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“The words 'collaborative learning' 
describe a situation… which would trigger 

learning mechanisms, but there is no 
guarantee that the expected interactions 
will actually occur. Hence, a general 
concern is to develop ways to increase 
the probability that some types of 

interaction occur”.

(Dillenbourg,1999:5)

A Theoretical Perspective





Image of Collaborative Greenhouse Glass Design by Rachel Kelly 2010



Image of Public Residency by Rachel Kelly at Ruthin Craft Centre in 2016



The Teaching Context:

Undergraduate 
Collaborative 
Interdisciplinary
Teaching Units.

“I don’t like it, 
(working in a group) 
but I guess it is good 
for us to do. We’ll 
have to get used to it’
L5 Textile Student” 

(Goodman 2016).
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(Mann 2001:7)

Sarah Mann’s 2001 paper Alternative 
Perspectives on the Student 
Experience: alienation and 

engagement explores how alienation 
has become a defining feature of 
undergraduate student experience. 



 

 

HEA Student and Staff Partnership Award 2013 –  
Winning entry 
 
University of Sheffield - ‘Risk, Imagination, Responsibility  
and Support’: Collaborative module design in practice 
 

Matthew Holman; Lead Student Ambassador for Learning and Teaching, Arts and Humanities (SALT) 
matthew.james.holman@gmail.com  
Dr. Robert McKay; Lecturer in English Literature and Assistant Director of Learning and Teaching, Arts 
and Humanities (ADLT) R.McKay@sheffield.ac.uk 
 

A brief description of the partnership work 
This partnership was about embodying the radical ideals of arts and humanities education as persistent 

critical dialogue and intellectual possibility. For two years, University of Sheffield Arts and Humanities 

(A&H) undergraduate and postgraduate students, academics, and professional services, invited speakers 

and members of the public have taken part in an evolving conversation about the value or otherwise of the 

arts and humanities in the 21st Century. This process led to the key partnership work detailed here: the 

design of a module by a team of staff and students, led by the SALTs with support from the ADLT. 

‘Interdisciplinary Research in Practice in the Arts and Humanities’ is a 20 credit module, open to any A&H 

undergraduate, who will learn with and from other members of 

the university about research theory and practice. All 

participants will collaborate on a student-led research project, 

supervised by graduate student researchers, with the results 

presented and discussed at an end-of module colloquium, open 

to the public. 

This partnership evolved out of a workshop attended by 

members of the Faculty at every stage of an academic career 

from 1st year undergraduate to Professor. Participants there 

reflected on key ideas presented at a preceding public forum at 

which four invited academics and artists spoke on the topic 

“Against Value in the Arts and Humanities”.1 The forum itself 

offered a critical reflection by A&H academics, students and 

interested publics in response to an event organized by 

colleagues and students the preceding year, aiming to isolate 

“The Value of the Arts and Humanities”.2  “Against Value” in its 

                                                 
1 Information is available here: http://tinyurl.com/cnsjoh4; and the event is archived here: http://tinyurl.com/c746mdv. 
2 For information see: http://tinyurl.com/cmm8ac9. 

Worksheet produced by academic staff 
after attending the public forum to 
encourage discussion at the “Against 
Value” workshop 
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“ I felt, as we were all learning, that there wasn’t any pressure
to do things in a certain way, or any pressure if things were done
a little wrong. Everyone was learning new skills in a calm
environment” (Respondent 1 2014).

Image Source Elizabeth Kealey-Morris 2014



“It is saddening to consider that students have such difficulty
with collaboration, the myth of the single genius is still too
strong and education is generally a very individualising
experience” state Bianca Elzenbaumer & Fabio Franz 2017.

Image Source: http://www.brave-new-alps.com
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“Shared understanding can be viewed as an effect, if the goal is
really that a group builds the common grounds necessary to perform
well together in the future”.(Dillenbourg, 1999:12).
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Hierarchical structures impact upon the teaching and learning
context which supports collaborative learning. In removing such
structures and when students and staff work side by side as equals
outside of the formal University teaching context, a shared learning
space is created encompassing the Lebensweld or Lifeworld.

(Edmund Husserl 1859-1938)
Image Source: Rachel Kelly 2017



A Collaborative ‘Paper Reading’ session… “Having to explain to non-
specialists what you do is the most difficult and helpful challenge
to face in any project”

(Knott, Hunter and Elzenbaumer 2010:67)
Image Source: Rachel Kelly 2016



Ikebana 
Learning 
Tool:
Concept 

Visuaisation

Iillustration by Rachel Kelly 2017



Methodology

Image Source: Shutterstock 2017

1. Subject- Shin, Object- Soe and 
base- Utsuwa (Ohara 2015)
Space and object help 
visualise practice to support 
reflection for assessment.

2. Use of organic, ambiguous or 
disconnected materials to 
create coherent outcomes.

3. The manner of “ad-hoc or 
bricoleur qualities” (Adamson 
2007:89) working in congruity 
to create rather than design.

4. Vygotskian More Knowledgeable 
Other(1978) a role where the 
tutor becomes an overt 
participant.



Creative thinking and learning within collaborative activity takes
place during action and is pre-reflective, as Heidegger (1927) in
Being and Time considers “ready-at-hand” and “present-at-hand”
knowing to be.

Image Source: Rachel Kelly 2017
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Branching Style / 
Collaborative Model 

Blossoming branches 
with blooms isolated, 
celebrated and visible.

There is a sense of order 
and progression with 
connections 
becoming visible as 
growth occurs and 
branches cross. 

The structure becomes a 
comprehensible whole. 



Lateral Potential/ 
Collaborative Model

Process in parallel with a 
lateral potential. Working 
awareness of  other 
practices, working 
individually yet 
branching into 
confluence. 

Overlaps can occur. 

Gentle swaying stems 
weave closer, touching 
briefly. Leaves brush and 
create a lattice screen 
which blurs individual 
strands. 



Crossing Forms/
Collaborative Model 

Separate strands 
starting from the same 
level yet following 
differing trajectories. 
The points where stems 
cross have the potential 
for an exchange of 
ideas. 

These crossings are 
reflected in the way 
leaves of outputs meld 
into each other. The 
finished form reflects 
both individual inputs 
and a collective 
outcome. 



Conclusion

To develop collaborative 
pedagogy requires: 

• well supported faculty and 
department facilitation; 

• access to appropriate and 
stimulating shared learning 
contexts; 

• structured delivery of 
teaching and learning specific 
to the development of 
collaborative practice including 
the use of collaborative 
learning tools.
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Testing the Field Film documenting 
cross-faculty collaborative residency 
2017

https://vimeo.com/212587428


Link: https://youtu.be/
qL1DpdHoXSU

Link: https://yout
u.be/X6JLthrpgdU

https://youtu.be/qL1DpdHoXSU
https://youtu.be/X6JLthrpgdU


Acknowledgements: The author would like to thank the project
participants, students from Manchester School of Art and The
Faculty of Science and Engineering at Manchester
Metropolitan University who kindly offered their models,
reflections and insights which have enriched this research
and paper. The author would also like to thank Elizabeth
Kealy-Morris, Matthew Holman, Robert R McKay, Bianca
Elzenbaumer and Fabio Franz specifically for their support
in the development of this paper. The author thanks Dr Sam
Illingworth and Annie Carpenter in welcoming Ikebana into
their Testing the Field research project and Middlewood
Trust, Lancashire who supported the facilitation of the
residency and workshops within their lansdcape. This paper
was prepared as part of a Scholarship of Teaching and
Learning Project for the Centre of Learning and Teaching
Excellence at Manchester Metropolitan University and thanks
is given to Charles Neame and the team at MMU CELT, Joe
McCullagh and Jane McKeating Associate Heads of Design at
Manchester School of Art who have supported this research,
making the publication of this paper possible.

Contact:
rachel.kelly@mmu.ac.uk
@MsRachelKelly


