1998). The student appren-
tices’ descriptions may suggest that they experienced the unusual pleasure,
at least in school, of bringing a work to completion. And, in this case, this
experience may have been intensified for them because of their expressed
interests in doing art. Dewey (1913) describes the “unity” or “non-dualism”
involved in interest as resulting from the “organic union” of the person,
materials, and the results of his or her action. This kind of “unity” appears
to be present in the narratives of all the apprentices except Ellice, Kate,
Brittany, and Samantha; these apprentices decide, after their experiences
in sculpture, that they do not experience sculpture as intrinsically reward-
ing. Yet, for the other apprentices, the experience of being engaged in a
sculptor apprenticeship does contain Dewey’s criterial aspects of an expe-
rience—sculpture has a cohesiveness to it for them and it tends to signifi-
cantly engage them in intellectual and emotional ways.

The apprentices, on the whole, saw each other differently in the sculp-
ture apprenticeship context than they saw each other during the rest of
the day. One of the social affordances of this apprenticeship was the
emphasis placed on learning between people as well as the objects involved
in sculpture, a view consonant with socioconstructivist pedagogy (Dewey,
1913, 1916; Forman, Minick, & Stone, 1993; Vygotsky, 1987, 1993; Wells,
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1995). Apprentices described differences they saw in each other in terms
of affect, especially attention (Ms. Lawton was paying attention to her
sculpture in a more intense way than she does to her papers), intense focus
(Paul was very focused) and getting things done in sculpture, and open-
ness (more relaxed, funny, friendly, talkative). Apprentices also described
how affective challenges were met, especially the frustration and stress
experienced while trying something new. The apprentices were surprised
with themselves and with each other at how they learned to work through
frustration and continue to persevere with their sculpting work. These
understandings and realizations on the part of the apprentices (i.e.,
increased affect and activation, perseverance during challenges, and a
deeper understanding of content) are consistent with the outcomes of
interest-based learning (Dewey, 1913; Hidi, 1990; McPhail et al., 2000;
Rathunde & Czikszentmihalyi, 1993; Renninger, Hidi, & Krapp, 1992;
Schiefele, 1991; Tobias, 1994).

One Story in Another

The narratives of Brittany and Samantha, of Ms. Lawton, Ted, Kim, Louise,
and Ellice, of Dennis, Paul, Claire, and Lesley constitute a socially 
constructed context nested in the larger story of the interest-based in-
structional curriculum of the IBIS apprenticeship. These apprenticeships
were designed to create a curriculum that would enhance the intellectual
and social development of students who are more vulnerable to the nega-
tive impact of a standard school curriculum on their learning.

The larger story, the curricular context that was created, was particularly
important for the students in this study. The more typical context for stu-
dents with learning disabilities is one in which what they see reflected back
from their conventional curriculum is often a reflection of a “deficient”
self, a self that has not yet met the challenges of the curriculum with
success. Conversely, in the IBIS apprenticeships where the students had, in
fact, successfully met the challenges of a rigorous curriculum, the appren-
tices’ narratives of their experience reflected a positive understanding of
self and peers. The apprentice sculptors saw reflections of their stories and
their identities as successful agents within this larger context, a context that
seemed to be effective due to four contextual threads, which were woven
throughout the tale. These threads were: the apprentices’ genuine inter-
est in art, enculturation learning, the dialogic context established by Jane
within the apprenticeship, and the role of art-centered experience in learn-
ing. Through their shared experiences with sculpture and each other, they
wove a narrative of learning about the art of sculpture, each other, and
themselves that included both the communal, meaning-making “voice” as
well as the individual ways apprentices drew their singular meanings from
their own positionings.
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In effect, through this experience, the apprentices were repositioned
within the larger narrative of the curricular context. What the reposition-
ings within the discursive practices of the apprenticeships afforded was the
creation of multiple subjectivities for students who, by sixth grade, may
have come to see themselves as unitary, as uniformly not up to the chal-
lenge of a conventional curriculum. The multiple positionings within the
discursive practice of the IBIS apprenticeships allowed the students to see
themselves and each other in a nonunitary way, in ways that have recently
been illuminated by new theories of mind (Bruner, 1990, 1996; Davies &
Harre, 1990; Henriques et al., 1984; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; Smith, 1995)
where mind is not unitary, but where mind is constituted by the subjec-
tivized person. Additionally, this new positioning, essentially a new narra-
tive presentation, had its effects not only on the understandings of the
apprentices and Ms. Lawton, but also on significant others in their school
environment. Among these individuals is one who is in the position to
reflect on the larger context of the IBIS apprenticeship curriculum reform.
We turn now to her responses to this project.

The final narrator from the school will be Carol, the lower-school direc-
tor, who opened the doors of the school to an experience that was entirely
new to them—a collaborative research study with a university. Carol’s inter-
ests in the students and their experience of being at this school, the cur-
riculum, and her own personal artistic interests came through very clearly
throughout the year. Carol was an involved, supportive school administra-
tor throughout the project, and kept a keen, researcher’s eye on the effects
of the project on the teachers, students, and parents of the school. She
reflects on her own and other peripheral participants’ (e.g., parents, other
school personnel, etc.) experiences of the IBIS apprenticeships. When
asked to reflect on the project as a whole, Carol told Joanne in her retro-
spective interview that:

Jane was the best [mentor], you know because she’s probably the most seasoned—
she’s a teacher. What she was doing lent itself quite nicely to the project, because
really what she was doing was having a studio class with them twice a week . . . Ms.
Lawton hadn’t sculpted before, and she looked more engrossed than the kids did,
and she communicates that joy to students, and that’s a very powerful thing, I think,
to be a teacher-as-learner, you know, kind of person.

Joanne: Did you see changes in the teachers?
Carol: Oh, yeah. . . . just watching kids face frustration, getting past it, or

bogging down in it, the risk-taking, the interpersonal things going on,
they saw the kids in a different way.

Joanne: Did you see changes in the kids here?
Carol: Oh, yes—well, working past frustration, I don’t call that self-confidence,

that’s pushing yourself, it’s motivational, being able to defer gratification,
break things down into steps, those are really hard things for the kids
here to do. And they talked through things a lot as they were trying to
solve problems. That’s what I observed, was kids talking through things
and working together, and that’s, you know cooperative learning, group
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work. As we all know we have to do that as adults everyday, and these,
this particular group of kids, I can tell you at our last two sixth grade
council meetings were working better together than most adults, and I
didn’t see that before. And, I know the play [sixth grade production of
West Side Story], helped them a lot too but I think this experience was very
powerful, too. It’s hard to isolate them, but I have a feeling that a lot
more of it came from this experience, because they had to problem solve
a lot. There’s a confidence and self-assurance in these kids I haven’t seen
in a group at this school before. And it’s not that their learning disabili-
ties are less substantial.

Joanne: What are your thoughts on how this worked for kids with learning disabilities?
Carol: I saw growth in them. I wasn’t surprised. These kids have a lot of cre-

ativity—and the more we tap into their creativity, the happier they’re
going to be. The more we encourage them to discover their interests, 
or a passion, identify a passion, the happier they’re going to be, too. 
They have to see that they can have success in areas other than the 
traditional academic. . . . You see, there’s always a rub here, the 
parents will, one of their criticisms, of our program is that we don’t have
enough art and music and drama, because they know these are things
their kids are good at, but then the other end of it is, is somehow we’re
supposed to magically transform them into people without learning prob-
lems. So, that’s always a problem. So, when there’s a program like this
the parents are just delighted, to see their kids get a lot of challenges.
Like I said, they all wanted to know what was going to happen next 
year . . .”

EPILOGUE

In thinking about the provocative and challenging question of “What is
going to happen next year?” we are challenged to come back to ourselves
and “criss-cross the narrative” (Diamond, 2000, p. 9) tapestry with our own
intellectual and emotional experiences in this project. What was the most
surprising or interesting thing we learned about sculpture and ourselves? What is
new inside of us because of sculpture? Did we see the students in the sculpture appren-
ticeship in the same way or in a different way than we saw them during the rest of
the school day?

Being engaged in this work significantly shifted our ways of thinking
about students identified with specific learning disabilities. First, we were
surprised at the ways all the students enthusiastically embraced and strug-
gled in the forms of literacy associated with the artistry of sculpture.
Second, we were interested in the artistic quality of their sculptures.3 All
the students persisted in engaging in the processes of learning and creat-
ing related to sculpture over the eight weeks, and as they persisted, they
and their sculptures changed. They became interested, engaged, and 
competent learners in the sculpture apprenticeship, appearing no differ-
ent than other focused learners not classified with “learning problems,”
and their sculptures developed in artistically interesting ways over time. As
an interested visitor at the IBIS Festival confusedly said while observing
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these students and their busts, “I thought you said these kids had learning
disabilities.”

However, while we appreciated the students’ developing abilities in the
area of sculpture as a legitimate, representational form of literacy (Eisner,
1982), we are also challenged by Ms. Lawton’s and Carol’s responses to this
work to think about ways to implement conventional forms of literacy into
interest-based inquiry apprenticeships. We began to think about the
numerous possibilities for fusing conventional literacies into the sculpture
apprenticeship, such as the integration of trade magazines and sculptors’
autobiographies and biographies, and the initiation of Web-based conver-
sations/graphics with other sculptor apprentices and practicing sculptures.

In reflecting on what we find new inside of us because of this work we
are led to Vygotsky (1993) in that while we wanted to believe him on the
critical role of learning contexts relative to the kinds of quality of learning
constructed, we hadn’t clearly experienced this until this project. We came
to appreciate the ways that Jane’s expert guided learning4 in the sculpture
apprenticeship appeared to provide the context for a new mediational
means to develop for the students that engendered in them different kinds
of actions (Wertsch, 1998). Davydov’s (1995) writings also prompted us to
think about how these students’ personalities could have been developed
and, perhaps, transformed through guided instruction that was designed
from the “developmental and individual particularities” of the students and
oriented toward the cultivation of their potentials in meaningful learning.

Through the work of this project, we can no longer “see” the learning
trajectories of students with difficulties in acquiring and using conventional
school literacies as “different” in kind from learners without those diffi-
culties.5 Rather, we now view their potentialities to experience transfor-
mational learning as being enhanced or limited by educators’ capabilities
to create contexts that are educative for them. Having ourselves intellec-
tually and emotionally experienced the power of this kind of teaching/
learning context, we are now further committed to continuing partnership
work with mentors and students in which shared interest underlies the
design of learning communities and, in turn, creates the space for authen-
tic dialogue that enhances development and self-understanding for all
learners.
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NOTES

1. Kim and Lesley, two students identified as having language impairment, wore
wireless microphones as part of the second author’s dissertation study.

2. All the sculptor apprentices’ names are pseudonyms.

3. One student was identified by Jane as an emerging sculptor. Although that
student’s reading level was at the primer level, her bust displayed a complexity
and perspective that, according to Jane, marked her as a gifted sculptor. Jane
said that she only wished she had the money to grant her a scholarship to study
sculpture in the best fine arts school in the world.

4. We have included substantial dialogic exchanges between Jane and her appren-
tices to highlight their evolving partnership, and to illustrate the ways Jane’s
teaching/learning narratives appeared to be appropriated by the students.

5. While composing this paper with her coauthors, the first author was compelled
to enroll in an adult sculpture studio class with Jane because of her lack of under-
standings about the processes the students were involved in relative to learning
the art and practice of sculpture.
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