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Abstract: Overflowing University is an emerging platform for collective knowledge and 
relational processes founded by four Artists/Researchers/Teachers/, authors of this paper. 
To share and rethink performative, affective and embodied pedagogies undertaken by the 
four of us along our academic practice is a driving force behind our process, an ongoing 
relational experience of Arts Based Research. Each of us teach in different universities, 
degrees and regions of Catalonia (Spain): ERAM College in Girona (Theatre and 
Performance Studies), University of Barcelona (Fine Arts Studies), University of Vic 
(Teacher Training Studies) and University of Manresa (Social Education and Teacher 
Training Studies). We are focused on exploring possible overflows, that is, the living 
relational force that lead us to transcend sedentary anchorages and institutional frames in 
Higher Education as well as to rethink the experience of education based on a series of 
questions, dilemmas, and key themes that emerge listening to ourselves as women and to 
our students, regarding the social role of universities and teaching innovation nowadays.  
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1.- Overflowing the university: emerging like gnocchi 
When you make the Italian dish known as gnocchi (soft dough dumplings), boiling them in water, the gnocchi 
cook themselves independently. You don’t have to try them or even monitor the time they’re boiling, as when 
they're done they rise to the surface of the water of their own accord.  
 

With this image culled from the familiar world of cooking we open this paper, which 

gives an account of the research and teaching practices of four teachers from 

different universities, united in a common project titled Overflowing the University. 

The project arose because we wished to nurture a relational process, sharing and 

rethinking the performative and embodied pedagogies practiced in our respective 

subjects. Although the teaching contexts in which we work differ widely (Social 

Education, two Childhood and Primary Education Faculties, one Fine Arts Faculty 

and another in Performance and Theatre Arts, spread across four different areas of 

Catalonia, Spain: Barcelona, Girona, Manresa and Vic), we are united by an affinity 

for situated knowledge constructed through teaching practices anchored in our 

relationships with the body, performance and emotion.  

 



To begin with we should make it clear that Overflowing the University does not come 

from a reaction against the university as an institution, but from the need to respond 

with responsibility, pleasure and a collective understanding to the challenges which 

we face today in higher education, which has lately been excessively geared towards 

neoliberal policy, and which also bears the dead weight of a patriarchal past 

separating knowledge from the body. We see Overflowing the University as a real 

and at the same time symbolic form of action which is determined to nurture both the 

whole sphere of relationships and specific relationships themselves, and also as an 

open framework for experiences and processes of learning and research which we 

see as the kernels of real meaning in university education. Thus, similar to peasants 

creating new dishes in hard times and gnocchi in the saucepan, we are interested in 

giving space to the process of constant self-reinvention at our own pace: a process 

that happens in every situation, in relationships and learning, allowing the most 

important things to arise, to float to the surface, from below to above.   

 

This two-year experience has furnished us with a network of relationships within 

which we feel ourselves to be constantly accompanied, a centre from which we can 

nurture ourselves. We talk of “thinking along” as an activation of many of the sources 

which have inspired us in our lives and education:  teaching-learning relationships, 

knowledge of our own bodies, performative pedagogies, feminist pedagogies, 

situated knowledge, the embodied curriculum, etc. It is a question of what Elizabeth 

Ellsworth calls aligning oneself with others from the standpoint of the unfinished 

(Acaso, Ellsworth, Padró, 2011: 36).  

 

 
2.- The river water fertilizing its banks 
When we decided on the term “overflow,” each of us thought of a different image, and we shared them. Every 
image had an interesting symbolic power, as we have discovered through our work. One was of the River Nile 
overflowing the banks of its middle course and fertilizing the soil there.  
 

“Overflowing” invites us to move towards to what Virginia Woolf (1999) calls “creating 

new methods.” In our case this means sharing not only our methods of building 

pedagogical and relational knowledge but also working with the awareness that we 

are updating practices and ways of doing and teaching from the tradition of the 

women's movement (feminist awareness-raising groups).  



Growing from these roots, we began to move intuitively, like a river overflowing its 

banks. In fact our movement is both linear, i.e. individual, through our own ways of 

doing things, and horizontal, extending outwards, creating feedback between 

ourselves and with all the people and places what we meet, read and find. This 

involves feeling at ease, like a river. When you have water, you share it out and 

make it circulate, it overflows towards others, stimulating, encouraging, giving 

energy, bringing people together… and in this way something grows honestly and at 

its own pace, without needing to fix our roles in the relationship, but balancing desire 

with necessity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Caring relations. Weekend at Cal Gras, to fertilize “Overflowing University” 18 of June 2016. (Images 

made by Eva Marichalar).  

 

In 2015, before embarking on the new academic year, we decided to spend the 

weekend together at Cal Gras, an artists’ residence in the village of Avinyó (Bages, 

Barcelona), to design approaches to our subjects and set in motion a joint process of 

conceptual and methodological research. As a result we had the opportunity to 

establish a dialogue with the curating team of an event titled Living-together-among, 

a cycle of exhibitions and debates around “Overflowing Culture” at the Fabra & 

Coats Contemporary Arts Centre of Barcelona (VVAA 2017). This was a programme 

bringing together institutional practices, popular culture and educational initiatives to 

research new ways of understanding cultural production from the grassroots and 

with hybrid methods of cooperation.1 Hence we discovered that what we were doing 

was “Overflowing the University,” since we were engaged in rethinking the formats of 

                                                
1 http://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/centredart/en/content/overflow-culture-phase-1 
 



academic education through cooperation inside and outside the classroom. This 

cooperative, dynamic and fluid view of culture and education (as part of culture) 

constitutes the conceptual base of our collective platform and inspired us to explore 

a series of questions and issues in our university classes during 2016-17:  

 

a. The university as a social and cultural sphere: What happens when a 

university becomes a centre of living culture (seeing a cultural centre as a living 

space creating relationships and knowledge)? Our discussions and experiments 

embraced the need for an understanding that cultural institutions both educate and 

distort people; and that educational institutions can also create culture through the 

relationships they produce and in which we are all active participants.  

 

b. The tension induced by the factory model in educational institutions: How do 

we feel, reveal and transform the tensions and dynamics stemming from the factory-

style performance-measuring model (Lyotard 1984 [1979]) which has been imposed 

on education both violently and (sometimes) subtly, endangering both education and 

knowledge production in universities? We are currently immersed in a society of 

virtual and intellectual work where, according to Jeffrey and Troman (2012), 

performativity is brought into play as an approach based on the market and on social 

and education policies aimed at developing national economies according to 

European and global standards. This regulatory framework imposes a new language 

disciplining and normalizing both teachers and students and conflicting with other 

criteria that seek to nurture social relationships in practice. 

 

c. Overflowing professional identities: What do the institutions value as 

innovation in education? Currently, it seems that official recognition is earned solely 

through highly standardized and bureaucratized procedures, oriented towards R+D, 

knowledge transfers and the use of ICTs. Any other, different initiatives are relegated 

to a secondary category in the increasingly hierarchized system. How could we 

assert the value of the relationships and experiences we had derived from taking 

part in the Living-together-among project, both in class and in our shared journeys 

outside of it?  What is expected from a Fine Arts or Drama student… to be an artist, 

a teacher? And what of Childhood and Primary Education future teachers? 

 



3. A way of moving: the flight of the starlings.  
The massed flight of starlings, known as murmuration, is a dance between the edge of chaos and the search for 
a centre to balance the whole system. The ongoing, simultaneous flight of thousands of individual birds creates 
multiple synchronies in constant movement and reorganization, and this is how we felt our own movement during 
the process. Our shared time wove an internal movement that now, looking back, we can see as entailing the 
danger of being incomprehensible to those not immersed in it.  
 
As we prepared to present these questions at the Fabra & Coats Contemporary Arts 

Centre of Barcelona in an exhibition once we finished our teaching term, we 

stumbled on the dynamic metaphorical image which has most helped us explain our 

methodology in developing relationships and guiding students: the way a flock of 

birds moves in the sky. Despite the flight’s lack of central organization, with each bird 

seeming to follow its own path, the whole flock is united by an expansive collective 

movement, which creates a group fluidity, embracing both singularity and diversity 

and creating beautiful patterns in motion.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 2: Murmuration of starlings. (Image made by Marta Ricart).  

 

In this way we situate the pedagogical relationship in terms of a constant movement 

in which all participants’ differing viewpoints are brought into play, and learning is 

two-fold: it entails learning to guide and be guided at the same time as 

understanding the multiple viewpoints from which we can understand one fact, 

concept, phenomenon, etc. This way of proceeding, fluid and relational like the 

starlings’ flight also led us to recognize our own teaching practices in the approach 

known as Arts Based Research in Education. Working based on artistic practices, 

apart from creating conversations and texts around what is symbolized and 

represented, serves as a catalyst for action, broadening our views of how we 



understand reality. For us, Arts Based Research in Education opens up a space 

between teaching and research, where art is a path for reflecting on our own 

educational practice; exploring, questioning and expanding aspects of pedagogy 

(Winters, Belliveau & Sherritt-Fleming, 2009); and opening up new possibilities for 

representing educational experiences and relationships and the world in general. 

This framework involves a significant turn: it does not see research as a description-

representation of reality but rather as a performative creation of it.  

 

Thus in Overflowing the University, objects (blankets, tables, napkins, panties, bags, 

washbowls, etc.), materials (water, earth, air, paints) and species (birds) become 

agents which activate relational processes: doing assessments with earth and 

napkins; having tea at a table as an act of reflection… All this fertilization which the 

overflowing waters bring, and this coming and going of the starlings shape in various 

initiatives which each one of us experienced with her group. As this paper and 

presentation has limitations of space and time, I can only summarize briefly one of 

the experiences which I (Judit Vidiella) accompanied. 

 
 
4.- Pulling the thread  
I organised the second-year module Expressions of Contemporary Culture (7 ECTS, 

Theatre Arts degree at ERAM college) around one guiding thread: becoming aware 

of the everyday space where we live together and giving it new meanings through 

connecting daily rituals and personal experience with forgotten historical and social 

narratives. Our university is located in a former textile factory called Coma Cros, now 

converted into municipal facilities, a creative factory and the head offices of several 

universities (both face-to-face and online). My idea was to articulate the contents of 

the module around a creative research project on the memory of the old textile 

factory and to recover the women workers’ recollections, thereby reflecting on the 

shift from Fordist working practices to post-Fordist cultural work which has overtaken 

many factories now converted into centres of knowledge, training, education, 

creation and artistic production.  

 

The case studies of contemporary artistic practices which we analysed, provided us 

methodologies and theoretical and critical approaches that were relevant to the topic. 



Crucial to the creative process, which would end with a series of performances, 

were, amongst other things, visiting and consulting the documentation on the factory 

in the municipal archive, and a drift entitled “Looking for the Stage” suggested by 

Eva Marichalar (we had undertaken an exchange where she had suggested that my 

group take a silent walk to seek potential scenarios for future performances, and I 

had suggested that her group use a digital portfolio as a self-assessment tool). Also 

key was an event we called “class in the street,” in which we invited the former 

workers to share their experiences and physical work gestures with us (for this we 

collaborated with local elderly people’s organisations and residences).  

 

The memories shared with us that day were painful and shocking: the women 

workers told us of the noise that was so ear-splitting it caused actual deafness, the 

women’s strategies for resistance and mutual support when one of them was ill or 

pregnant, the sign language they invented for communicating in the factory, the 

heavy stress of combining the unending working days with housework, the 

exploitation of children from seven onwards, workers committing suicide by drowning 

themselves in ditches, lack of time for washing when they had their periods. Also we 

asked them to perform for us the physical gestures they used in their workplaces. 

With all these stories, gestures, memories, scenarios, objects and images we set out 

on a group creative process through drawing constellations of ideas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Overflowing the class. On the left drift “looking for the Stage” made by Eva marichalar, 7 of November 

2016. On the right “class in the street”, 28 November 2016 at Salt (Girona) (Images Judit Vidiella).  

 

This research process finished with a set of live performances at the university’s 

Cultural Week titled “Pulling on the Thread2,” which also closed the module. When 

                                                
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=czREWx0wV_4 



we went to see Assumpta’s students’ performances at the Fabra & Coats arts centre, 

I was struck by Paula Delito’s performance about an anarchist activist who 

demanded bread for her children during the women’s revolt in 1918 in Barcelona. 

We invited her to repeat it as the closing act of our cycle, since it linked back to our 

own topic. These exchanges have been extremely fruitful, and are still bearing fruit 

one year later, since at Coma Cros an Ateneo3 has now been set up, and we were 

invited to revive our project for another community presentation there; the project is 

still alive and still holds meaning for others interested in research into collective 

memory.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4: Constellation of ideas. Cartographies of ideas for the performances and visiting Municipal Archive at 

Salt (Girona), 14 November 2016, discovering that the Factory was collectivised and celebrated the Centenary in 

a disco with models showing the products made by the factory. (Images Judit Vidiella).  

 

Also throughout the module I worked with Pablo Miranda, teacher from the music 

department, and this resulted in an end-of-course musical drama in which, using our 

research as raw material, the same students created from their own experiences, 

subjectivities and imaginations. The outcome was titled I’ve just come from work and 

I’m exhausted I expect you’ll understand4, a mixture between a musical, comedy and 

social criticism centring on the transition from factory to cultural work: a piece which 

moved away from historical memory to a dream-like atmosphere where the 

production and sale of “old rope” is the name of the game, in a metaphor for our fake 

society based on appearances and viral marketing. It was a creative piece about the 

claim for young people’s uniqueness and situated knowledge, mixing the ni-ni 

generation5, the millennials, the consumer society… 

 

 

                                                
3 An Ateneo is a grassroots cultural and education centre. 
4 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_5FzHe6M_ec 
5 Young people who neither work nor study. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Pulling the thread. Performances 31 January 2017, and brochure musical drama I’m exhausted I 

expect you’ll understand at Salt (Girona) (Images Judit Vidiella).  

 
5.- Impressions6/imprints: the a/effects of practice  
Our perceptions and impressions of the process have been recorded in various 

media in which theory is often intertwined with daily practice and our own feelings. 

Videos, concept maps, photos, letters, portfolios, blankets, were the forms taken by 

multiple contributions in which graphic and visual elements rubbed shoulders with 

linguistic resources to communicate a living process of learning through widely 

differing forms. Thus, the students’ impressions were not only present in their formal 

class work, but they also took shape in actions which enabled us to share points of 

view through a common way of doing, such as for example organizing a napkin 

printing workshop as the conclusion to our process of reflection on the module: a 

group creation for which we used phrases from the students’ portfolios; and this 

became the action of having tea creatively, as a space for group-building. At other 

times some students offered us their impressions through gratitude7 or the due to the 

sense of unease our class work created, since, as all agreed, there they had to take 

up positions of engagement they weren’t used to. 
                                                
6 In Spanish impression and printing are the same word; here there is a play on words between impressions as feelings and 
typographical imprints, referring to a fabric printing workshop also organised by the authors. There is a further play with the 
Spanish presiones, which means pressure, indicating the way that some situations create pressure. 
7 https://vimeo.com/206552374 



 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Figure 6: Napkin printing workshop 25 March 2017 at Fabra & Coats Contemporary Art Centre of Barcelona 

(CACBA) (Images Judit Vidiella).  

 

 

Among ourselves we shared impressions through our WhatsApp group, and since 

this was and still is a crucial forum for our four-way relationship, we decided to print it 

out in the form of a tablecloth. The resulting oilcloth is now a performance object 

which we have used in live events to show the importance of creation in a common 

space, weaving together everything that takes place in our university work, writing, 

artistic practice, performance… It also represents what we have shared from our 

own private sphere, which we also brought into play: the personal world of our 

emotions, failures, questions, doubts, affects, the pressures we feel...  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7: What we’ve got on the table…there’s a lot of stuff here! tablecloth piece in the exhibition at CACBA 

from 4 of March to 30 of April 2017 and on the right, the table as a place of meeting to write an article of the 

experience, 5 April 2017 (Images Judit Vidiella).  

 



In the institutional sphere, our impressions are of conflicts both large and small, 

since often the institutions minimise them and treat them as personal problems. In 

our view, however, they denote areas of friction where two things are made visible: 

firstly the transformative, and therefore political, nature of our practices, since they 

touch on frameworks of knowledge and of the pedagogy within which it is organized, 

and question the hierarchisation of space (teacher-only common rooms, corridors…); 

and secondly the institutions’ lack of interest in, rejection or fear of engaging in a 

dialogue on key questions relating to the new situation in the classrooms and how 

we now gain access to knowledge and develop it in a world of generalised 

acceleration and digital information media.  

 
 

6.- What overflows us...  
In discussing the outcomes of our practices, we would like to highlight aspects 

stemming from three different areas where our shared knowledge has arisen:  

 

- From the classrooms, our way of thinking about learning in a university 

setting is broadened. In this process a new horizon opens up where learning 

changes its direction, leaving teachers/students’ demands aside and following 

the restless drive which leads to research and discovery. Connection and 

exchange between contexts enriches us and we find out how to situate 

ourselves better and with solid arguments when developing of ways of 

research which have not yet been legitimized by the institutions we work in.  

 

- In the university institutions, we move in unsettling directions, we disturb 

the “institutional thinking” in which classroom experience often comes into 

conflict with the hyper-regimented workings of the structure. We embark on a 

debate on the way that roles and attitudes in these institutional settings are 

constructed and thought about, debates which are recorded in comments, 

letters, warnings and censures and which offer us material for thinking around 

the university’s logic and working on it to overflow it once more.  

 

- In the cultural and contemporary art centres, possibilities are opening for 

creating a living relationship with what is happening in the universities. 



Presentations of our practices are both an important medium which obliges us 

to organize these experiences and the thoughts that we derive from them, and 

at the same time an area of exchange and conversation with others who are 

working in similar ways.  

 
We would like to finish with some further fertile overflowings and some challenges for 

the continuity of overflowing education, at the same time stating clearly that we do 

not wish to create a brand or a narcissistic teaching style. We have arranged these 

“overflowings” according to the rhythm and movement of a series of research 

spheres:  

 

RHYTHMS. In opposition to the rhythms of hyper-production: de-growth, slow 

learning, active listening. Each of has different cycles and rhythms which balance 

each other and create their own periods of delay (when you leave class and mull 

something over before sharing it, when you receive a video-correspondence, a 

WhatsApp, etc.).  

 

DELAY. Practice seen as the real moments, before and after pedagogical practices 

and relationships, which have no name or specific function but which we regard as 

essential. What we call pedagogical delay is the creation of an echo of the 

resonances of words and deeds experienced through openness and empathy, and 

which produces an “overflowing.” 

 

SPACES. The extension of the spaces of learning (video-correspondence, on the 

journey home from the university, reflections while we’re cooking, etc.).  

 

BODIES. Drawing one’s own body and the meaning of learning by overflowing the 

idea of maps, embodying learning.  

 

PATHS. Extending ourselves towards the different paths which move us, as in the 

pedagogies of affect. Being aware of the directions taken by each path on which we 

situate ourselves and others in a pedagogical relationship.  

 



FEAR. Leaving fear behind and feeling that we will not be blocked by what others 

might say or what might happen. The relational space we have built has given us 

wings, the inner freedom to embark on new adventures.  

 

OPENINGS. De-structuring rigid plans in order to create bridges and vibrant 

connections between what we know and what others, including our students, know.  

 

CARE. Dreaming of and building a type of university which administers with care, 

which is sensitive to daily life and which incorporates caring for the public sphere and 

our shared lives in the productive-educational system.  

 

Writing this paper has given us the opportunity to study how our practices, all form 

part of an Arts-Based Research in Education project. This also involves a discovery, 

a socialization, and an opportunity to engage in a four-way performative writing 

project. 
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