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Abstract: 

 
 
It imperative to reconsider what it means to learn and to know in 

order to become more effective arts educators. In this paper, I 

address the lessons that craft training can teach us about the role of 

the body and of the community in learning.  I focus on the study of 

basketmaking courses through a series of ethnographic case studies 

from the vantage point of a participant observer, bolstered by 

autoethnography. My findings highlight that learning is a social 

practice characterized by the interaction of embodied minds.  
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Introduction 

  

 I first became interested in the importance of embodied learning during a year-long arts 

research fellowship in 2015. I was awarded the Mortimer Hays-Brandeis Traveling Fellowship to 

study the history and practice of basketmaking in Europe. This unique opportunity gave me the 

chance to engage with a tightly knit community of makers working to preserve a dying craft. I 

became aware of my body’s role in learning, through making and traveling, like never before. 

After reconsidering the theory behind craft training three years later with a new perspective - that 

of an educational researcher – another key aspect of my fellowship has come to the forefront: that 

of community. In order to highlight the connection between embodiment and community, this 

thesis will work to answer the following research question:  

 

 

What lessons can craft training teach us about the importance of an embodied community in 

education?  

 

 

I will be focusing on how learning not only occurs beyond the brain and through the body, 

but also extends beyond the body and into the community. I will argue that learning is an inherently 

social practice that can be characterized as the interaction of embodied minds in a community of 

practice. Though there is substantial literature on Lave and Wenger’s coinage – community of 

practice – it tends to focus more on the community dynamic and less on the nature of practice and 

its implications for education. Lave and Wenger deliberately looked towards craft in developing 

their theory of learning, and I will be doing the same. In order to answer my research question, I 

have chosen to observe a community of practice with which I am very familiar – that of European 

basketmakers. It should be noted that every participant involved in this study is over the age of 

thirty at the time of writing. However, I will be focusing on theories of learning that could be 

applied universally. I conducted my research through a series of ethnographic case studies from 

the vantage point of a participant observer, bolstered by autoethnography. 
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Context 

 

 In order to illustrate the logical progression that led to my research question, it would be 

useful to recapitulate the additional two essays that constitute my degree. In Essay 1, I reviewed 

the literature arguing against Cartesian dualism in neuroscience, psychology and philosophy in 

order to discuss the relevance of embodied learning. It was an exercise in compiling evidence for 

the embodied mind – the notion that the mind depends on the body just as much and the body 

depends on the mind to learn. I also touched on the body’s interaction with its environment through 

the use of tools and experiential learning.  

 

In Essay 2, I critiqued an article about the Association Ouvrière des Compagnons du Devoir 

et du Tour de France, a medieval traveling apprenticeship in France with masonic roots that 

operates like a secret society. I was able to assess the article’s findings despite a lack of literature 

on the subject thanks to my own experience living and working in this community of craftspeople 

for eighteen weeks. My essay emphasized the relevance of an embodied and ethnographic 

approach to research in the case of cultural immersion in a community of practice. The essay 

culminated in the power of participant observation. Drawing from my experience and from the 

findings of these two papers, I have arrived at the overarching research question stated above. 

Nested research questions will appear italicized throughout this thesis as well as additional 

questions for further study. 

 

 

Structure 

  

 To begin, I will review the literature surrounding embodiment and community. In the 

following section on research design, I will explain my methodological strategy and cover 

considerations relating to ethics and limitations. Next, I will describe my fieldwork and findings 

in a more narrative style from the perspective of a participant observer. This will be done in two 

parts – the first will briefly cover my background in basketmaking in the form of autoethnography, 

and the second will go into more detail describing three case studies undertaken for the purposes 

of this thesis. These findings will then be in dialogue with the literature in the section covering 
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analysis and discussion, though I have adopted an analytical approach where appropriate 

throughout the entire paper. In the final section, I will conclude by reiterating relevant points and 

bringing up questions for further study. 

 

 

Note 

 

 I will be using language surrounding craft that is historically gendered, like craftsman and 

master. I will use more inclusive language where possible, but should they arise, such terms are to 

be understood as gender-neutral for the purposes of this thesis. When I was a leatherworker in 

France, I was called a maroquinier, not a maroquinière. This was not an erasure of the female 

workforce, but rather an attempt to use gender-neutral language in the same way that we favor 

doctor over doctress. I would just as easily call a woman a master craftsman as I would a man. 
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Literature Review 

 

  

 In this section, I will review the literature surrounding craft, embodiment, and community. 

The first essay for my degree focused on embodiment from the perspective of cognitive science. I 

discussed how recent findings surrounding mirror neurons and neuroplasticity provide evidence 

for the embodied mind. However, in the interest in limiting the scope of this literature review, I 

will approach embodiment from an arts educational vantage point, focusing on the nature of 

learning and the formation of knowledge. Next, I will develop the role of community in learning 

with a special focus on Lave and Wenger’s theory of communities of practice. 

 

 Central to embodied learning is the notion that the mind depends on the body as much as 

the body depends on the mind to learn. Our culture is imbued with a tendency towards dualism – 

the theory that the faculties of the mind exist on an intangible plane, divorced from the body. 

However, recent scientific findings provide evidence that actually supports monism – the theory 

that the mind and the body are one. The tension between the two camps of thought is referred to 

as the mind-body problem. In the interest of using a term that supports monism, I will refer to the 

vehicle with which we experience the world as the embodied mind. (Varela, Rosch & Thompson, 

1999) 
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The Craft of Embodiment 

What can craft reveal about the primacy of embodied learning? 

 

 

I will begin with a review of literature surrounding craft and embodiment in order to 

highlight its relevance to studying learning as the interaction of embodied minds. For John Ruskin, 

“the thought and the craft of making, the mental and the physical, were united in the same process.” 

(Gauntlett, 2011, 33) Before the emergence of any neuroscientific evidence for the embodied 

mind, Ruskin understood the importance of embodied learning because he himself was a painter. 

William Morris had a similar attitude towards the embodied mind which he developed through his 

engagement with craft, “moving on from painting and drawing to embrace embroidery, woodcuts, 

calligraphy and book printing, tapestry weaving, and textile printing.” Sociologist David Gauntlett 

argues that “[he] clearly felt that hands-on engagement with a craft was the only way to truly 

understand it.” (p.35) In Morris’ book, Useful Work versus Useless Toil, he wrote (p.288): 

 

I think that to all living things there is a pleasure in the experience 

of their energies… But a man at work, making something that he 

feels will exist because he is working at it and wills it, is exercising 

the energies of his mind and soul as well as of his body. Memory 

and imagination help him as he works. Not only his own thoughts, 

but the thoughts of men of past ages guide his hands; and as part of 

the human race, he creates. If we work thus we shall be men, and 

our days will be happy and eventful. 

 

 

 Craft vs. art: reinforcing the mind-body problem. 

 

 

 Craft is certainly of importance to arts educational research because it encourages a focus 

on making that is free from the baggage of the word art. However, the very distinction between 

craft and art may be doing us a disservice. For Gauntlett, this categorization is a rather recent one 
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that “has led to the separation of ‘having ideas’ from ‘making objects’. It has also led to the idea 

that there exists some sort of mental attribute known as ‘creativity’ that precedes or can be divorced 

from a knowledge of how to make things.” (2011, p.18) This idea is, of course, a controversial one 

that could be the subject of another thesis entirely. However, I am including Gauntlett’s 

perspective in order to highlight the extent to which our culture is dictated by dualism. Perhaps a 

better term for art or craft that adheres to a monist view of the embodied mind would simply be 

making.  
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Embodied Learning 

Does a focus on explicit or inert knowledge in education exacerbate the mind-body problem?  

 

If we could rid ourselves of all pride, if, to define our species, we 

kept strictly to what the historic and prehistoric periods show us to 

be the constant characteristic of man and of intelligence, we should 

say not Homo Sapiens but Homo Faber. In short, intelligence, 

considered in what seems to be its original feature, is the faculty of 

manufacturing artificial objects, especially tools for making tools, 

and of indefinitely varying the manufacture.  

-Henri Bergson (Cole & Gajdamaschko, 2007 p.199)  

 

Experiential education. 

 

 Any mention of embodied learning merits a nod to the educational philosopher John 

Dewey, and his work, Experience in Education (1938). Widely considered the father of 

progressive education, Dewey was influential in drawing attention to the role of experience and 

the embodied nature of learning founded in pragmatist philosophy.  He points out the “opposition 

between the idea that education is developed from within and that it is formation from without” 

(Dewey, 1938, p.17), a concern that runs parallel to the opposition between embodied learning and 

inert knowledge. However, it should be noted that for Dewey, experience itself does not constitute 

learning – experiential education depends on the quality of experience as well as its cumulative 

nature. In a classroom setting, this is a process that should be guided by the teacher while allowing 

for spontaneous learning opportunities along the way. The continuity of experience is referred to 

as the experiential continuum. I would add that the experiential continuum exercises its influence 

not only on the individual but also on the community as a whole. In the case of making, technique 

is inherited knowledge that is derived from the experience of our ancestors. Craft results from a 

string of lifetimes spent experimenting and perfecting methods – no one starts from scratch. This 

is what is at stake when a craft is not passed down and faces disappearance.  
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Dewey adds that “[the] principle of continuity means, nevertheless, that the future has to 

be taken into account at every stage of the educational process” (p.47). This seems to be a key 

point that is easily overlooked. Here, I don’t think Dewey is suggesting that the future that the 

teacher is building towards involves favorable test results, but rather a necessary yet pliable sense 

of direction towards which the cumulative learning can reach. Dewey also emphasizes the 

inherently social nature of learning because we exist in a “world of persons and things” (p.39): 

“There cannot be complete quietude in a laboratory or workshop” (p.62). It seems that he is 

suggesting that learning, as a social practice, occurs through exchange not only with the teacher 

but also with peers. In short, experiential education is the theory that an optimal learning 

environment allows for collaborative hands-on experience guided by educators within a 

framework both improvised and pre-determined. “Continuity and interaction in their active union 

with each other provide the measure of the educative significance and value of experience” (p.44) 

This conceptualization of a classroom dynamic gives far more agency to both the students and the 

teachers than the traditional model. It is a loosely defined yet compelling compromise between a 

formal and an informal classroom setting. 

 

 

The tacit dimension. 

 

[By] elucidating the way our bodily processes participate in our 

perceptions we will throw light on the bodily roots of all thought, 

including man’s highest creative powers. 

- Polanyi, 1966, p. 15 

 

 

The notion of tacit knowledge was first introduced by Michael Polanyi in his 1966 book 

The Tacit Dimension based on the idea that “we can know more than we can tell” (Polanyi, 1966, 

p. 4). The exact definition of tacit knowledge, as well as that of the terms surrounding this coinage, 

are difficult to grasp but are worth breaking down because they facilitate an intriguing perspective 

on what it means to know. Polanyi’s book is an acknowledgement of the fact that the extent of our 
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understanding and ability extends beyond that which we can communicate verbally and that of 

which we are aware: 

 

We know a person’s face, and can recognize it among a thousand, 

indeed a million. Yet we usually cannot tell how we recognize a face 

we know. So most knowledge cannot be put into words. 

- Polanyi, 1966, p. 4 

 

In their book Tacit Knowledge (2014), Neil Gascoigne and Tim Thornton offer the following 

summary: “What is required here is the concept of a form of knowing that is not codified, because 

not “calculable” with some analogue of a ruler, but which answers nevertheless to a genuine 

standard of correctness. This is what we will call “tacit knowledge” (p.5). 

 

 

Tacit knowledge. 

 

Polanyi draws a parallel between his conceptualization of tacit knowledge and Gestalt 

psychology – the philosophy that our perception of the world and our interpretation of meaning is 

mediated through our ability to see a global whole rather than a collection of particulars (Polanyi, 

1966, p.6). This is partly possible through our ability to sort information through our conscious 

and subconscious minds – our explicit and tacit lenses – through a process referred to as subception 

(Gascoigne & Thornton, 2014). The concept of tacit knowledge seems to me a rather vague one as 

it overlaps with automatic processes, embodied knowledge, subliminal processes, Pierre Janet’s 

subconscious – that which is not in focus – and Freud’s unconscious – that which introspection 

cannot access. However, the fact that the exact definition of the term is difficult to grasp is arguably 

a demonstration of Polanyi’s point. The notion of tacit knowledge simply serves to highlight the 

limitations of language in articulating how and what we know. To put it simply, it focuses on a 

distinction between that which is explicit and that which is tacit, as determined by what Polanyi 

calls tellability. (Gascoigne & Thornton, 2014) 
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Polanyi offers another example of tacit knowledge which demonstrates how the term 

overlaps with those listed above. In 1949, psychologists Lazarus and McCleary conducted an 

experiment to better understand a process they called subception. Subjects were presented with a 

series of nonsense syllables, some of which were accompanied by an electric shock. They observed 

that the subject showed signs of anticipating the shock when he saw the “shock syllables”. 

However, he could not identify them when asked. According to Polanyi, “[he] had come to know 

when to expect the shock, but he could not tell what made him expect it. He had acquired a 

knowledge similar to that which we have when we know a person by signs which we cannot tell.” 

(Polanyi, 1966, p. 7) His proposition that this tacit knowledge, acquired through an embodied 

experience, produced an untellable awareness may serve to explain a phenomenon that we might 

consider to be intuition and is of relevance to learning. In the case of making, tacit knowledge 

facilitates an understanding of how, through practice, we come to know a material and how to 

anticipate its behavior. 
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Communities of Practice 

What is the role of community in learning and how does it relate to embodiment? 

 

 

Ethnographic studies of apprenticeship emphasize the indivisible 

character of learning and work practices. This, in turn, helps to make 

obvious the social nature of learning and knowing. 

-Lave &Wenger 1991, 61 

 

 Social anthropologist Jean Lave and educational theorist Étienne Wenger first collaborated 

in an effort to “rescue the idea of apprenticeship” as a way of learning (Lave & Wenger 1991, 29). 

The appeal of apprenticeship was that it is a process of learning through active engagement in a 

skill. As summarized by William F. Hanks: “[If] learning is about increased access to performance, 

then the way to maximize learning is to perform, not to talk about it” (Lave & Wenger 1991, 22). 

However, Hanks specifies that discourse itself can constitute action, and that to deny that would 

be to adhere to the kind of dualist views that Lave and Wenger are arguing against. Their research 

developed into the notion of situated learning, based on the idea that “human minds develop in 

social situations” – a seemingly obvious concept that tends to be overlooked professional and 

educational contexts (Lave & Wenger 1991, 11).  

 

In their book Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation, Lave and Wenger 

explain that situated learning occurs through a process they call legitimate peripheral 

participation: an increasing participation in a community of practice where “mastery of knowledge 

and skill requires newcomers to move toward full participation in the sociocultural practices of a 

community.” These terms are a way of emphasizing the role of the relationships between 

“newcomers and old-timers” as well as those between peers in the process of learning. Legitimate 

peripheral participation is “the process by which newcomers become part of a community of 

practice” (Lave & Wenger 1991, 29). In Wenger’s later work, Communities of Practice: Learning, 

meaning, and identity, he elaborates on the amorphous nature of communities of practice. They 

tend to be informal, and membership – whether core or peripheral – is determined by an unspoken 

agreement. People belong to several communities of practice at any point in their lives. Finally, 
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the level of membership is not a constant - it fluctuates along with participation over time: “Practice 

resides in […] the relations of mutual engagement by which [a community] can do whatever they 

do. Membership in a community is therefore a matter of mutual engagement.” (Wenger, 1998, p. 

73) The community itself is defined by mutual engagement which varies along with participation. 

 

The theory of situated learning goes beyond “learning by doing” in that it considers 

learning a social practice involving increasing participation in a community rather than simply an 

internalization of knowledge within a fixed structure. It is a view of learning that not only extends 

beyond the mind into the body, but also beyond the body into the community – the interaction of 

embodied minds. However, despite the number of books published by Lave and Wenger on the 

subject through a variety of lenses, their theory focus is mainly on community dynamic rather than 

the implications of practice as interactive embodied learning. This seems odd given that they 

specifically looked towards craft apprenticeships to form their ideas. As far as I know, they do not 

develop how learning as legitimate peripheral participation differs from learning autonomously. 

This would have been a useful angle for highlighting the importance of community and of learning 

as a social practice. Granted, this raises a larger philosophical question as to whether learning can 

occur in a vacuum. Is there even such a thing as autonomous learning? Is there really no such thing 

as an autodidact? I am inclined to think that in the strictest sense, there is not.  

 

 

Legitimate peripheral participation in a community of practice. 

 

“Learning is a process that takes place in a participation framework, 

not in an individual mind.” 

- William F. Hanks (Lave & Wenger 1991, 15) 

-  

 

 Lave and Wenger stress the importance of viewing learning as a social practice because 

meaning itself is a social construct. Expanding their core argument, they use the notion of 

participation as an argument against dualism:  
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Participation is always based on situated negotiation and 

renegotiation of meaning in the world. This implies that 

understanding and experience are in constant interaction – indeed, 

are mutually constitutive. The notion of participation thus dissolves 

dichotomies between cerebral and embodied activity, between 

contemplation and involvement, between abstraction and 

experience: persons, actions, and the world are implicated in all 

thought, speech, knowing, learning.  

-Lave & Wenger 1991, 51 

 

 

Persons, actions, and the world - the mind, the body, and the community - are implicated 

in all thought speech, knowing, learning – the generation, transmission, and evolution of culture. 

This approach to education as participation “suggests a very explicit focus on the person, but as 

person-in-the-world, as a member of a sociocultural community” (Lave & Wenger 1991, 52). I 

assume that the authors are nodding to Heidegger’s coinage in-der-welt-sein, or being-in-the-

world. Essentially, it is the idea that humans are subjected to a constant condition in which they 

are never free from being and are never free from the world as long as they are alive (Heidegger, 

1962). They argue that community is indispensable to learning, that learning is integral to living, 

and that living occurs within a community. In the foreword of Situated Learning, William F. Hanks 

offers the interpretation that “learning is a way of being in the social world, not a way of coming 

to know about it” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, 24). For Lave and Wenger, situated learning is a 

fundamental part of human nature. Contrary to the prevailing view of education as a set of fixed 

milestones, the authors present learning as a life-long practice (Wenger, 1998, 3). Not only is it 

collaborative and cumulative but it also shapes our culture and identity. 
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 Learning and identity. 

 

 The focus on the individual facilitated by this theory culminates in the acknowledgement 

that “learning involves the construction of identities.” Through the process of learning, individuals 

acquire new abilities and understandings that allow them to extend their involvement in the world. 

To Richard Sennet, craft itself is “a process of making personal self-identity, and citizenship.” 

(Gauntlett, 2011, 24) To Lave and Wenger, learning “implies becoming a different person with 

respect to the possibilities enabled by these systems of relations” that a “person defines and is 

defined by” (1991, 53). In other words, a community’s identity affects identity at an individual 

level just as individual identities affect that of the community- both identities evolve in tandem. 

This aspect of situated learning further clarifies what it means to be a person-in-the-world: 

 

[Viewing] learning as legitimate peripheral participation means that 

learning is not merely a condition for membership, but is itself an 

evolving form of membership. We conceive of identities as long-

term, living relations between persons and their place and 

participation in communities of practice. Thus identity, knowing, 

and social membership entail one another. (Lave and Wenger, 1991, 

53) 

 

Put simply, situated learning is a way of belonging (Wenger 1998, 4). According to the 

authors, “the process of increasing participation” should be the “primary motivation” for learning. 

The danger of “didactic caretakers” taking on the role of motivators is that newcomers may no 

longer feel like co-participators (Lave & Wenger, 1991, 112). If the process of learning involves 

becoming a different person, then it is important that newcomers remain responsible for the 

development of their own identity rather than be molded by another’s hands. The act of teaching 

as a means of forming an individual’s identity poses a serious ethical question. A quick look at the 

history of propaganda - or even contemporary examples like the instruction of creationism or the 

lack of sex education in the United States – raises urgent concerns surrounding group identity. 

What does it mean to resist the mores of a given community of practice as a member? What is the 
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role of critical thinking in forming individual identity and how can it be taught? Lastly, what role 

does power play in this theory of learning? 

 

 

 Dyadic and triadic learning. 

 

 In observing different forms of modern-day apprenticeship, Lave and Wenger found it 

useful to turn towards craft for its “readily identifiable features of apprenticeship” (Lave &Wenger, 

1991, 62). In doing so, they did not observe a dyadic master-apprentice relationship in which the 

master bestows knowledge on the apprentice. Instead, they observed a “triadic set of relations” 

involving a “diverse field of essential actors” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, 56). Unlike the “dyadic form 

characteristic of conventional learning studies” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, 57), they report instances 

in which masters learn from apprentices, apprentices from other masters, and - most importantly - 

examples of peer of near-peer exchange between apprentices. This implies a place for 

collaboration and improvisation in the process of learning that cannot be formally planned (Lave 

& Wenger, 1991, 16). It is safe to say that the authors align themselves with Dewey’s view of 

education in that respect. They find that “a specific master-apprentice relation is not even 

ubiquitously characteristic of apprenticeship learning” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, 91) and that “the 

effectiveness of the circulation of information among peers suggests […] that engaging in practice, 

rather than being its object, may well be a condition for the effectiveness of learning” (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991, 93). Just as the authors have argued against the mind-body dichotomy, they propose 

the erasure of the teacher-student dichotomy. This raises a timely question: How can formal 

education exist without structure or standardization? Is an informal, improvisational approach a 

realistic option?  

 

In conclusion, Lave and Wenger argue for a need to decenter the stereotypical notion of 

the master-apprentice dynamic to help lead to “an understanding that mastery resides not in the 

master but in the organization of the community of practice” which in turn “moves the focus away 

from teaching and onto the intricate structuring of a community’s learning resources” (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991, 94). But what does this mean for education? Austrian priest and philosopher Ivan 

Illich proposed an educational framework which happens to align with that of Lave and Wenger 
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while addressing the question of how their theory can be formally applied. In the following quote, 

Illich provides an elegant and simple approach to education that addresses key concerns raised by 

Lave and Wenger: membership, access, community, and triadic learning. He also nods to 

neuroplasticity in his suggestion that access to learning and teaching should be available to people 

of all ages: 

 

A good educational system should have three purposes: it should 

provide all who want to learn with access to available resources at 

any time in their lives; empower all who want to share what they 

know to find those who want to learn it from them; and finally, 

furnish all who want to present an issue to the public with the 

opportunity to make their challenge known.” (Gauntlett, 2011) 

 

 

Wenger posits that learning cannot be designed: “Ultimately, it belongs to the realm of 

experience and practice. […] Learning happens, design or no design” (1998, 225). To him, 

communities of practice are about content rather than form, about “learning as a living experience 

of negotiated meaning” (pp. 229), so their creation cannot be contrived. That may be so, but can 

the formation of communities be facilitated? Can Illich’s loose framework be considered a design 

that encourages the formation of communities of practice? Surely, access to resources plays an 

important role. Perhaps the concept of communities of practice can be developed to incorporate 

the increased access to communities provided by internet platforms. Even if learning cannot be 

designed, perhaps - to a certain extent - communities can be. It seems to me that Illich’s proposition 

already exists in the Internet. 
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Virtual Communities. 

 

 While the idea of internet community may elicit images of passive and detached 

engagement, David Gauntlett makes a case for its creative power in his 2011 book Making is 

Connecting: the social meaning of creativity, from DIY and knitting to YouTube and Web 2.0. He 

credits the internet for a return to a “making and doing” culture that “rejects the passivity of the 

‘sit back’ model, and seeks opportunities for creativity, social connections, and personal growth” 

(2011, p.11). Gauntlett adds that creativity is “a process, and a feeling” (p.17) underpinning a 

significant parallel between his understanding of creative online communities and Lave and 

Wenger’s take on communities of practice.  He goes on to add that in the case of craft, “making 

and connecting is not an option – it is experienced as a necessity. It seems vital and contemporary, 

but woven into a vision of craft – a connection between humans and handmade objects and nature 

– which is as old as the hills” (p. 25). Making and connecting is in essence Lave and Wenger’s 

definition of learning which they determine to be a crucial aspect of human nature. 

 

 Despite the apparent anachronism between craft and the internet, they actually work well 

in tandem. To quote Garth Johnson, who runs the blog extremecraft.com: “it may sound strange 

that a bunch of people who are trying to reclaim handicraft are using technology to do so, but it’s 

undeniably true. … It’s the internet that holds the craft world together.” (p.62) It could be argued 

that the internet – despite its reputation of stunting community and practical intelligence – is 

actually playing a crucial role in connecting the makers, few and far between, who are passionate 

about the preservation of dying craft. 

 

 Now that I covered key authors and concepts that have influenced this thesis, I will now 

describe the strategy with which I approached my research. The following section will address my 

research design. 
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Research Design 

 

 As I briefly mentioned in the introduction, the conclusion of my previous assignment 

emphasized the importance of an embodied and ethnographic approach to research in the case of 

cultural immersion in a community of practice. In the interest of conducting embodied research, 

the findings that I will be presenting in the following section were collected through a series of 

ethnographic case studies from the vantage point of a participant observer, bolstered by 

autoethnography. In this section, I will discuss my research design.  

 

Methodology 

 

Case study 

 

 There is no consensus as to whether case study can be considered a methodology. In his 

chapter on the subject in The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research, Bent Flyvbjerg states that 

despite case study being defined by Merriam-Webster as “An intensive analysis of an individual 

unit (as a person or community) stressing developmental factors in relation to the environment,” 

he does not consider it a methodology. He argues that “if you choose to do a case study, you are 

therefore not so much making a methodological choice as a choice of what is to be studied.” (2011) 

A case study in and of itself can certainly be methodologically vague. However, if it is considered 

as a framework to which other methodologies can be applied, then the case study provides the 

opportunity to customize the research design in service of the research question rather than in 

service of the methodology. This is the argument made by Christine Benedichte Meyer in her 2001 

article on the subject:  

 

[There] are virtually no specific requirements guiding case research. 

This is both the strength and the weakness of this approach. It is a 

strength because it allows tailoring the design and data collection 

procedures to the research questions. [There] is a particular need in 

case studies to be explicit about the methodological choices one 

makes. 
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I will be adopting Meyer’s approach to case study for the purposes of this thesis. Given 

constraints surrounding time and funding, I could not conduct an ethnography. However, my 

approach to the case studies can certainly be considered ethnographic. It seems that conducting a 

series of ethnographic case studies presents itself as the only option for answering my research 

question using embodied research through participant observation given the circumstances. In 

order to overcome the limitations of case study, I will be triangulating my findings with those that 

emerged during a year-long fellowship studying basketmaking in Europe. The fellowship, which 

will be treated as a pilot-study, was ethnographic in nature as it was characterized by long-term 

cultural immersion as a participant-observer in a community of practice. According to 

anthropologist David Fetterman, the ethnographer ideally “lives and works in the community for 

6 months to 1 year or more learning the language and seeing patterns of behavior over time. Long-

term residence helps the researcher internalize the basic beliefs, fears, hopes, and expectations of 

the people under study.” (1998, p.34) According to that definition, my approach is certainly 

aligned with ethnography. 

 

 

 Ethnography 

 

[We] cannot undertake ethnography without acknowledging the role 

of our own embodied, sensual, thinking, critical and positioned self. 

- Karen O’Reilly, 2012, p.100 

-  

 

Now that I have stressed the importance of methodological transparency for case studies, 

I will discuss the methodological lens through which I conducted my research. Choosing an 

ethnographic approach to this study informed but did not dictate my methods and research design. 

More importantly, it affected the philosophy behind my research and my role therein. Fetterman 

describes ethnography in its simplest terms as “the art and science of describing a group or a 

culture” characterized by an “open mind [that] does not imply any lack of rigor.” (1998, p.1) 

Because the methodology recognizes and welcomes subjectivity, it “allows the ethnographer to 

explore rich, untapped sources of data not mapped out in the research design.” He adds that “The 
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ethnographer is interested in understanding and describing a social and cultural scene from the 

emic, or insider’s, perspective. The ethnographer is both a storyteller and a scientist” (p.2) I am 

particularly drawn to the idea of ethnography as a means of storytelling, as demonstrated by the 

narrative style of the following section describing my fieldwork. As long as ethnography 

acknowledges its limitations – like producing valid rather than reliable (repeatable) data – then 

there is no reason why it can’t be considered a rigorous methodology. Free from the blinders of 

strictly predetermined methods, ethnography recognizes that the human experience is composed 

of multiple realities and that this experience is embodied.  

 

Though I am certainly aligned with this methodology, it can be argued that the fieldwork 

that I conducted cannot be considered an ethnography. The case studies were three short-term 

workshops in different regions of England and cannot reasonably be considered cultural 

immersion. If we consider the culture being studied that of European basketmakers, then with the 

added fieldwork conducted over the period of a year during my fellowship, it could be argued that 

I am in fact meeting the criteria for ethnography. However, given the geographical diversity of my 

research and the cultural shifts that follow, it could just as easily be argued that it is not. That said, 

I can certainly consider my approach ethnographic regardless of semantics. Finally, there is one 

rather polarizing methodology that could serve not only to characterize my fellowship but also to 

tie the entirety of my research together: that of autoethnography. 

 

 

Autoethnography.  

 

In defense of autoethnography, Richard Hickman responded to Sara Delamont’s 2007 

article, Arguments against auto-ethnography, point by point. Firstly, Delamont argues that 

autoethnography “cannot fight familiarity,” to which Hickman responds that familiarity is actually 

an asset because it can “shed light on issues that might be of value.” It can be regarded as an 

exercise in making “the familiar strange and the strange familiar,” to quote Paul Klee. Delamont 

also posits that autoethnography “cannot be published ethically,” while Hickman argues that “the 

biggest problem [would be] putting oneself in a bad light, for which the author implicitly had 

‘informed consent’.” He adds that “a strength of the autoethnographic method is its descriptive 
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power that can engage with and draw in readers, who can then make connections and bring in their 

own experiences to reflect on, rather than rely solely on the author’s privileged position.” (2011, 

p.20) This is, to me, the most compelling point in defense of autoethnography. As humans, we are 

social beings, and it is in our nature to relate to each other’s experiences. That is what gives 

storytelling its power. To assume that the reader might mistake the author’s unique experience for 

a universal one would be to grossly underestimate the reader’s critical thinking. As long as the 

author is clear about the limitations of an autoethnographic approach, it poses no ethical problems 

and remains methodologically sound.  

 

Delamont’s assertion that “introspection is not an appropriate substitute for data collection” 

(2007, p.2) demonstrates an inherent misunderstanding of the definition ethnography and of its 

strengths, as well as the way in which knowledge is created. At its best, ethnography recognizes 

that there are as many truths as there are humans; its subjectivity allows for the nuance necessary 

to achieve empathetic understanding. To take an anthropological approach to data collection is to 

engage in cultural immersion as a participant observer. The author will always draw on personal 

experiences and cultural references in order to make sense of findings, this is inevitable. Rather 

than trying to hide the fact that ethnographic writing can never truly be impartial, autoethnography 

is completely transparent. It also serves as an equalizer, as the researcher is subjected to as much 

- if not more - scrutiny as anyone else. Autoethnography is not a dishonest methodology that 

misleeds the reader, as Delamont implies, but rather a remarkably honest and democratic approach 

to research. Most importantly, the element of storytelling makes it actually enjoyable to read and 

therefore accessible to a wider audience than more traditional academic writing. Nothing is more 

ethical than that.  

 

 In short, the methodology that I have chosen to use in service of my research question is a 

series of ethnographic case studies from the vantage point of a participant observer, bolstered by 

autoethnography – the addition of my experience in the basketmaking community during my 

fellowship and beyond. When I set out to do my case studies, I only asked the participants if I 

could observe their basketmaking workshops. This research has been self-funded, and I could not 

afford to take the classes myself. However, in a demonstration of the generosity of this community, 

all three makers invited me to join the class in making a basket unprompted. To my delight, they 
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allowed me to engage in my research as a participant observer without even thinking in those 

terms. In light of that development, the overarching methodology of both the case studies and my 

fellowship can certainly be considered an autoethnography surrounding the single case of a 

participant observer becoming a member of the European basketmaking community of practice. 

 

 

Methods 

 

 

Participant observation. 

 

The method that most characterizes ethnography is participant observation. According to 

Fetterman, “The emic perspective – the insider’s or native’s perspective of reality – is at the heart 

of most ethnographic research. The insider’s perception of reality is instrumental to understanding 

and accurately describing situations and behaviors.” He adds that “[an] emic perspective compels 

the recognition and acceptance of multiple realities.” (1998, p.20) On one hand, an emic, or 

insider’s perspective, is fundamental to producing nuanced findings because it allows for 

subjectivity and recognizes bias. On the other hand, an etic, or outsider’s perspective, is crucial for 

maintaining the objectivity necessary to produce valid findings. Rather than adhering to one 

approach or the other, ethnography tends to fall somewhere on a spectrum between the two – 

between participant and observer. 

 

The most compelling aspect of this method to me is that it is a form of research that stresses 

the importance of embodied learning. As described by O’Reilly: 

 

Participant observation is an embodied activity; it is more than just 

being there and usually involves some doing along with others. […] 

Knowledge and insights are learned as much through our bodies as 

our intellects; they are experienced, acquired, absorbed, and 

sometimes require time and distance before we can learn from them. 
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Data we have collected […] are stored as memories alongside 

sensory data and emotions.” (2005, p. 99) 

 

O’Reilly adds that “the apparent tension between participation (and involvement) and observation 

(and distance) does not have to be resolved: it is what gives participant observation its strength. 

Participating enables the strange to become familiar and the familiar to appear strange.” (205, 

p.106) In the case of educational research, this method is particularly useful considering that 

learning is an embodied, experiential, cumulative process that takes place in social contexts. 

 

 Lastly, this method allowed me to engage with this project as both a researcher and a maker. 

My notes taken during the case studies and indeed my fellowship are made up of a combination of 

arts educational observations as well as basketmaking techniques. As far as the emic-etic spectrum 

is concerned, I fall right in the middle. I approached my participants not only as a researcher, but 

also as a member of their community of practice – giving me access to the community and to the 

participants.  

 

 

Participation and sampling  

 
 

In order to re-immerse myself in the basketmaking community for the purposes of this 

thesis, I reached out to makers in the United Kingdom asking to observe their basketmaking 

workshops. The choice of focusing on UK makers was twofold. Firstly, I had never met any of 

them before. This placed me as an outsider asking to become an insider – asking for membership 

in the community of practice. Secondly, for reasons relating to time and funding, conducting my 

research in the UK was the most accessible option.  

 

I posted on Instagram a photograph of me holding baskets that I had made during my 

fellowship, as well as a couple of antiques from my collection. In the caption, I described my 

project and asked for participation. The post was met with an overwhelmingly supportive and 

welcoming response. I also emailed additional makers who were not on Instagram asking for 

participation. At first, I planned to meet as many makers as I could. However, for reasons 
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surrounding the cost of travel and accommodation and time management, I had to limit my field 

work to three case studies. That said, the response to my project made me exceedingly proud of 

being part of such a generous and passionate community that cares so deeply about its preservation. 

Sampling was simply determined by the participating makers’ consent and my schedule. I also 

prioritized makers that I wanted to meet. I gravitated towards intermediate classes so that I could 

watch the students execute more technical skills. Otherwise, the sample of students and the size of 

the class was unknown to me until I arrived on site. 
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Figure 1. My call for participants on Instagram. The caption reads as follows: 
“⚠!!! ATTENTION BASKET PEOPLE !!!⚠ I am doing research towards my Master’s Degree in Education at 
Cambridge and am currently seeking permission to observe basketmaking courses in the UK from mid-April to 
mid-July. Please get in touch with any information, I would really appreciate it! 
MORE ABOUT THE PROJECT:  
I am interested studying what craft training can reveal about the importance of embodied learning – in other 
words: “learning by doing” - focusing on #basketry  
This project is an extension of a year-long fellowship studying the history and practice of European basketry, 
notably in the two remaining basketmaking schools in France (Fayl-Billot) and Germany (Lichtenfels). I learned 
to make a range of objects from fine skeinwork baskets to wicker furniture. I met with many makers along the 
way and not only fell in love with the craft but also with the generous community that works to keep it alive. It 
is an honor to be a part of this community and do my part in helping to preserve the craft. 
Please tag and share with anyone who might be interested in contributing to this project, DM me with any 
information, and feel free to get in touch with any questions! 
You can find pictures from my fellowship, examples of my work, or follow my upcoming research on my 
Instagram account. Thanks for reading and have a great day!” (mamacamz, 2018) 
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Ethical Considerations 

 

 Before I conclude this section on methodology, it is important that I elaborate on ethical 

considerations. For my case studies, I obtained permission to observe the workshops from the 

teachers and left informing their students about my presence at their discretion. In the interest of 

respecting the students’ comfort and privacy, I have not taken any photos of them, I have not 

conducted any formal interviews or surveys, and will not be naming them for the purposes of this 

thesis. My approach to observing these workshops was deliberately as unobtrusive as possible for 

fear that any sort of disruption may affect the natural dynamic of the group, and in turn, the validity 

of my findings. To that end, I did my best not to reveal too much about what I was interested in 

learning from my observation while respecting the participants’ right to know about the study in 

which they were involved. It should also be noted that every participant is an adult and that I not 

only obtained informed consent but also curiosity and enthusiasm. In all three cases, the teachers 

allowed me to participate in workshop and make a basket, positioning me more as a participant 

than an observer from the students’ perspective. As such, I engaged in informal interviews with 

the participants in the form of conversations which I will refer to as necessary. 

 

 As far as the teachers are concerned, it would be disrespectful on my part not to name them 

in view of the kindness that they showed me in allowing me into their courses. I will also be naming 

the makers that they learned from in order to emphasize the inherited nature of knowledge in a 

community of practice and to associate the widely anonymous and overlooked craft of 

basketmaking to its makers - those who have devoted their lives to the transmission, preservation, 

and study of a dying craft. Naming these makers also serves to highlight the notion that a 

community of practice focuses both on individual growth and the shared journey of a community 

though exchange. 

 

 Lastly, I will be triangulating my findings with those I acquired during my Mortimer Hays-

Brandeis Traveling Fellowship for the arts. It should be noted that no written work emerged from 

the fellowship, so it can ethically be used as a pilot study for the purposes of this thesis. Here again, 

I will not name any participants except for the teachers for reasons I discussed earlier.  
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Limitations 

 

Contemporary ethnography is often described as, or attempts to be, reflexive. That 

is to say it is conducted in full awareness of myriad limitations associated with 

humans studying other human lives.  

- Karen O’Reilly, 2005, p. 17 

-  

 

The most obvious limitation of this study is that it is based on my own personal experience. 

That means that although my findings may be valid, they might not be reliable (repeatable). In 

addition, my reliance on case study means that any evidence that will emerge is largely anecdotal. 

My decision to include fieldwork from my fellowship is an attempt to triangulate my findings and 

compensate for the case studies’ limitations. However, this does not mean that my approach is in 

any way objective. Any apparent generalizations that I make should not be taken as universal 

truths, but rather as patterns that emerged from an autoethnography. Ethnography acknowledges 

subjectivity and the existence of multiple truths, and in this thesis, I offer mine. That said, 

limitations are not the same as weaknesses, and I am confident that the strengths of my approach 

to studying this particular group outweigh its inevitable shortcomings. Finally, I have had the 

privilege to have an unusually well-rounded exposure to the European basketmaking community 

in a short amount of time. Despite the limitations of my research design, I am in a unique position 

to be able to pick up on patterns and details that others may not be able to see. 

  

Another potential concern is the relevance of such a small and tightly-knit community to 

more general theories of learning. My focus will not be on basketmaking per se but rather on 

practical learning and making in an informal classroom setting, and these are certainly concerns 

of arts educational importance. I could just as easily have focused on art students or mechanics, 

but instead opted for a community with which I am familiar and to which I have access. 

Additionally, my familiarity with the craft and the techniques involved allows me to overlook the 

act of basketmaking and focus on the aspects of the community’s dynamic from the perspective of 

a member of a community of practice. 
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 Lastly, I am dealing not only with a Western frame of reference, but a Western European 

one. While this may seem to limit the universality of my findings, it is important to note that the 

social nature of learning is not a result not of a given cultural framework but rather of human 

nature. Aside from potential variance in customs and habits, the interaction of embodied minds is 

a universal condition that characterizes humans as social animals. An additional concern to that 

end may be linguistic limitations. My field work took place predominantly in the United Kingdom 

and France, so language was not barrier since I am a native speaker of both English and French. 

Some of my study took place in Denmark, where almost every person I met – regardless of age 

and even in the most rural setting – spoke fluent English. However, I did spend five months 

studying basketmaking in Germany where, despite my best efforts, I was mostly unable to 

communicate with the locals in German or English. Though I was, in that context, more outsider 

than insider, the experience proved to reveal much about how teaching can occur non-verbally 

which was profoundly interesting. Now that I have laid out the methodology, ethics, and 

limitations of my study, I will move on to the heart of my project: fieldwork and findings. 
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Fieldwork and Findings 

 

 This section will focus on my fieldwork and findings in a more narrative style. Before I 

begin unpacking the details of my case studies in the second part of this section, I will provide a 

brief overview of my journey with the craft in the form of an autoethnography in order to provide 

context that will be especially helpful for the following section on analysis. The background 

information will also allow me to strengthen and validate my findings by means of triangulation 

with a broader, more ethnographic lens. This approach will also help counter the anecdotal nature 

of the case study. 

 

 

A Makeshift Apprenticeship 

 

My first basket. 

 

 When I was a sophomore at Yale University in 2012, I attended a basketmaking workshop 

at the School of Art led by Danish basketmaker Steen Madsen. As an art major with an interest in 

exploring the grey area between art and craft with a focus on textile, the process of basketmaking 

very much appealed to me. I had taken a class on the history of American furniture the year before 

and spent a lot of time staring at a wicker photographer’s chair wondering how it was made, just 

as I had wondered the same about Easter baskets when I was a child. How could brittle sticks be 

woven together like thread to create a robust, useful object without so much as a nail or a drop of 

glue to keep it from unraveling? Basketmaking seemed to me then, as it seems to me now, to be 

an endlessly fascinating synthesis of woodworking and textile art.  

 

Prior to making baskets, I had spent hours a day teaching myself everything I could about 

crochet, which intrigued me as a process of making something out of nothing. Textile art makes 

no effort to hide the process of its realization – the maker’s hands can be tracked by following the 

movement of the thread such that the finished object can be read like a book. Much like an 

increased mastery of vocabulary improves access to understanding and speaking a language, an 

increased mastery of technique improves access to the interpretation and realization of a crafted 
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object. It was fascinating that a craft as conceptually simple as the building of a fabric through a 

succession of loops could simultaneously be so complex as to require a lifetime to master. This is 

the perspective with which I approached basketmaking, which appealed to me for the same 

reasons. As I walked away from the workshop with my new basket in hand, however, I was 

oblivious to the fact that participating in this workshop would prove to play a pivotal role in the 

shaping my identity and in the trajectory of my life. 

 

 

Fellowship. 

 

 In 2015, I had the opportunity to submit a proposal to the Mortimer Hays-Brandeis 

Traveling Fellowship for arts-related research abroad. Although it had been years since I had taken 

or even thought about that workshop, somehow it was clear to me that I had to take this opportunity 

to learn more about basketmaking. I immediately took to Facebook and got in touch with Steen 

who was incredibly helpful and generous with his time. I proceeded to read every relevant book I 

could find in the library, wrote out my proposal, and was awarded the fellowship. My senior year, 

I attended Steen’s annual workshop at the School of Art a second time with the understanding that 

Steen was now my mentor and that I was about to embark on a year-long immersion in the craft. 

He kindly invited me to his home to teach me the basics and so began my initiation in basketmaking 

community of practice. 

 

 

 Steen Madsen. 

 

 Steen told me that I could stay in his home as long as I wanted, so I arranged to stay ten 

days before heading down to a basket festival in Germany. When he picked me up in Ringsted, 

Denmark in the Fall of 2015, he dropped the duffle bag in his hand and gave me a big bear hug. 

We got in a taxi and headed to a nearby rural village where he lived. He showed me where I would 

be staying, one of his two houses that functions as a workshop where he holds courses. It was an 

old house with a thatched roof, heated by a woodstove in the center of the main room. I have never 

seen more baskets in my life. He also showed me his home, which was a short walk down the road, 
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also with a thatched roof and filled with baskets. It was like a museum full of curios, animal pelts, 

and traditional Scandinavian objects. That is where we would have delicious dinners together 

every evening prepared by Steen and have long conversations about baskets and life. 

 

 

 

 

 

During my visit, I experienced both private tuition and group courses with Steen’s students. 

The latter were booked at least a year in advance and tended to be the same groups of students at 

a time. There was one group made of four scotch enthusiasts, he referred to them as “the whisky 

ladies.” The meals were potluck-style and eaten together around a big table in the workshop, and 

Figure 2. My mentor, Steen, near his home in Denmark. (mamacamz, 2018) 
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the whisky ladies knew to bring baked goods for Steen, who has a sweet tooth. There were many 

coffee breaks throughout the work day, and a couple whisky breaks towards the end. The 

camaraderie and kindness that characterized the group dynamic left a strong impression on me.  It 

was the truest expression of community that I had ever known and I was so grateful to be a part of 

it. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Figure 3. Steen’s collection of fishing creels and hen baskets in his workshop. 
(mamacamz, 2018)  
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 Steen advised me on what tools to buy prior to my visit and showed me how to maintain 

them. He even gave me a picking knife made by a local forger who specializes in reproducing 

Viking tools for Roskilde Museum. The knife was based on an engraving of basketmakers’ tools 

from Diderot’s Encyclopédie that hung on the wall of the workshop. Steen turned a handle for the 

blade from the burl of a birch tree and showed me how to make a sheath for it out of birch bark 

and fir roots that we collected in the forest. It was clear that I was not only entering a community 

of craftsmen, but also of local historians and archivists actively working to preserve and perpetuate 

the craft that they love.  

 

 

 Korbmarkt. 

 

 From Denmark, I travelled to Lichtenfels, a small Bavarian city that is home to one of the 

two remaining schools specializing in basketmaking in Europe – the Staatliche Berufsfachschule 

für Flechtwerkgestaltung. Every September, the city hosts one of the biggest basketmaking 

festivals that I know of, attracting makers from all over the continent. During the event, I was able 

to meet many members of the community, including a Dutch basketmaker, Sven Hoogerhoud, who 

I would later visit in his home in the Netherlands, and a French basketmaker, André Chapuis, who 

invited me to take private lessons with him in his home. I would later spend a week in Lyon 

learning from André and browsing his extensive collection of rare baskets and documents. I stayed 

in his home, met his family, and ate every meal with him and his wife, Nicole.  

 

 

 École Nationale d’Osiériculture et de Vannerie. 

 

 After the festival, I headed to the other remaining basketmaking school in Europe, l’ École 

Nationale d’Osiériculture et de Vannerie in Fayl-Billot, France. I read a lot about the school when 

I was researching my fellowship proposal, so I was very excited when the head of the school finally 

answered my email confirming that I could attend the program some weeks before. However, when 

I arrived, Fayl-Billot was not at all what I expected. The town itself was largely abandoned – many 
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of its storefronts were boarded up and it seemed to be populated by a small handful of elderly 

locals. The school, which I had seen in pictures, was a beautiful building overlooking a square.     

   

 What I did not know before arriving was that the building had not been maintained and 

was recently abandoned for safety reasons. The head of the school eventually gave me a tour of 

the wreck, featuring broken windows, floors black with an alarming number of dead flies, a caved 

in roof, and two marble plaques listing the names of alumni who had died fighting the World Wars. 

Classes would take place instead in a cramped outbuilding that smelled of mildew because it was 

unfit for the standing water necessary for basketmaking. Everything I had read about the school 

was outdated and written at a time when it was thriving. Clearly this was no longer the case: the 

school that once taught a hundred full-time students at a time now taught eight, including myself. 

There couldn’t have been a clearer indicator that the craft was facing the risk of disappearance.  

 

That said, I am so grateful to have had the chance to spend fourteen weeks in the school 

learning from Jean-Paul Bavoillot and Jean-Pierre Bénétière, two of the few master basketmakers 

to have been presented a prestigious award naming them Meilleurs Ouvriers de France, or the Best 

Craftsmen in France in the basketmaking category. Classes took place eight hours a day, five days 

a week, with a typically French hour-and-a-half-long lunch break. There was a communal kitchen 

that we shared with students in an agricultural program where we all cooked and ate together 

around a large table. Each student stayed in a dorm room in a renovated mansion off the town 

square. The intensive nature of the program allowed me to improve drastically while learning many 

new techniques in a relatively short amount of time. The classes were small, with between three 

and six students at a time, and involved demonstrations on an individual basis as everyone was 

working on different projects. The willow provided for the course, grown on location, was the best 

I have ever used. 
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Staatliche Berufsfachschule für Flechtwerkgestaltung. 

 

When I was at the Korbmarkt, I got permission from the head of the basketmaking school 

to allow me to attend the program as a guest student later in the year after I showed him a basket 

that I made at Steen’s. I had previously attempted to get in touch with the school unsuccessfully – 

Figure 4. The abanboned building of l’Ecole Nationale d’Osiériculture et de Vannerie in 
2016. (mamacamz, 2018) 
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it was clear that they were more comfortable dealing with admission face-to-face. I spent five 

months living in Germany and studying at the school. While there, I learned to make wicker 

furniture from Günter Mix and fine skein baskets from Iris Schneider. I also had the chance to 

browse their enormous collection of rare baskets and tools in the attic as well as their library. 

Studying in Germany, where I do not speak the language, I became very aware of how craft can 

be taught non-verbally. 

 

 

 Coopérative de vannerie de Villaines-les-Rochers. 

 

After spending time in Germany where I couldn’t communicate with anyone despite my 

best efforts, it was an enormous relief to travel back to France. This time, it would be to take a 

course in Villaines-les-Rochers, a small town where basketmakers traditionally lived and worked 

in limestone caves. The dark, cold and damp dwellings made for ideal conditions for working with 

willow. Today, a cooperative of basketmakers occupy the small town, mostly in normal houses. 

However, I would be staying with Maëlle Frémont, an alumna of Fayl-Billot who - to my 

excitement - lived in a traditional cave. She was living elsewhere for the summer because it was 

full of mosquitos, but I was happy to brave them and get the full experience, sawdust bucket toilet 

and all.  

 

 The course was taught by Norbert Faure - Meilleur Ouvrier de France -and was open-

ended, meaning that students could choose to make whatever they wanted. I was interested in 

learning to make a coffre corsaire, a rectangular chest with a rounded lid. There were five students, 

all women over the age of fifty. The style of the course was very similar to that in Fayl-Billot as 

was the layout of the work room. We worked eight hours a day, and at lunch we gathered in an 

attached kitchen around a large table where we had conversations and got to know each other. As 

part of the course, Norbert took us to see the willow fields where the cooperative grew all their 

material. After Fayl-Billot, it was refreshing to see a basket company thriving and keeping the 

craft alive, even if their main industry is providing various presentation baskets to bakers. 
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Case Studies: From Practice to Theory 

  

 It was during this fellowship that I became interested in the potential of embodied learning. 

I craved practical instruction throughout my academic career without even realizing it because it 

was so distant from what I had been exposed to as a student. Looking back at my education with 

the added insight gained from my fellowship, it clicked that an acknowledgement of the body and 

of community was something that I had been missing all along. In the Summer of 2016, I started 

a leatherworking apprenticeship in France with les Compagnons du Devoir to understand how the 

secretive association manages to transmit and preserve traditional crafts that would otherwise face 

disappearance. Although I have not been actively basketmaking since then, I have remained 

actively engaged in the online community and have started growing my own willow in the United 

States to bring the craft to my hometown once I’ve finished my studies. In the second part of this 

section, I will be describing in greater detail case studies of three basketmaking workshops 

observed in the United Kingdom for the purposes of this thesis. It was a great pleasure re-immerse 

myself in the basketmaking community, this time equipped with the added insight of educational 

theory. 
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 Annemarie O’Sullivan. 

 

 

  

A fellow basketmaker on Instagram, @wovenwillowwork, suggested that I reach out to 

Annemarie O’Sullivan after I posted about my research on the platform. Though I didn’t know 

much about Annemarie, I was very interested in contacting her about participating in my research 

after having seen the quality of her work - also on Instagram. Though we had never met nor 

interacted online before, she was very welcoming and curious. When I explained my project to her 

via email, she responded saying that she was “happy to participate” and was “[very] interested in 

embodied learning”: 

 

I encourage all of my [long-term] students not to make notes and not 

to photograph but to work towards embodied learning. It is [very] 

difficult for some of them not to get caught up in recording, it makes 

them feel safe writing it [all] down but they lose the connection with 

the material. 

Figure 5. Annemarie in her studio, photographed by Jo Crowther. (O’Sullivan, 2018) 
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With that, I headed down to Isfield, a small village in Sussex for a three-day course listed 

on Annemarie’s website, www.annemarieosullivan.co.uk, as “Willow Intermediate Course, Rope 

Wale & Polish Shopper 4-6 May”. The course was described as being, “suitable for anyone who 

has made a minimum of 5 baskets” and included instruction on the following skills: 

 

- How to make a polish shopper with either a block weave or a 

rope wale. 

- How to select the materials for these distinctive weaves. 

- How to complete a rod border with a follow on.  

- How to add a cross handle and if time permits, a lid. 

 

Finally, it stated: “You will make at least one round basket with a handle over the three days.”  

 

Figure 6. An example of a rope waled basket from the course listing next to traditional 

basketmaking tools. (O’Sullivan, 2018) 



 45 

When I arrived the morning of May 4th, I was greeted by Annemarie and by 

@wovenwillowwork, who it turned out was taking the course as well. She introduced herself to 

me as Rachel, followed by her Instagram handle. I was then able to connect her name and her face 

to her work. As the other students started arriving, we all stood in the sun between Annemarie’s 

studio and her home as her husband, Tom, took our orders for hot drinks. He would continue to do 

so throughout the three days, sometimes with a plate of biscuits. There were five students in total 

– four women and one man – roughly between the ages of thirty-five to sixty-five. They were more 

or less local except for Rachel Bower, an basketmaker who grows her own willow and who had 

come all the way from Scotland to take a series of courses to hone her craft. Two of the students 

were repeat students whose level Annemarie was aware of, so she focused on the new students as 

she tried to get a sense of individual skill level. One of the repeat students had made three baskets 

before, the other had made at least two and grew his own willow. Another student was self-taught 

and had made quite a few but not seriously while another had made one willow basket before but 

more recently worked with rush. As far as I could tell based on the students’ work over the course 

of the three days, there were two beginner students, two intermediate, and one experienced maker. 

 

I was struck by the bucolic setting of Annemarie’s sunlit studio – roughly the size of a two-

car garage - overlooking a garden and a field behind it. Her chickens would occasionally wattle 

into the workspace and, on the third day, we spotted a duck crossing the garden followed by its 

ducklings as well as the moving sight of cows being introduced to the neighboring field, urgently 

reuniting with their calves. Next door was Annemarie’s house, long ago the village pub, renovated 

using architectural salvage. As I have come to expect, both her studio and her home were filled 

with baskets. Between the two buildings was a long table where we all sat together each day to eat 

a lunch prepared by Tom using greens from the garden. He and Annemarie collaborated on most 

of her baskets, and he had recently made one of the chairs at the table. The night before the course, 

the willow that had been soaking in water for a week was still not ready to use, so together they 

had improvised a method for speeding the soaking process by adding a heating element to the 

water. 
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The basket that Annemarie had proposed 

for the three-day time-frame was a shopper – a 

round basket with a handle. This could be made 

using one of two different weaves – either a rope 

wale of a block weave. Every student opted for 

the rope waled basket except for one of the 

intermediate students who was interested in 

learning to make a square basket. After speaking 

with Annemarie about the technique on the 

second day, I learned that this weave is not a 

traditional one, but rather one that emerged 

along with a more contemporary and sculptural 

approach to basketmaking. The weave itself can 

be attributed to Danish basketmaker Klaus 

Titze. It has since been adopted and 

reinterpreted by many makers and has made its 

way into the basketmaker’s lexicon. 

 

 

 

Once we had introduced ourselves and the students - some of whom brought their own 

tools in baskets of their own making - settled into their respective work stations in the studio, 

Annemarie had me explain my project. I briefly described my interest in embodied learning and 

she added that basketmaking allows her to access a connection to her body, to her land, and to a 

sense of lifelong learning ahead of her. After she asked me about my background in the craft, she 

began to demonstrate making the base of the basket. I sat off to the side, starting to take notes.  

 

Annemarie described the pros and cons of two proposed methods, the split base and the 

underfoot base. Because the more efficient and stronger underfoot base involves standing on your 

work and doubling over to weave under your feet, it was determined the students who were 

uncomfortable with the physicality of the technique would opt for the other method. She made it 

Figure 7. Klaus Titze’s “rolling baskets.” 

(Titze, 2018) 
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very clear that being able to listen to your body and be aware of its limitations was extremely 

important and that getting used to healthy working habits is especially crucial when you are a 

maker. Her advice was based on experience, as she herself has had physical problems as a result 

of her craft. She added that the objective of the course was not necessarily to walk away with a 

finished basket, but rather to gain an understanding of the materials and techniques that would 

allow the students to apply their new skills autonomously. To that end, she advised against 

excessive note-taking as it would take away from the students’ “haptic connection” to the material 

and suggested that they take notes at the end of the day. She stressed that attention be paid to “the 

memory of the willow”, meaning that any kink or tension on the fibers would affect the willow’s 

behavior. Annemarie went on to demonstrate how to start a split base for the whole class, then 

once the students using that method understood well enough to start working on their own, she 

demonstrated the underfoot base for the rest of the students.  

 

I asked Annemarie questions while she wove the base beneath her feet, and she was 

surprised that I was unfamiliar with this technique. This base used for sturdy, utilitarian, and often 

rural baskets - being very English and Irish - was one that I knew little about. However, a 

basketmaker in the Netherlands, Sven Hoogerhoud, had demonstrated it for me once before while 

insisting that it was very Dutch. The history of basketmaking is an oral history recorded in 

biodegradable objects, so the exact origin of certain techniques or baskets can be difficult to trace. 

As a result, the world of basketry tends to be one filled with speculation, folklore and conflicting 

information. It is, of course, possible that the English brought the technique to the Dutch or vice 

versa, or even that method evolved convergently - but generally speaking, the technique is 

attributed to the English. Annemarie was originally a primary school teacher and learned the craft 

from Irish basketmaker Joe Hogan and English basketmaker Mary Butcher, who is also president 

of the Basketmakers’ Association. In her frame of reference, the underfoot base is ubiquitous, 

which is why she was surprised that I knew so little about it. She asked if I’d like to try it myself, 

which of course, I did. Annemarie encouraged us to make as many bases as we felt we needed to 

in order to internalize the technique, so students made as many as five. At this point, one of the 

students on the other side of the studio observed that taking the course along with other students 

facilitated learning with and from each other, adding to the overall experience. I should note that 
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this was unprompted as I had deliberately not mentioned my interest in communities of practice 

when I presented my project to the students. 

 

I served myself to some willow, grown and cultivated by Annemarie, and at this point she 

was back over to the split base side of the room explaining the next steps. I watched as the two 

students who opted for the underfoot base recalled together what Annemarie had just demonstrated 

as I followed along. Together, we remembered a complex sequence of weaving and executed the 

bases successfully. As I wove, it struck me how much more physical this method was than it 

appeared to be, I was surprised to find that I had difficulty holding the underfoot weaving position. 

I was not yet flexible enough to double over without having to bend my knees, so I struggled to 

hold myself up as my thighs were burning. Annemarie had grown accustomed to holding the 

position and found that it can actually be easier on the body than working on a table because it 

takes strain away from the shoulders and makes efficient use of body weight. With the students 

making a split base, she discussed proper use of tools, awareness of hand position, and even 

caffeine intake. With the students making an underfoot base, she spoke of the body itself as a tool. 

She mentioned that as we develop as makers, there may be “a lot of tension and overuse of the 

muscles in the beginning” but that it “becomes looser and easier as your body learns the most 

efficient way to do these techniques” with practice. After I completed the base, Annemarie invited 

me to continue making a basket along with the class. An hour into my fieldwork, she allowed me 

to engage in embodied research from the position of a participant observer without even thinking 

in those terms. 

 

 Annemarie’s teaching was characterized by a series of demonstrations broken down into 

simple steps with intermittent periods of autonomous work time during which she helped students 

as needed. If students finished early, they took unprompted initiative to fill in dead time between 

demonstrations by practicing making bases, studying baskets, browsing the library of basket-

related books, or having conversations. As the course went on and it became clear which students 

worked more quickly than others, she catered her demonstrations to smaller groups at a time 

according to progress. Over the course of the workshop, the spacing between the demonstrations 

widened as students became more autonomous, allowing more time for conversations in the studio. 

Topics included tips and tricks acquired from other makers in other courses, the value of practical 
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skill, and the etymology of relevant terms. Annemarie and I exchanged quite a bit on the 

differences between French and English techniques, terminology, and methods. She noted that she 

did not realize that the making traditions were so different and asked to see how I was taught 

certain techniques. She also recommended a handful of books that she uses most frequently for 

reference.  Once she understood that I was interested in being a maker and teacher, she offered me 

advice on how to make a living as a basketmaker from a marketing perspective. While most of the 

students’ conversations that were had in the studio focused on the work, we got to know each other 

on a more personal level around the table over lunch.  

 

 It had been a year and a half since I had last worked with willow and I felt very 

much out of practice. In fact, when I first walked into the studio, I was reminded of the distinctive 

smell of willow about which I had since forgotten. Any muscle memory I had once acquired and 

recalled without any thought had mostly vanished along with my calluses and upper body strength. 

My hands quickly developed blisters and at the end of the day, my muscles ached. What most 

people do not realize is that basketmaking is a very physical craft that implicates the entire body 

and adapts it accordingly. After three days, I had gotten stronger, my skin thicker to the point 

where the sensor on my mobile phone no longer recognized my finger print. It is amazing how 

quickly the body adapts as a tool to whatever we demand from it. It is also amazing how quickly 

it loses these adaptations. When I returned to work at Fayl-Billot after the Christmas of 2015, I 

repeatedly cut into my thumb with my knife. Thinking at first that I was being clumsy, I soon 

realized that the callus on my thumb that I had once used to stop the blade had peeled off over 

break, making it once again vulnerable to being cut.  

 

 In the afternoon of the first day, Annemarie demonstrated sliping, or cutting a pointed taper 

on the butt end of a rod of willow. Drawing from a communal basket of tools at the center of the 

room, she explained the different tools we could use for the job, what her preferences were, and 

why. She also stressed the importance of the cutting position and showed us how to cut safely. 

Finally, she had me demonstrate how I was taught to slipe in France and we discussed the 

differences. It seemed that her goal was to have everyone ready to rope wale by morning. At the 

end of the workday, Annemarie offered to stay later to ensure that the students who were behind 

had a chance to catch up. The next day, once everyone had put their stakes into the base of the 
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basket in preparation for building up the sides of the article, Annemarie demonstrated the rope 

wale on a student’s work. She gave us the option of either weaving a simple rope wale or a 

herringbone rope wale. She stressed the importance of controlling the shape of the stakes as it 

would determine the shape of the end result. At this point, the students were able to work fairly 

autonomously as we built up the sides of our baskets which allowed for more conversation in the 

workroom.   

 

 When I asked the self-taught student about her experience with basketmaking, she 

mentioned that she had made baskets for years, but very irregularly. She added that everything that 

she learned about the craft, she learned from books. Annemarie interjected that she couldn’t believe 

that she managed to learn to make a basket from books with no previous instruction. She found 

this impressive and unusual, implying that the craft involves a fair amount of tacit knowledge, 

making it very difficult to translate on paper. The student agreed, saying that teaching herself from 

books involved a great deal of trial and error which made for slow progress, adding that she was 

amazed at how much she had learned in such a short amount of time in the course.  

 

On the third day, it was time to finish up the rope wale - which proved to be a time-

consuming technique - to lay down the border, and to add a handle. Annemarie demonstrated 

making the rod border and helped students execute the tricky technique on an individual basis. 

Once I finished my border, which obviously reflected my lack of practice, I decided that my basket 

was finished and observed the rest of the course. The self-taught student laughed and told 

Annemarie that she would rather make a handle the way that she knew how rather than learn yet 

another new technique because she had reached her point of saturation. By the end of the day, all 

but two had finished their baskets, and Annemarie allowed them to stay longer as they had done 

every day of the course. It was time for me to catch my bus, so I said goodbye to Annemarie. She 

gave me a big hug, wished me luck and let me take my work with me. In Fayl-Billot, I would have 

to buy my own work if I wanted to keep it. I thanked Annemarie and the students and made my 

way home. 
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Figures 8 & 9. Annemarie’s Instagram post showcasing some student work. 
(annemarieosullivanbaskets, 2018) 

Figure 10. Rachel’s Instagram post of her work. (wovenwillowwork, 2018) 
Figure 11. My Instagram post of my work. (mamacamz, 2018) 
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 Eddie Glew. 

 

 
 
 

 

One of the first basketmakers to respond to my Instagram post about participation in my 

research was Eddie Glew of Blithfield Willowcrafts based in Staffordshire. I had interacted with 

Eddie on social media for a few years now ever since my fellowship, so I was happy to get a chance 

to meet him and see the quality of his work in person.  Eddie is a bit of an anomaly in the European 

basketmaking community as he is in his early thirties and is a second generation basketmaker. Not 

too long ago, there were still many full-time basketmakers who were younger and who inherited 

the job from their families, but they have quickly become very rare. That said, most of his training 

came from a long-term apprenticeship with Sally Goymer, an accomplished English basketmaker 

who studied at the basketmaking school at Fayl-Billot. The French influence comes across in her 

work as it does in Eddie’s. 

 

Figure 12. Eddie making a fitched shopper. (Glew, 2018) 
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Given the choice of two courses to observe, I decided to attend a fitched round shopper 

course in Devon. This type of basket depends very heavily on hand positioning and technique, so 

I figured it would provide interesting insight on embodied learning. I headed to Whiddon Down, 

a small village near Exeter for a two-day course on the 17th and 18th of May that would take place 

in the village hall. The course was organized by the South West Basketmakers’ Association, a 

group made up mostly of hobbyists in Devon and Cornwall. There were eight students - all women 

over the age of sixty - and an experienced maker, Richard Kerwood. The latter seemed to have 

organized the course, as he divided his time between weaving commissioned stools off to the side 

and offering food and beverage to the students. Four of the women were repeat students of Eddie’s: 

two that were currently enrolled in his City and Guilds basketmaking course, and two who had 

taken his courses before. In a follow-up email after the course, Eddie added that he knew a couple 

more women who were not repeat students because “[it’s] a small weaving world!”.  It certainly 

is. 

 

The village hall consisted of a large open space, a stage, and a kitchen. The work stations 

were desks and chairs arranged in a semi-circle around the room. On the stage, Eddie laid out 

examples of his work, which he used for reference throughout the class. As students started 

arriving on the morning of the first day, everyone had a chat over hot drinks. It was during this 

time that I was welcomed by Eddie, a smiley and energetic guy who quickly introduced himself 

and got back to work setting up. I then met the two students who were pursuing a City and Guilds 

basketmaking qualification at Westhope College, the only one of its kind in the UK. They said that 

they were hoping to supplement their training since they only met one weekend a month – too 

infrequently to internalize and recall techniques. Next, I had a chat with Eddie and Richard about 

the varieties of willow used in the course. I learned that Eddie does not grow his own willow for 

lack of land and instead buys it from a supplier, while Richard grows dozens of varieties as part of 

his business, Windrush Willow, that he runs with his wife, Suzanne. Once the students settled in 

at their desks, each one accompanied by a basket of their own making filled with tools, it was time 

for the course to begin.  

 

Eddie asked everyone to get up and gather around him in the middle of the room as he 

introduced the basket as well as some tools. Though the basketmaker’s tools are largely the same, 
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every maker has preferences or tricks of their own. He specified that it was more important for the 

students to gain a better sense of technique than to leave the course with a finished and beautiful 

basket. After he had me briefly explain my research to the group, he began to demonstrate making 

the base of the basket. Eddie emphasized the importance of the choice and handling of willow in 

order to make a “balanced basket.” He also stressed the proper hand and body positions to assume 

while working as he has already resorted to physical therapy as a result of his work. He even 

pointed out that he was starting to hunch over from not having worked in an upright posture. 

Having had to adapt the techniques that he learned to his left-handedness, he added “find a way 

that you’re comfortable cutting the willow.” 

 

While each student got to work after the first demonstration, Eddie came over to me to ask 

if I’d like to make anything and invited me to “play around.” I gladly accepted. Thirty minutes 

into the course, I became a participant observer. Being a little rusty, I decided to follow along with 

the class. I was excited to weave the base of the basket because it was using a different technique 

than how I learned. Since I had documented and posted my relatively short but intensive 

apprenticeship in basketmaking on Instagram, Eddie already knew what I had learned and from 

where - as he put it, “I’ve seen all your baskets.” Similarly, I had also seen a great deal of his work, 

so we both had a good sense of each other’s work before meeting. Next, Eddie demonstrated 

cleaving the willow - a method of splitting a rod in three – stressing the importance of hand position 

and of hand position and attentiveness to the material 

 

By the time lunch came around, most people had finished their bases. Richard laid out the 

potluck style meal and everyone served themselves and ate at their desks. Though there was some 

conversation, the nature of the layout was not conducive to the family-style atmosphere facilitated 

by a communal table. This, along with the slightly larger class size and the echo of the large room, 

resulted in a less bonded group despite the fact that we were eating homemade dishes together. 

Strangely, most of the conversations took place while the students were working and involved 

enthusiastic discussions about different techniques and makers. However, lunch time was a good 

chance for me to ask Eddie and Richard some questions about teaching and making. Eddie said 

that he loves it when new students who may not take the craft very seriously are dumbfounded by 

the physicality and skill it involves. 
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Compared to the average basketmaker, Eddie does a lot of teaching. Besides the qualifying 

course at Westhope College, he teaches his own one-on-one courses in his workshop and group 

courses nearby. He also teaches for various events and groups such as the South West 

Basketmakers’ Association. When I asked him about the ideal class size, he said that six students 

is ideal, while eight remains feasible. Richard added that it depends on the basket that is being 

taught as some kinds allow for more autonomy than others. In the case of the frame basket, for 

example, once the armature is built, time is mostly spent filling in gaps with a simple weave. 

Richard has taught over a dozen students at a time to make a frame basket jointly with Suzanne. 

 

Next, Eddie demonstrated making scalloms, a method of cutting the butt of the willow in 

a scooping motion to create a ribbon-like taper flexible enough to tie onto your work. He stressed 

once again the proper position and technique, adding that we should do what is most comfortable 

to us. Soon after, he showed everyone how to attach the scalloms to the base of the basket. Eddie’s 

teaching consisted of periodical group demonstrations, a couple demonstrations for those ahead of 

the class, and demonstrations on an individual basis. When he wasn’t demonstrating, he was either 

answering questions, giving tips, or having a chat. He stressed the importance of thinking of the 

steps ahead at every stage of the process of making a basket. Towards the end of the first day, 

Eddie announced that he was planning on having everyone finish attaching their scalloms to their 

bases by the end of the day, and that he was happy to stay late with the students to make sure they 

caught up.  

 

The next morning, everybody had made the same progress, so Eddie went on to 

demonstrate fitching. This technique for making openwork baskets involves tying every stake 

together while shaping the basket. The result is a line drawn once or twice around the form, holding 

everything in place. Fitching involves repeating a precise sequence of hand movements at the same 

angle to ensure the regularity of the weave and of the shape of the basket. After the demonstration, 

Eddie went from student to student to ensure that they had understood the necessary choreography. 

Some of the students opted for a shape that angled inward, while others chose to make a more 

traditional shape, resulting in an impressive variety of different objects around the room. 
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When it came to laying 

the border, Eddie gave a 

demonstration on a student’s 

work and shared tips for the hand 

position that I found very helpful 

in creating more regular work. 

When he came around to check 

on me, I expressed this and he 

said that he loved watching 

different makers make borders 

because it’s the stage of the 

process that reveals individual 

quirks and tricks. There was talk 

around the room of Jenny Crisp’s 

borders, which I would see for 

myself the next day. 

 

 

 

Finally, Eddie showed everyone how to put a handle on the basket and encouraged us to 

make it short. He said that students tend to make handles far too long which takes away from the 

strength of the final object and does not look as nice. I finished up, pleased with my handle, and 

got ready to catch my train to the next course. I offered my email to students interested in reading 

my thesis, thanked Eddie for his kindness, and said goodbye to the class. It was a very enthusiastic 

group of makers who were eager to share what they knew and learn new skills. In a post on 

Instagram regarding the two courses he taught for the South West Basketmaker’s association, 

Eddie wrote: “you know it’s been a good week when you feel you’ve learnt as much as your 

students have.” (Glew, 2018) 

 

 

Figure 13. Hand position when making a rod border. 
(mamacamz, 2018) 
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Figure 14. My fitched round shopper made in Eddie’s course. (mamacamz, 2018) 
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 Jenny Crisp. 

 

 
 

  

 

When I was in Villaines-les-Rochers in the Summer of 2016, I visited an English 

basketmaker whose name I heard mentioned several times throughout my fellowship, David Drew. 

We had a long conversation about basketmaking, and when I asked him to recommend makers to 

visit, the only person he named was his former student, Jenny Crisp. I had heard of Jenny before 

but was unfamiliar with her work as I was with that of most English basketmakers at the time. 

After a bit of research, I became intrigued by the quality and strong design of her work. I was also 

very interested in seeing her teaching style, as David is known for teaching non-verbally, strictly 

through observation. 

 

 I sent Jenny an email explaining my research and asking if I could observe one of her 

classes. She kindly replied: “[Your] project sounds very interesting. I would be delighted and very 

Figure 15. Jenny Crisp in her studio, photographed by Jeremy Phillips. (Crisp, 2018) 
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interested to be part of it. Working with willow has a lot to teach us all.” I eagerly decided to sit in 

on a fitched shopper course for the same reason I had chosen Eddie’s course - the technique 

demanded precisely angled movements, practice, and knifework to execute, making it perfect for 

studying embodied learning. The course also took place immediately after Eddie’s, on the 19th and 

20th of May, which would allow for a compelling juxtaposition of different techniques and teaching 

styles. On the night of the 18th of May, I travelled from Exeter to Leominster - a small town in 

Herefordshire – to attend the two-day course.  

 

 On the morning of the first day of the course, I entered Jenny’s basket-filled home. Her 

studio led to a courtyard sheltered by a large tent and a garden behind it, full of willow. That is 

where I met Jenny who welcomed me and introduced me to her students. Her friend Patty was 

there as her assistant and offered everyone hot drinks before we started. Jenny’s two dogs circled 

the group, taking advantage of the extra attention. Most of the students had opted for 

accommodation on location, which was offered as part of the course, so they were finishing up 

their breakfast. One of them was wearing a rush hat he had made in a course the day before. There 

were six students in total, four women and two men over the age of forty, and all but two were 

repeat students. They asked me about my research to which they had a very positive response from 

the start.  

 

 The work stations were chairs with the legs cut off about a foot below the seat arranged in 

a circle under the tent. The students who were older or had physical problems were offered higher 

chairs to work on if they needed them. There was a large basket of communal tools, mostly French, 

laid out for those who did not bring their own. Once everyone settled in, many flanked by baskets 

of their own making filled with tools, Jenny introduced the basket as well as possible variations 

on it. She mentioned that she was finishing up writing a beginners’ book of different projects that 

could be made without any technical knifework because she didn’t see how that could be translated 

on paper. Next, Jenny had everyone sort the willow into three piles by thickness. Everyone took a 

bundle, sorted it at their seats and then combined their thin, medium, and large willow. It was a 

hot day, so Patty put out a pitcher of chilled elderflower water on the table by the garden. I sat off 

to the side, taking notes and occasionally asking questions.  
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When everyone was busy sorting, I asked Jenny about whether she grew her own willow. 

She told me that she has a field five miles from her home and recently started growing some in her 

garden. However, she ran a bit short this year, so the willow being used for the course was from a 

supplier. Jenny mentioned that planting and cultivating willow is physically arduous and that she 

might have one more field left in her. Having planted and cultivated my own willow, I can confirm 

that it is very hard work. We also discussed my background in basketry, and she said that I have 

received the best possible instruction having trained at Fayl-Billot. She added that Sally Goymer 

studied there and that it shows in the quality of her work. In Jenny’s view, the French basketmaking 

tradition managed to be preserved thanks to a more favorable view of the craftsman. In England, 

however, the craftsman was not as valued, resulting in a loss of tradition. 

 

 Once the willow was sorted, everyone gathered around Jenny as she demonstrated making 

the base of the basket. Like in Eddie’s course, the base was constructed on a hoop made of willow, 

but that is where the similarities end. Eddie used soaked willow wrapped around a wooden jig with 

zip ties and dried in an oven, a very clever trick for having hoops ready quickly when teaching a 

class. He then taught us to fill out the entire base with woven willow. Jenny preferred to shape the 

willow while it was green and fix it with adhesive tape and nails as it dried naturally. She opted 

for an openwork, fitched base. As 

Jenny worked, she explained that the 

strength of fitching comes from the 

torque and tension on the fibers of the 

willow facilitated by the technique. 

She explained the practical and 

structural reasons behind every step of 

the process as she went along. She also 

stressed that the quality of the finished 

object relied heavily on the choice of 

material– the variety of willow, its 

shape, and its thickness.  

 

 

Figure 16. Base that Jenny made during the 
demonstration. (Labarre, 2018) 
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 Two hours into the course, Jenny came up to me and asked if I’d like to make something, 

to “play” around with the willow. I gladly accepted, assuming the role of a participant observer for 

the third time. Having run out of oval hoops for the bases, Jenny handed me a round one and I got 

to work fitching the base. As I worked, I looked around to get a sense of everyone’s level. There 

were at least two beginner students, one experienced, and the rest were intermediate.  One of the 

beginner students - the only one who had never fitched before - was lost, so she watched her 

neighbor to try and get a sense of technique.  Only once she had tried to work it out on her own 

unsuccessfully did she ask Jenny to come help. The experienced student came up to me and 

introduced herself as Clare Revera. Clare, like Eddie, teaches a City and Guilds course at Westhope 

College and is one of the basketmakers that I reached out to on Instagram for the purposes of my 

research. She very kindly accepted, but because of a conflict in my schedule I was unable to attend 

her course. It should be clear by now that the basketmaking community is, in fact, a “small world.” 

 

 Once everyone had finished their bases, we gathered around the table for a lunch prepared 

by Patty and Jenny. I sat across from Jenny and she started to ask me questions about Fayl-Billot 

and I asked her questions about her own training. Jenny started basketmaking in her early twenties 

through a year-long apprenticeship with David Drew. She said that David and his wife, Judith, 

became parental figures for her during that time. David himself learned the craft by observing 

makers at work in Somerset, which explains the largely non-verbal style of teaching for which he 

in known. However, Jenny specified that he developed that style later in life. She asked if I was 

interested in teaching basketmaking myself, and I replied that I was, so she offered some advice. 

Jenny said that students tend to be frustrated that they are not able to make a perfect basket the 

first time because they don’t understand that “it is a skill that you gradually learn, like dancing.” I 

commented on how nice it was that every class that I’ve observed involved communal meals, and 

Jenny added that eating together made a big difference in how bonded the students became during 

the course. A couple of the students agreed. The topics of conversation around the table were about 

other courses, how practical skill is undervalued, how these courses tend to attract like-minded 

people, how the courses build a small community, and the importance of slowing down. It should 

be noted that I was deliberately vague about my research interests in order to avoid any bias, so 

these topics were largely unprompted. 
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 After lunch, it was time for a scalloming demonstration. Jenny showed us how to assume 

the “safe cutting position” that would cause the least amount of strain on the body, as each of us 

would have to cut at least seventy scalloms. The position was similar to Eddie’s but the scallom 

was not. Eddie taught the French method- a more ribbon-like scallom with an even taper and cut 

two at a time - while Jenny preferred single scalloms with a thicker tip for added strength and a 

notch at the top. She showed us a very useful trick that I never heard of before – that the thumb 

supporting the willow can be used as a lever to control the length and cleanliness of the cut 

depending on subtle variations of its angle. Once the demonstration was over, Jenny said that she 

would cut a scallom for each student and added: “close your eyes and run your fingers over it, and 

it should give you a lot of information.” She also cut scalloms while everyone worked so that we 

could refer to her position when necessary and to help the slower students catch up. 

 

We were then treated to more hot drinks and orange ice lollies before Jenny demonstrated 

attaching the scalloms to the base. Once I cut all my scalloms, I starting mounting them to the base 

much too tightly because that is how I was taught in France. I had to cut another thirty scalloms to 

make my way around the base, so at this point I had already deviated from the fitched shopper that 

was being taught. I decided to go on 

with the basket as it was to see what 

would happen. It was interesting that 

there were such variations in making 

depending on location. Not only do the 

techniques have different names, but 

they mean different things. Towards the 

end of the day, it was clear to Jenny that 

we were a bit behind, so she suggested 

that we all meet an hour earlier the next 

day to make sure everyone had enough 

time to finish. She had planned for the 

scalloms to be mounted by the end of the 

first day.     

 Figure 17. Scalloms mounted on my basket, 
viewed from the bottom (mamacamz, 2018) 
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 The next morning, as some of the students finished up their breakfast, we were offered hot 

drinks as we chatted about the royal wedding which took place the day before. Once everyone was 

ready, Jenny started demonstrating fitching, a technique that requires very specific hand 

movements to achieve. The angle of the willow and the spaces between the rods determine the 

quality of the fitch and the overall shape of the basket. Because Jenny made sure that we were all 

at the same stage the day before, everyone started fitching at the same time as she assisted students 

on an individual basis as needed. Because I had mounted so many stakes on the base, Jenny gave 

me the option of either cutting every other rod so that the basket would angle inward – a more 

traditional shape used for measuring and stacking bushels - or leaving it as is and fan the shape 

outward. I chose the latter so that I could make a thicker border. 

 

 When I was ready to lay down the border of the basket, Jenny came over and showed me 

how she likes to do it. She is known for her intricate basket borders, so I was excited to learn her 

technique. Every basketmaker seems to adopt a different choreography when it comes to the 

border. As soon as she started demonstrating, she smiled and expressed relief because she had not 

been able to indulge in more technical work for some time because of her book. Once I had finished 

the border, Patty asked if I planned on selling the basket, to which Jenny exclaimed: “No! She will 

keep it for reference.” That is exactly what I planned to do; I collect baskets for that very reason. 

If we liken the acquisition of different techniques to that of vocabulary, then the more we know 

how to make, the more easily baskets can be read, repeated, and reinterpreted. In that sense, a 

basket collection functions like a library that can be used for reference, which is why every maker 

I’ve met has an almost absurd collection of their own. 

 

 Jenny demonstrated the border a couple more times to smaller groups of students as they 

were ready. Once most of them had finished, she went on the demonstrate the border, showing a 

hand-hammering technique involving grasping the willow firmly in the left hand and hitting it with 

the right hand loosely cupped around the willow to help drive a thick rod into the weave of the 

basket. She explained, that students tend to make the handles too tall, and that a shorter handle 

would actually be much stronger. As the students went to work finishing their baskets, Jenny asked 

me if I would rather have done an apprenticeship than pursue a Masters degree. She said that I was 

both manual and intellectual, like her daughter, and that it could be hard to choose. I replied that 
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the subject of my thesis was an attempt to not only appeal to both the practical and intellectual 

sides of me, but to treat them as one in the same. We both acknowledged that a balance is difficult 

to achieve with the educational system in place but that it should be possible to do both. It was 

time for me to catch my train back to Cambridge, so I offered my email to whichever students 

might be interested in reading my thesis, bought some tools and said goodbye to Jenny. She gave 

me a hug and I was on my way. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18. My finished basket. (mamacamz, 2018) 
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Analysis and Discussion 

 

 Through the analysis of my fieldwork, this section will serve to highlight lessons that craft 

training has to teach about learning as the interaction of embodied minds. This analysis will, in 

turn, produce questions for further study. 

 

The Craft of Embodied Learning 

 

 The first thing to point out is that all three teachers invited me to make a basket along with 

the class the first morning of the course. Before I arrived, I asked them for permission to attend as 

an observer, but they graciously allowed me to assume the role of participant observer without 

thinking in those terms. Granted, they knew about my background as a maker and one cannot make 

generalizations based on three cases. That said, it is not insignificant that all three makers made 

the same decision. It seems that makers inherently understand the value of embodied learning 

because they are systematically engaged in practical skill. All three makers also demonstrated an 

acknowledgement of learning as a life-long process, suggesting an unspoken awareness of triadic 

learning. Lastly, the makers showed an understanding that with practice, the body finds the most 

efficient way to complete a given task – a tacit understanding of body maps and neuroplasticity. 

This somatic awareness is hardly surprising given that the makers depend on their bodies for a 

living and all three have experienced physical problems as a result of this dependence.  

 

 Being allowed to engage in the activity that I was observing gave me invaluable insight 

that I would not have had access to if not through my body. For example, watching Annemarie’s 

students weave the underfoot base did nothing to inform me about the physicality of the technique, 

while making the base certainly did. This, in turn, allowed me to gain a better sense of the students’ 

frame of mind and skill level. Another significant outcome of being allowed to participate is that 

it allowed me to interact in the space as an insider rather than as an outsider - to become a member 

of the community of practice and to engage with it through that lens.  

 

Both Eddie and Jenny used the word play when they invited me to participate, and that 

word is not insignificant. Play implies creative problem solving, experimentation, and the joy of 
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making. Responding to Richard Sennet’s view that the labor of craft is not generally an enjoyable 

experience, David Gauntlett argues that not only does craft bring joy to the maker, but joy is the 

motivation for making. (2011) I am inclined to agree with Gauntlett, though I would use the word 

pleasure rather than joy. While joy suggests elation, pleasure suggests satisfaction. It is a pleasure 

to start a project, to create, and to find a rhythm as you engage with your body as a tool. Though 

improvisation and problem-solving can be a frustrating experience, as Sennet suggests, the 

gratification of succeeding in a task as a result of perseverance brings a sense of accomplishment. 

Regardless of success, this process is invariably a learning experience.  

 

 

Improvisation and Adaptability 

 

Everything about the courses demonstrated the makers’ adaptability as teachers. Despite 

the advertised intermediate level of the courses, all three makers ended up with a group of mixed-

level students. They adapted their teaching on an individual basis to accommodate ability. 

Additionally, the skills and goals of each student resulted in a remarkably varied collection of work 

that they helped make individualized decisions for. All three makers also extended the work day 

to allow students to catch up. This was, of course, facilitated by the small class sizes and the 

informal setting. This is in stark contrast with my experience in the vocational school at Fayl-Billot 

where the goal was to make an exact replica of the model basket down to the millimeter and the 

hours were strictly respected. The informal setting and small size of the class allowed room for 

spontaneity and improvisation, accommodating the individual needs of the students. Their 

approach is aligned with Dewey’s view of  education as guided but unstructured learning. 

 

 

Triadic Learning 

 

 Based on my findings, I am inclined to agree with Lave and Wenger’s observation that a 

dyadic master-apprentice dynamic is actually not characteristic of apprenticeship. Throughout the 

entirety of my experience in the basketmaking community of practice, I have learned as much from 

my peers as I have from my teachers. It is also clear to me that the teachers take every opportunity 
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to learn from their students. There was constant exchange surrounding tips and tricks and, in some 

cases, the students were asked to demonstrate what they knew. I also observed many instances of 

peer-learning in a community of practice as students discussed techniques and jointly recalled 

demonstrations. 

 

 

Identity 

 

A subject that doesn’t get enough attention in educational research despite its salience is 

that of the formation of identity. Once we internalize the fact that learning is a social practice 

within a community that involves the transmission and evolution of culture, then it seems obvious 

that, in turn, the adoption or rejection of said culture defines individual identity. Inversely, 

individual identity also affects that of the community. I am in agreement with Lave and Wenger 

in that respect. However, it seems that motor for the formation of identity is a sense of purpose. A 

focus on purpose, as it relates to the individual and to the community, has been lacking in my own 

academic experience. That said, it has been the driving force behind every arts educational 

experience I have ever had. Perhaps it would be valuable to treat issues surrounding motivation 

and disaffection in educational research as issues relating to identity and purpose. The importance 

of arts education is based in our nature to create and to make meaning - there are certainly 

pedagogical lessons to be learned from the arts. 

 

 Exposure to the basketmaking community during a formative period of my life has molded 

the person that I have become and my sense of purpose. Being allowed into a community of makers 

and seeing how they live and work has taught me a lot about myself and what is important to me 

in a way that formal education never did. I believe the reason for that is the strong sense of 

community that does not tend to be stressed in school.  
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Questions for Further Study: Crafting Community 

 

 

 The home. 

  

 The authors mentioned in the literature review address the potential value of informal 

learning environments, but what can be said of a domestic setting? To be invited to spend time in 

someone’s home, to meet their family members, pets, and animals, and to share meals with them 

does a lot to make you feel welcome as a new member of a community of practice. Domestic 

spaces are a specific kind of informal setting in that they are intrinsically personal. They allow for 

an inherent, unspoken sense of belonging and of being welcomed thanks to the addition of a 

curious factor: hospitality. It may seem overly romantic to consider the role of hospitality in 

education, but I would be very interested to investigate this idea further. Of the three courses 

observed in my case studies, the two that took place in the makers’ homes fostered significantly 

more bonded groups who engaged in more conversations and peer learning. In addition, all three 

courses featured assistants - Tom, Richard, and Patty – who were in charge of hospitality. This 

suggests that the makers were well aware of the significance of making the students feel welcome, 

though perhaps not in educational terms. 

 

It should be noted that in discussing the merits of domestic learning environments, I am 

not addressing the issue of home schooling. I do not know enough about it to comment, but it 

seems to be a form of learning that is not characterized by the notion of learning as a social practice. 

Rather, I am focusing on the potential role of an intimate, familial setting for creating a sense of 

community through hospitality and gratitude. To gain insight on the educational influence of a 

domestic setting, it might be useful to look towards art museums that stress the importance of that 

particular context for learning like Kettle’s Yard or the Barnes Collection. In both cases, the 

collectors took great care in curating their homes and were adamant about the fact that they did 

not want the artwork divorced from the domestic setting. In the case of Albert C. Barnes, he 

specifically intended for his home to be preserved as a center for learning, though his collection 

was sadly put into a museum posthumously.  
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Food and community. 

 

 A surprising finding to emerge from my fieldwork is the importance of shared meals for 

creating a sense of community. Aside from the act of making, eating together has been a common 

denominator that ran through my case studies and my previous basketmaking experience. Being a 

rather efficient and introverted person myself, it had not occurred to me until I analyzed my 

fieldwork how important food can be in building community and reinforcing learning as a social 

practice. Being provided a meal and a seat at the table does a lot to encourage a sense of belonging, 

and conversations over a meal provide a context for informal and unstructured learning – that 

which is encouraged by Dewey, Lave, Wenger, and Illich.  

 

Could it be that makers inherently understand the significance of sharing meals? For 

centuries, craftspeople in France were known as compagnons. Etymologically, this means 

“someone with whom to break bread.” That said, sharing meals may not be enough to encourage 

exchange. Though all three case studies featured shared meals, only two were had around a single 

large table. The family-style communal table seemed to be a key factor for encouraging 

unstructured learning and exchange in the form of conversation and creating a more bonded group. 

This brings us back to Wenger’s assertion that learning cannot be designed. As a result of my 

research, I am inclined to think that perhaps it can. The learning environment seems to play a 

significant role in the community dynamic, even something as simple as eating a meal at the same 

table. The educational context can be designed in a way that fosters learning as a meaningful social 

practice. 
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Conclusion 

The brain does not live inside the head, even though it is its formal 

habitat. It reaches out to the body, and with the body it reaches out 

to the world. 

-Frank Wilson, 1998  

 

 As we have seen, craft has a lot to teach us about embodied learning and of community. 

From the maker’s perspective, learning is certainly characterized by the interaction of embodied 

minds. This view of learning is not only pertinent to the research subjects, but also to the researcher 

as a participant observer. I have certainly learned a lot during my research that I would have easily 

overlooked had I not taken an embodied approach. The characterization of learning as the 

interaction of embodied minds is based not in ideology, but rather in physiology. Despite our 

culturally ingrained tendency towards dualism, the singularity of the embodied mind – the vehicle 

with which we interpret the world -  is a biological fact. This should be reflected in the way we 

teach. To quote Howard Gardner, “[only] if we expand and reformulate our view of what counts 

as human intellect will we be able to devise more appropriate ways of assessing it and more 

effective ways of educating it.” (1985, p.4). Because human intellect includes and arguably stems 

from practical skill, making is a necessary part of our education. As it was put by educational 

psychologist Guy Claxton: “we are only as smart as we are because we are enmeshed in a world 

of our own making” (2015 p.8).  

 The role of community in education is in the formation of identity, purpose, and a sense of 

belonging. Whether or not we are aware of it, and however loosely it is defined, it is the motor 

behind everything we do. Without community, the experience of my research would be stripped 

of any meaning. Social learning is an essential aspect of human nature and this should be valued 

and reflected in pedagogy. Community is a key source of motivation and a focus on its influence 

could provide valuable insight on how to combat disaffection. It is necessary to reconsider what it 

means to teach and to learn – the result could have far-reaching implications. 
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Figure 19. A photograph of myself making a basket at Jenny’s. (mamacamz, 2018) 
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