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Our exploration of the concept of mai as a state of being in-between spaces, times, perceptions 

and culture, serves as a site of pedagogical exchange, in this case, exploring a bridge between 

east-west, where an interweaving of art practice, research and teaching in our respective 

interactions with student-teachers maps our commitment to arts-based practices as adaptations of 

shared concepts in diverse learning contexts, and how those concepts are understood and applied 

differently in relation to broader curricular conversations. From an eastern teacher education 

field course, a case study is introduced outlining the process of how student-teachers apply 

a/r/tographic principles while travelling part of the ancient Silk Road over three weeks. In a 

setting of western teacher education, we discuss an exemplar of ma in a generalist elementary 

education program that encourages artistic exploration of self-identity as a philosophic 

component for student-teachers. As we bring together ma and arts-based research in this 

international forum, our ongoing exchange is intended to provide pathways to evolving 

philosophical perspectives and practices grounded in visual arts.  
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Adaptations: Internationalising art education  

We begin with an operating definition of the Japanese inspired concept of ‘ma.’ Referring to the 

interval between two markers, in our practice, ma is somatically constructed by a deliberate, 

attentive consciousness to what simultaneously is expressed, repressed, or suppressed between 

two structures. In educational research the concept of ma might be likened to descriptors such as 
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the hidden curriculum, third space, the in-between, the backslash, or prosody (Sameshima, White 

& Sinner, in press).  

 We contend that through shared concepts like ma, our diverse learning contexts 

demonstrate ways in which we are moving to internationalising art education with more sensorial 

adaptations. Such adaptation is discernible in our cases as a quality of artful aptitude, where 

actions and processes can be modified to address new conditions that characterise changing 

environments and our modes of existence. In adaptation, direct connections may not necessarily 

be possible—be that due to language, culture, gender, politics, economics and so on—but 

relational connectivity is, making our experience of art education a conditional state that is 

responsive but at the same time always asking why, what is it, and should we be adapting 

(Biesta, 2017). Adapting with ma is a gesture, a questioning if the ‘adaptive self’ is engaging in a 

location of learning that resides between the tension of ‘what is’ and ‘what is not,’ without 

foregoing the possibility of freedom present in ‘yet,’ particularly in terms of what it means to 

become a teacher (Biesta, 2017). ma is a space where freedom (of thought, self, object and so on) 

is possible because there is reciprocity in the connections between difference, encounters that at 

times are ruptures of the creative imagination, as the following cases of China and Canada 

demonstrate through the content of events, concepts of visual-literary interpretive frameworks as 

a novel experience, alongside the effectiveness of processes that are both individualised and 

shared as interconnected educational relationships.   

  

ma and Jun’s Silk Road field course 

Considering ma as both space and duration (Deleuze, 1991), I wrote four couplets and borrowed 

two from ancient poets to set up poetic ma as the curricular framework of a field trip, which is an 

annual course in the art teacher training program at Hangzhou Normal University (HNU), China. 
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The couplets were an intentional adaptation that evoked a duration of emotional, spiritual and 

aesthetic experience in the course of learning. The six couplets invite six-steps of learning that 

transnationally relates the Chinese tradition of “poetry as hidden painting” (Guo Si, 11th Century, 

see Lin , 1969, pp. 81-92ii) to the Canadian a/r/tographic rendering of “art” and “graphy” 

(Springgay, Irwin & Kind, 2005), which de/reterritorializes curriculum of a traditional field trip 

course into a diagrammatic assemblage (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 111) of a/r/tography 

(Irwin & de Cosson, 2004; Carter & Irwin, 2014; Leggo et al., 2011). Thus, the course was 

renamed the A/R/T Field Trip. The purpose of this course is to enhance the creativity of student 

teachers, and to reform our traditional curriculum, which is essentially made up of teaching 

theoretical models and technique training, and tends to keep creativity segregated. 

As a curricular reform experiment, I first conducted the field trip with 40 junior 

undergraduate students in 2015, 38 in 2016, and most recently 40 in 2017. Each time we took 

three weeks to travel 5,500 kilometers along a route rich in cultural heritage and natural 

wonders–the historic Silk Road. The curriculum sets out parameters to engage the individual 

student’s desire to make sense of an aesthetic experience during the trip, which could arise from 

anything–from a piece of art work, a natural wonder, a craftwork, a local food, and so forth, as 

long as it has aroused in the student enough curiosity to perform the a/r/tographic mission of 

intertwined art-making/researching/teaching. The goal was to generate practical and creative art-

making strategies together with direct pedagogical application that was then to be shared with a 

group of peers in a workshop.  

This curricular experiment tests the assumption that creativity can be taught by setting up 

the space of ma with poetry. Each year, the intra-linking of space, poetry and person was a 

gradual process of identity development as the students explored the Eurasian trade route of the 

Silk Road and participated in a reciprocal dialogue between Chinese classic philosophy and 
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a/r/tography as a western construct. The intent was for the students to consider how, as art 

teachers, we may intertwine identity as artists, researchers and teachers.  

The space of ma is poetically set up by six couplets in classic Chinese style, called “Dui-

lian (对联)”, literally contrast-linking, which is the basic unit of the classic Chinese poem. 

Unlike English poetry, classic Chinese poetry is always formalized in symmetrical pattern with 

paired lines of equal length with exactly equal numbers of Chinese characters (Jiang, Zhu, Guo, 

Ma, Yang & Dienes, 2012). Comparable to that regular interval of ma in East Asian architecture, 

this regularity establishes the space of ma in the Chinese poem. This is possible because the 

single-syllabled and pictographic Chinese character allows Chinese poets the unmatchable 

advantage in pairing characters between lines, character-by-character, and syllable-by-syllable, 

at symmetrical pace; and further, pairing lines between paragraphs sentence-by-sentence in 

grammatical function, rhythm and rhyme (Liu, 1966).   

Since Chinese characters are pictograms with hundreds of pictographic and ideographic 

symbols, either pronounceable or not, and each Chinese character is a single syllable with the 

acoustical effect of either / (平，Ping) or \ (仄，Ze), when a classic Chinese poem is read, the 

symmetrical formalization enables awareness of differences emerging out of sameness, 

inversions out of no-inversion, and reversions out of no-reversion through the contrast-linking of 

visual signs and acoustical effects inherent in Chinese characters. This process invites an 

embodied aesthetic experience during an intuitive meaning-making process of mixing signs 

(White, 2011). The process is arranged into six steps of a/r/tographic learning, or three rounds of 

turn and return experience as the duration of ma.  

Each step is accompanied by a couplet as indicator that supports the student’s self-

assessment on the aesthetic quality and depth of critical thinking of the required assignment. For 
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this conversation, I outline briefly the steps students followed as an initial opening to a more 

elaborate inquiry that is in the making as this course continues to evolve:  

Step 1. Introspection (sensorial reflection on an aesthetic experience, see Deleuze, 1987) 

Step 2. Enduring understanding  

Step 3. Connecting to art world  

Step 4. Art-making experiment  

Step 5. Elegant problem (pedagogical application) 

Step 6. Workshop experiment 

 

The six steps de/reterritorialize (Deleuze, 1987) a traditional field trip into an a/r/tographic 

field trip as charted below: 

 

I demonstrate with a case study of student Zimeng Cheng how the six couplets indicate 

the three rounds of turn and return. Arriving at Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, Cheng was amazed by the 

Meng (萌), a Chinese adjective for the “cozy and adorable” quality of sheep, which are round, 

fluffy and slow moving. She decided to take Meng for the theme of her study.  

Researching

Art	making

Teaching

•Step	1:	Introspection
•Step	2:	Enduring	Understanding
•Step	3:	Connection	to	Art	World

•Step	4:	Art-making	experiment

•Step	5:	Elegant	Problem
•Step	6:	Teaching	Experiment
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‘Sheep on slope’ Photo: Zimeng Cheng, 2017 
	

After “introspection” (the turn, step 1) to discover the conditions of this aesthetic 

experience of Meng, Cheng arrived at the “enduring understanding” (the return, step 2) 

expressed by Cheng as “an object is Meng when it is round and big in body, yet relatively short 

and small in limbs.”  

To “connect to the art world” (the turn, step 3), Cheng found a variety of historical art 

objects, each in a different way illustrating Cheng’s enduring understanding, such as the 

sculpture of Venus of Willendorf at the Paleolithic age, along with additional contemporary 

artworks.  
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Venus of Willendorf, BC 22,000-24,000iii 
©Wikimedia Commons, the free media repository 

 

To testify to her discovery of the conditions of Meng, Cheng chose the character of 西 

(Xi), meaning “West”, referencing West China, for typographic design. She transformed the 

square character into a round one to make it Meng, which was her art-making experiment (the 

return, step 4) 

	

Typographic transformation of character 西 by Cheng, 2017 

 

After two previous sessions of turn and return, Cheng was confident to write down the 

“elegant problem” (the turn, step 5) for her peers, instructing them to “pick up a Chinese 

character, and use SketchBook (APP) to transform the main body of the character into round 

shape that gives the expression of Meng.” This practice generated heterogeneous Meng Chinese 

characters designed by her peers in the “art workshop” that followed (the return, step 6). 
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Thus, through the three rounds of turn and return, Cheng started from her aesthetic 

experience of cozy and adorable sheep, yet produced a process of a/r/tograhic re-territorialization 

on the new adjective of Meng, creating an original font style of Chinese characters, and a 

practical art-teaching strategy. As she reflected, the curriculum of three rounds of turn and return 

was both fun and functional. 

 

ma in Boyd’s philosophy course: A study of a self-identity project 

As adaptation, I invoke ma in curriculum, and in this case share the process from an 

undergraduate required course I teach called Philosophical Foundations of Education. Most of 

the students are in their first year of the four-year teacher education program, although there are 

usually a number of more senior students as well. My aim in the course is to encourage the 

students to think about and construct their own evolving philosophies of education. Weekly 

assignments are intended to prompt reflections, challenge assumptions, and encourage 

articulation of what otherwise would likely remain unarticulated inclinations.  

 I provide a couple of arts-based options for the final assignment. One, discussed in this 

paper, is the construction of a three-dimensional artwork that symbolizes the individual’s 

perceived self-identity as a student-teacher, accompanied by a written commentary on the 

work—an explanation for the choices of the various components, and what the student learned 

from making the construction. A shared assumption, between the students and myself, is that 

identities will evolve once individuals become autonomous in-service teachers. Very few of my 

students have any studio art background. The fact that some choose the art-based options points 

to a certain willingness to try something different from the usual academic paper. I am persuaded 

that my turn to arts-based assignments is not just a personal bias, but a legitimate alternative to 

the more standard written assignment. Indeed, I find parallels between my work and that of 
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Kendrick and Rowsell (2013) in which those authors describe their turn to visual imagery as an 

avenue to literacy education. I too am looking at a form of literacy, a student-teacher self-identity 

literacy. More particularly, I am looking at the in-between nature of self-identity—between the 

personal and the teacher self. To that end, in what follows I quote a few lines from a student, 

Veronica, from her reflections on her artwork. Veronica has titled her artwork Sprouting 

Knowledge. In this brief paper I highlight a few of her comments.  

 

Veronica: Sprouting Knowledge 

	

 

The process of creating my three-dimensional autobiographical statue, Sprouting 

Knowledge, was both challenging and enjoyable. It encouraged me to delve into how I perceived 

myself as a person, myself as a teacher, and the teaching profession in general. I surprised 

myself in analyzing my pre-existing notions of what it means to be a teacher, in my artistic 

ability, and in how many concepts I adopted into my personal teaching philosophy from this 

course. 

I had always thought teachers to be creatures cut from a very uniform mold, and that we 

were given a prefabricated curriculum and script. I believed a teacher was a person whose job 
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was to efficiently fill students’ brains with facts adequately enough to pass the year-end exam. I 

believed this was a person who signed up for evenings, weekends, and summers off. Only after 

my first university degree did I realize there was more to teaching than I had previously thought.  

The identity construction project has encouraged me to be open minded, get to know 

myself as a person as well as a student-teacher, and aided in necessary self-reflexive analysis 

(Gohier et al., 2007). The realization of teaching who you are, made me more aware of my 

shortcomings and encouraged me to develop myself as a model teacher. I now find myself 

thinking of the concept of “the teacher” from a different perspective. I began asking myself 

“what kind of person would you want to learn from,” “what can I do to make learning easier for 

this person,” and “would I want my child learning from this teacher I have become?” 

In creating Sprouting Knowledge, I debunked the preconceived idea that I was not a 

creative person. In elementary and junior high I was never considered artistically inclined. My 

drawings and paintings were never exceptional. This idea that I had substandard painting and 

drawing skills as a child led me toward math and science in junior high and high school. 

Although I have since improved my artistic abilities, this early incompetence caused me to 

believe I was not a creative person.  
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As seen above, I included the Lady’s Slipper flower. The Lady’s Slipper is the provincial flower 

of where I grew up, Prince Edward Island. I included this flower to represent the morals and 

values that I developed through the public education system, my friends, and my family who still 

live in P.E.I. 
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I included birds on the tip of the fingers to represent freedom. Much like A.S. Neill (1997) and 

the teachers at Summerhill School, I believe in being a teacher that encourages her students to 

search for, and have the freedom to pursue their interests and passions. 

 

I included a winding sprout on the fingers of my statue. This sprout symbolizes stepping outside 

one’s comfort zone and personal growth. I stepped outside my comfort zone creating this identity 

piece because I believe that is one of the major aspects to growing as a person. As a student-

teacher, a large part of my currently constructed philosophy of education involves the concept of 

growth, consistent effort, and progressive overload in order to foster improvement. 
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I placed the hands of my statue in an open and nurturing position to represent 

caring. I agree with Karen Agne in that she believes caring to be one of the fundamental 

and most important keys to being a good teacher. In my experience, I have always had an 

extra drive and desire to learn from a teacher that I cared about, and that I perceived 

cared about me. This is further supported by Agne’s (1999) suggestion that students 

“learn by absorbing who you are to them, not by memorizing what you say” (p. 166). 

The process of creating my three-dimensional autobiographical statue, Sprouting 

Knowledge, encouraged me to analyze what I think it means to be a good teacher. This reflection 

helped me pinpoint aspects of education that I value, and has encouraged me to expand my 

preconceived notions and better myself as an aspiring educator. 

 

Pedagogic exchanges: Sharing concepts in diverse contexts 

The shared concept of ma is articulated in the identity constructs of student-teachers in 

each exemplar of practice, as part of the development of an aesthetic, reflexive inquiry at 

the heart of both university courses. On a descriptive level, the comparative qualities 

between these scenarios offer an entry point to assess our convergences and divergences 
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as self-in-relation to curriculum.  

For instance, in our eastern example, the exteriority of art specialist student-teachers 

moving through the diverse landscapes of China as they travel the Silk Road relocates teacher 

education away from the institution, opening intellectual spaces where they created art responses 

that bridge visual and literary prompts as embodiment with physical geographies. Adapting 

a/r/tographic practice, such renderings manifest traditional and contemporary understandings of 

the socio-cultural shifts underway in China that dislocate student-teachers historically within 

emergent identities as art teachers today. Or simply, the Chinese students in this case had limited 

connectivity to the Silk Road in their personal lives, as Cheng demonstrated, yet the Silk Road 

remains formative in national identity and it was the impetus of visual expression that bracketed 

the capacity of socio-cultural interconnectivity.  

In turn, our western example focuses on the interiority of Veronica’s geographies of self 

as an art generalist experiencing her university course, built upon visual-literary philosophical 

foundations as a foil to conventionalised understandings of teacher identity. Her candid, deeply 

personal insights written in the first-person projects upon the teaching profession in relation to 

her memories of the maritime landscape of Canada, bringing rural percepts to her urban learning 

environment far from home through two core themes of understanding the teacher and artistry 

versus creativity. In comparison to China, being on campus provided a bound site from which 

she constructed her visual response, apart from the physical geographies that inform her art-

practice. And, Veronica ends her reflection on a positive note. It is idealistic, but that is a 

reasonable stance given that Veronica has yet to experience challenges to those ideals in her own 

autonomous classroom. Veronica limits her concluding remarks to reflections on a professional 

identity. However, interdependence between personal and professional identities is implied in 

her earlier discussion about growing up in Prince Edward Island. Thus Veronica does provide 
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some sense of those interrelationships—between personal and public, now and the future. 

Moving from the specificity of these two cases where we take up meso comparisons, 

adaptations of ma can generate transnational outlooks (Pinar, 2009) and provide a mechanism to 

identify factors that precipitate change through arts-based practices. Through visual-literary 

expression, we focus on the epistemological foundations of knowledge creation across our sites 

and locate this conversation in a holistic approach that addresses comparative education, in 

particular, student-teacher social systems; geopolitics of institutional location and practice; and 

theories of meaning based on actions, tensions and experiences rooted in specific cultural 

contexts (Schriewer, 2012). Delineating arts-based practices through such discourses, policies 

and practices constitutes a form of social cartography in art education (Weidman & Jacob, 2011). 

We propose that by building on the dialectics of local priorities and international perspectives, 

individual identity combined with socio-cultural dynamics and space-place connections create 

openings in-between the flows and networks inherent in arts-based practices that enable adaptive 

organizations to form, in this case, as creative educational contexts (Larson & Beech, 2014). 

As we consider the relevance of art education as an area of study and the responsibility to 

share knowledge to enrich learning internationally (Torres, 2009), we offer ma as a structural 

framework to understand how, across countries, we are conceiving of visual art research and 

teacher education as a scholarly and artistic method that in turn impacts society in regards to 

teacher education. At the same time, ma resides within cross-cultural and transnational dialogues 

concerning emergent art practices as knowledge creation, mobilizing multidirectional 

movements of information by conceptually bridging ma to advance arts-based inquiry in ways 

that help establish an ontological community that continues to foster critical debate and critical 

practice.  
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