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The Professional Context

• bell hooks describes how, in the 80s and 90s, 
white women and men academics formed 
alliances ‘to formulate and impose standards of 
critical evaluation that would be used to define 
what is theoretical and what is not. These 
standards often led to appropriation and/ or 
devaluation of work that did not “fit,” that was 
suddenly deemed not theoretical – or not 
theoretical enough’ (hooks, 1993).

• There was a ‘turning away of white feminist 
scholars from fully respecting and valuing the 
critical insights and theoretical insights of black 
women or women of color’: a cementing of 
‘intellectual elitism’ (hooks, 1993).



The Professional Context
• In my time as a student and teacher, I’ve found that the 

same problems persist 50 years later: students rarely cite 
black academics and revert to traditional forms of 
research, and are rarely empowered to use 
autoethnographic, indigenous or experimental methods, 
especially when it comes to their dissertations. 

• For Inclusive Practices, I explored the psychological 
impact of a hegemonic white and middle-class learning 
environment on black students and teachers. There is still 
only one black woman lecturer in the Performance 
department (its me!) and each year, black students are 
non-existent or in the extreme minority (Uddoh, 2023). 

• UAL agrees theres a need to decolonise and, indirectly, 
‘intellectual elitism’ (hooks, 1993) as an ongoing problem: 
last year, UAL had an 11% attainment gap between white 
and Black students (UAL, 2022). 

Pages from ‘Registration’, an article I published with Montez 
Press, 2023, based on writing begun during the IP Unit. 
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• ‘What do Stage 1 Performance: Design and Practice students 
classify as ‘research’ at the beginning of their undergraduate 
degree?’

• ‘How can student definitions of ‘research’ be expanded beyond 
limited Western, imperial definitions of ‘research’, through my 
own teaching interventions?’

• Through my interventions, I wanted to challenge any false 
distinction between theory and practice (hooks, 1993), instead to 
encourage a symbiotic relationship between students’ university 
life and life beyond the uni. Rather than somewhere where 
‘intellectual elitism’ is cemented or reverted to, I wanted to teach
‘researching’ as a space for the practice of freedom (hooks, 
1993), and a tool for making a difference in people’s lives.
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Collecting Initial Data: 

Data Point A
• In class I asked the students two questions: ‘What is 

Research?’ and then ‘How does research take place?’ 

• I asked students to write down their answers on a piece of 
paper and put it in a hat. Students then took an answer 
that wasn’t their own, read it aloud and spoke about 
whether they agreed, disagreed or would add anything to 
it.

• Collecting a mixture of types of data – written, drawn and 
oral, would allow me to maximise student contributions, 
as students could respond in the way they felt most 
comfortable. 

• The questions were kept open to allow for a variety of 
themes to emerge, led by students.



‘What is Research?’



‘How does research take place?’
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Methodologies

• To analyse this initial data, I used a 
combination of autoethnographic, 
thematic and textual analysis. I would 
continue to use this throughout the 
project.

• By using three different methods of 
analysis to look at the data, I was able to 
partially overcome the limitations of 
each method, supplementing it with the 
other in a holistic approach. 



Most students say that research is about obtaining 
‘information’ or ‘knowledge’, referred to research as a 
kind of journey and referred to reading. 

Data Point A: Analysis

Above: A typical response touching on 3 of the most popular themes identified in 
textual-thematic analysis. Red underlines my own.

Below: The word ‘ART’ crossed out, but still submitted. This was a response that 
sparked a lot of discussion

Both textual and visual sources were frequently referenced. 
However, visual sources were more contentious – it was 
questioned whether this was really a valid form of research. 
E.g. someone submitted a piece of paper which said ART, 
crossed, which became a talking point among students. This 
made the word appear more frequently in text analysis. 
Comparatively, textual sources were more widely 
mentioned, but their legitimacy never questioned. I 
wondered whether if we were not in a gallery at the time, 
whether art would’ve been mentioned at all. 

Left: A word 
cloud 
generated 
from crude 
textual 
analysis of 
responses.



Data Point A: Analysis

• There is a disconnect between the students’ practices 
and lives and notions of research. 

• Despite this course being a performance course, no 
students mentioned performances as types of 
research. The 'body' was referenced three times, but all 
by the same student. 

• More detached ways of talking about research are
more prevalent (e.g. observation based), rather than 
emotional or embodied. 

• Even though the students have different backgrounds,
and the method used was successful as it meant every 
student spoke, lots of answers are quite similar – they 
seem ‘text book’?

Above: A rare kind-of acknowledgement of research as embodied practice.



Interventions 

• To take the students on trips outside the 
university, framing these as 'research trips’, 
followed by a prompt to go on their own 
research trip. 
• Because of the complications of taking 

students off-site, the two trips I led had to 
be planned in advance of the first data 
point, based on secondary data. 
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Interventions

Oppositional looking in the National Gallery. 
How can students use ‘white’ institutional spaces for their own purposes?

Multi-sensorial grassroots research in Bethnal Green Nature Reserve.
How can students do embodied research outside institutions/ outside?



Interventions
• A third intervention, designed in response to the data, was to 

brief the students to go on a research trip of their own, 
supported, but not limited to, a directory of various interesting 
and free/ low cost research sites within London. 

• The data showed a lack of confidence in taking ownership of 
research practices by the students. I hoped this opportunity, and 
the examples of the previous trips I actually took them on, would 
empower them to do this. 

• As someone educated in the West, and with limited time, I was 
keen to design an intervention that opened up space for student-
led learning not constrained by any lingering colonial attitudes/ 
personal limitations. Students, from global majority backgrounds 
for instance might already be using decolonial research methods, 
but may not see them as research so do not bring them to class 
discussions or dissertations.

• That said, I was aware that some students did not know London 
and this could be a barrier for them in identifying research sites 
that would be genuinely useful to their practices, which is why I 
made the directory.
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• After the interventions, it was time to collect data to see if 
and how student definitions had changed. Using the same 
methods of data collection as before, I asked the students 
‘How does research take place in your practice?’

• I decided to ask a slightly different question in the hope 
that it might encourage students more to give specific 
examples and personal opinions on research rather than 
‘textbook’ answers. 

• This did mean the data is less directly comparable with the 
data I got at Point A, yet on balance I decided that the 
prompt was similar enough, and that it was more important 
to give the students a better chance of speaking their 
minds, than to stick to a ‘perfect’ test. 



How does research take place in your 
practice?



How does research take place in your 
practice?





Comparative Analysis

• Most frequently referenced were visual sources (9.9%). This 
included ‘video essays’, ‘documentary’, ‘stills’ as well as 
‘gallery’. We could combine this theme with the category 
‘Specific Research Trips’ (5%), all of which mentioned could 
also be considered ‘visual sources’ e.g. ‘Sarah Lucas 
exhibition’. So, post-intervention, students are much more 
specific in their naming of specific visual sources, and ‘art’ is 
no longer contentious as a valid research source as it was at 
Point A. Rather, it is far and away now the most popular thing 
to mention, holding about 6% more of the conversation than 
the next most popular theme. 



Other themes where there was a big difference between Point A and Point B data



Conclusions
• Despite my initial feelings post discussion, through textual analysis, I could see that 

there were in fact some specific research sites mentioned, whereas in the previous 
discussion at the beginning of the unit, there had been none. Interestingly, all these 
research sites were ones the students had gone to on their own, rather than ones I'd 
taken them on. The Tate and the Wellcome were on the worksheet I'd given them, but 
the BFI was not. 

• The nature of the trips mentioned; higher frequency of emotional language; frequent 
reference to research as useful and related to life in some way, leads me to the 
conclusion that I was successful in empowering some students to find ways of doing 
research that was genuinely useful for them. 

• While I had been disappointed that no one mentioned the trips I’d taken them on –
this is not necessarily a negative sign – rather it might mean they are empowered to 
think independently to find their own ways of doing research. That said, all Stage 1 
students were meant to have gone on a trip and yet the number of specific places 
named was still low. 

• For this reason, to answer my second research question, I needed to understand more 
about the impact of my interventions on this change. I didn’t want to speculate too 
much on what had caused this change as it would effect my teaching in the future. So I 
sent out an online survey to understand more of the specifics and the reasons being 
these responses. 
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• Walthamstow Wetlands
• British Library
• BFI
• National Gallery and Nature 

Reserve
• Wellcome Collection, ’The Cult of 

Beauty’ 
• Hunterian Museum
• N/A
• BFI
• BFI



Final Conclusions

• From all the data, I can say that my interventions 
had a positive effect on expanding student 
definitions of research beyond the turnstiles of the 
university. 

• Several students went on self-organized research
trips to help them with their final outcomes, to 
sites including archives, museums and nature. They 
said they’d be likely to do this again. Most students 
expanded their definition of research to include 
visual sources including art, film and lived 
experience outside the university. 

• In general there is a greater diversity of definitions 
of research – showing a break down in any idea 
that there is a ‘correct’ definition that the 
university legitimizes. Students are on a journey to 
now define research for themselves, beyond the 
Western imperial standard. 
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Untitled (Woman playing Solitaire), Carrie Mae Weems, 
1990.



Moving Forward

• For me, this has been a useful exercise in refining the curriculum 
I’ve been developing for the students. Through the design of the 
new interventions and the data collection, I have been able to 
better understand the impact I’m having on students, and be more 
explicit in my pedagogical aim to challenge ‘intellectually elitist’ 
(hooks, 1993) notions of research. 

• One thing to note is that I didn’t bring in the students too much on
my own decolonial and black feminist rationale for making the 
interventions. I held back on this because I didn’t want to influence 
the student answers too much at the stage of this Action Research 
Project, rather I wanted to gain understanding of early 
undergraduate perceptions of research. 

• That said, in future interactions with the same students at Stage 2, 
this rationale and political motivation for expanding definitions of 
research is something I do want to share. Perhaps it would lead to 
bolder experiments in research. In Unit 6 I have already begun to be 
more transparent in this through getting students to read and 
discuss bell hooks’ ‘Engaged Pedagogy’ in class, as a way to be more 
conscious about how we learn and the political potential of 
education. 
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