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ABSTRACT 

Situated in the field of adult learning, this thesis examines why individuals 

choose to engage in non-credentialed learning outside of formal education 

institutions, and explores how the individual’s sense of self is affected by 

participation in a Community of Practice where activity is the mediating factor. 

The study focuses on soft material craft activity, specifically, how learning is 

accessed and mediated in online and physical craft groups. This study seeks to 

both respond to, and advance, existing research into adult learning and making 

communities. 

The study is located within a social constructivist paradigm, drawing on Anna 

Stetsenko’s Cultural Historical Activity Theory, Etienne Wenger’s Communities 

of Practice, and Barbara Rogoff’s model of Learning by Observing and Pitching 

In. The study contains four data sets. The first focuses on the intra-personal 

effects of learning a new activity in an unfamiliar context through analysis of an 

autoethnographic narrative detailing the researcher’s personal experience 

learning traditional crafts in Peru. The remaining three data sets examine the 

inter-personal aspects of group learning. These include in-depth interviews 

with eight participants in online and physical craft groups, analysis of 345 posts 

and 2038 comments harvested from two online craft groups, and field notes 

detailing participant observations of four physical craft group meet-ups. 

Constructivist Grounded Theory and a General Inductive approach are 

employed in the analysis of data. 

Analysis of the four data sets resulted in three key findings. Firstly, that 

participants are motivated to engage in non-credentialed learning activity by a 

desire to align with desirable social narratives. Secondly, that previous 

experience in related Communities of Practice, particularly formal education, 

influences how individuals respond to, and make meaning from, unfamiliar 
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activities. Thirdly, that the boundaries between Communities of Practice are 

critical to the development and performance of identity.  

These findings lead to the development of a holistic model for adult learning 

which articulates the multiple and overlapping contexts in which learning 

occurs, and the role these contexts, and the boundaries between them, play in 

the development of identity and the qualified self. I argue that participation in 

formal education results in the construction of meaning schema that influence 

how individuals make meaning from experience and I consider how this impacts 

on the learning that occurs in informal and non-formal contexts. The thesis 

concludes by considering the implications for adult learners, tertiary education 

institutions and education policy makers and suggesting directions for future 

research. 
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 

Situated in the field of adult learning, this thesis examines why individuals choose 

to engage in non-credentialed learning outside of formal education institutions, and 

explores how the individual’s sense of self is affected by participation in a 

Community of Practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) where activity is the mediating 

factor.  

The study examines the learning process through the context of craft activity, or 

making communities, by considering how participation in craft activities contribute 

to an individual’s sense of identity, both as a learner and as an active agent within 

their society. The study focuses on participation in soft material craft activity, e.g. 

sewing, weaving, knitting, and quilting. Within the study, the term making is used 

to describe a goal-oriented process resulting in production of an artifact, while the 

terms craft and activity are used to describe the fluid, often discontinuous processes 

of manual production, that may or may not result in a finished item. 

This study aims to increase understanding of the value of activity to learning and 

consider how participation in this activity affects learners’ sense of identity. 

Possible benefits of this research include a clearer understanding of the relationship 

between activity and the development of cognitive ability, an increased 

understanding of what motivates individuals to voluntarily engage in non-

credentialed activity, and an insight into how learning occurs in informal 

Communities of Practice where activity is the mediating factor. 

The following sections of this chapter locate this study at the intersection of craft 

research, adult learning, and informal Communities of Practice. Firstly, I discuss 

social learning, formal education, and adult community education as they relate to 

making communities or craft activity. I then introduce the research questions and 

situate the study within the context of craft research and the wider eco-system of 

adult learning. Finally, I describe my perspective as a researcher, including my 

background, motivation, and assumptions, before defining some key terms, and 

ending with an overview of the structure of this thesis. 
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1.1 The relationship between social learning and formal education 

The educational landscape in New Zealand and the Western World at large is in a 

state of flux. Digital communication methods are rapidly replacing more traditional 

didactic methods of tertiary teaching, and students are demanding education that 

is transferable and flexible enough to meet the constantly changing needs of the 

modern workforce. In response to increasing industrialisation and digitalisation, 

hands on, practical craft learning is slowly disappearing from the curricula of both 

compulsory schooling and tertiary education in Commonwealth countries and 

being replaced with more theoretical design courses (Houghton & Mason, 2002; 

Metcalf, 2007; Olson, 1997). In his forward to the Wolf Report (Wolf, 2011, p. 6) 

then United Kingdom Minister of State and Further Education, Skills and Lifelong 

Learning, John Hayes MP notes that: 

While there have been many calls over the years for greater parity 

of esteem between academic and vocational qualifications, in 

practice this has meant making what is practical more academic, to 

the detriment of both. It is time, as the Secretary of State has said, 

that we recognise the ‘inherent value of craftsmanship’ – the 

intrinsic richness of manual work, practical and technical 

competences.  

Hayes’ observation captures the crisis facing craft education, driven by a 

widespread social shift towards the ‘work of the head’, in preference to the ‘work of 

the hands’. Alongside a decrease in craft education in compulsory schooling, 

research by the UK Craft Council (Pooley & Rowell, 2016) indicates that the number 

of students taking non-regulated, entry-level craft courses is increasing. However, 

both the number of tertiary education craft courses and the number of students 

enrolling in them, is declining rapidly. The irony implied by this data is that despite 

a decrease in the supply of, and demand for, formally accredited craft education, the 

desire of individuals to learn craft skills informally continues to grow.   

Alongside the shift in craft learning, from a core curriculum subject to an extra-

curricular activity, is a growing recognition of the value of learning that occurs 
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outside formal education settings. In September 2017, NZ Talent, a consortium of 

over 100 New Zealand companies including Xero, Fonterra, The Warehouse, Spark 

and Fisher and Paykel, issued an open letter to New Zealanders stating that tertiary 

qualifications would no longer be required for a number of skilled roles in their 

organisations. NZ Talent explain that this approach is part of “a global trend 

recognising the growing demand for contemporary skills that are often learnt 

outside formal education programmes” (NZ Talent, 2017).  

Almost a decade earlier, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) embarked on a programme of research to develop a 

framework for recognising non-formal and informal learning, acknowledging that 

“it is very likely that this learning, taking place at home, at the workplace or 

elsewhere, is a lot more important, relevant and significant than the kind of learning 

that occurs in formal settings” (OECD, n.d.; Werquin, 2007) The OECD’s claim that 

the areas of non-formal and informal learning have been under-researched, with 

most research being focused on outcomes from formal education and training, is 

supported by others in the field, including Scribner and Cole (1973), Golding, 

Brown, and Foley (2009) and Schwier (2012). 

Flexible, adaptable, lifelong learners 

The acknowledgement that to succeed in the future world of work will require 

flexibility, adaptability, resilience, and transferable skills rather than fixed, subject 

specific knowledge, has serious implications for tertiary education as we know it. 

When we need to learn, we no longer automatically turn to traditional educational 

institutions, instead, YouTube, blogs and online education resources such as Skill 

Share1 are now often our first port of call. Informal learning communities and 

micro-credentials, that do not require large commitments of money or time and 

satisfy an immediate need, are increasingly becoming preferred learning options 

(Gorard, 2018; Ifenthaler, Bellin-Mularski, & Mah, 2016; Kamenetz, 2013). Laneway 

Learning2 is an Australian model that has recently spread to Auckland and offers 

one-off evening classes in local cafes ‘taught’ by subject experts. The class topics are 

 

1 Skill Share: (https://www.skillshare.com) 

2  Laneway Learning: (https://www.lanewaylearning.com) 

https://www.skillshare.com/?via=header
https://www.lanewaylearning.com/
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chosen in response to public interest and provide an introduction to a subject in an 

informal social setting. Adults are increasingly using resources like these to curate 

their own programme of lifelong learning. 

The release of the New Zealand Productivity Commission’s New models of tertiary 

education: Final Report (2017), highlighted the importance the then New Zealand 

Government placed on investigating new and innovative ways to meet post-school 

learning needs. The report’s findings included the observation that “The tertiary 

education system is increasingly oriented towards full-time study, towards younger 

students (under 25 years) and away from extramural study” (New Zealand 

Productivity Commission, 2017, p. 442). The report went on to recommend that 

capable education providers be encouraged to “experiment with new models, both 

within and outside the publicly funded system” (New Zealand Productivity 

Commission, 2017, p. 455). Much research into new models of education in the 

digital age has focused on e-learning or distance education, however, these methods 

often fail to deliver the social or communal experiences that are such a critical 

aspect of successful institutional learning. The examination of learning within its 

social context is essential if we are to develop new models of education that result 

in capable, adaptable, and emotionally healthy citizens. 

Adult Community Education 

In many jurisdictions, non-formal learning, or ‘hobby’ learning opportunities are 

provided through subsidised community education, and the extent to which the 

adult community education offering is aligned to broader economic goals, such as 

addressing labour market shortfalls, varies depending on the perspectives of the 

government of the day. In May 2009, the New Zealand Government reduced funding 

for Adult Community Education (ACE) from $16 million to $3 million, resulting in a 

drop of 150,000 in the number of people enrolled in ACE (NZPA, 2009). In 2014, the 

New Zealand Labour Party, then in opposition, launched its ACE policy, announcing 

that it would provide $13 million a year in additional funding for the sector over 

two years, and a further $9 million after that (New Zealand Herald, 2014). Similarly, 

in 2008, the Ministerial Council for Vocational and Technical Education of Australia 

announced a new Ministerial Declaration on ACE (Australia. Ministerial Council for 
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Vocational and Technical Education, 2008), which identified that around 40% of 

Australia’s 2005 working population did not have a formal post-school qualification 

(Volkoff, 2012). The declaration acknowledged the role played by the ACE sector in 

developing social capital, community capacity and social participation (Cameron & 

Harrison, 2012; Knott, 2014). 

These examples from recent history illustrate the often-contested value of non-

formal and informal education, reflecting more fundamental underlying questions 

about the purpose of ‘low stakes’ learning and whether education that does not 

directly contribute to positive labour market outcomes should be publicly funded. 

This study seeks to address these questions by considering participation in informal 

learning that occurs outside of tertiary education institutions. The study applies a 

‘learning lens’ across this activity, investigating the social, emotional, and cognitive 

effects of participation and exploring the implications of this for how we conceive 

of tertiary education and lifelong learning for the future. 

1.2 Why study craft learning?  

The link between soft material crafts and adult learning may seem tenuous at first 

glance. However, combining two such seemingly disparate fields into one study 

enables examination of some of the implicit assumptions that underpin our ideas 

about learning. The concept of what counts as learning, and what learning is most 

valuable, has long been the focus of debate for educational scholars. Taxonomies 

have been developed to categorise learning by type (Claxton, 2000; Gardner, 1993), 

level, (Bateson, 1972; Biggs & Collis, 1982; B. S. Bloom, 1956) and the context in 

which it occurs, (Dewey, 1934; Kolb, 1984; Lave & Wenger, 1991). In tertiary 

education,3 where institutions must work with limited resources to meet the needs 

of multiple stakeholders, decisions about funding and programme offerings 

ultimately serve to reinforce notions of what is both valued and valuable in terms 

of learning. The relevance of learning activities that occur outside of formal 

education are increasingly being recognised as valuable (NZ Talent, 2017). 

 

3 In this thesis the term tertiary education refers to any type of formal, non-compulsory, post-school education. 
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Much of the learning that individuals engage in outside of paid employment or 

formal education comes under the umbrella of hobbies or do-it-yourself (DIY) 

activities such as craft. When reviewing the literature on craft, three key research 

themes of particular relevance to this study emerged. Firstly, the critical 

examination of craft practices in terms of their changing historical and cultural 

importance over time. This research focuses on the significance of craft and 

craftsmanship to both individual identity and society as a whole.4 Closely associated 

to this category is the examination of craft from a feminist perspective, highlighting 

the socio-historical role of craft in developing notions of femininity and gendered 

identity, for example, Minahan and Cox (2007), Myzelev (2009), and Parker (2010).   

The second category examines the motivations of amateurs to participate in Do-It-

Yourself (DIY) craft practices and the effect these have on personal wellbeing.5 The 

literature in this category includes examination of both master crafters and crafters 

who may never attain the status of ‘craftsperson’, yet still experience positive 

personal transformation as a result of engaging in making activities. Research in 

this category focuses on motivations to engage and explores the subjective social 

and emotional effects of crafting, and participation in craft groups. 

The third category focuses on the intersection between analogue craft practices and 

technology, in particular, the use of online forums and social media to facilitate 

information sharing and community building amongst participants.6 This literature 

examines how hobby crafters use online resources to access knowledge and seeks 

 

4 See for example, (Adamson, 2013; Dissanayake, 1995; Freeman-Moir, 2011; Harper, 1987; Korn, 2015; Lucie-

Smith, 1981; Metcalf, 2004; Risatti, 2007; Sennett, 2009). 

5 See for example (Catherall, 2016; Corkhill, Hemmings, Maddock, & Riley, 2014; Fields, 2014; Fort, 2007; 

Jackson, 2010; J. S. Johnson & Wilson, 2005; Knott, 2014; Kokko & Dillon, 2011; Anna Kouhia, 2016; Levine, 

2008; Maidment & Macfarlane, 2009; Mason, 2005; Minahan & Cox, 2007; Riley, Corkhill, & Morris, 2013; 

Stannard & Sanders, 2015; Turney, 2009).   

6 See for example (Hellstrom, 2013; S. Humphreys, 2008; Mayne, 2016; Metcalf, 2008; Orton-Johnson, 2014; 

Peppler, 2013; Rosner & Ryokai, 2008; C Torrey, Churchill, & McDonald, 2009; C  Torrey, McDonald, Schilit, & 

Bly, 2007). 
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to understand what motivates them to spend time sharing their own knowledge and 

experiences with other crafters they have often never met. 

Research specifically examining craft groups in relation to learning and cognitive 

development in adults is less common. David Gauntlett in his 2011 book Making is 

Connecting explored the social meaning of creativity in both traditional and digital 

making communities. He argues that there is a shift from passive acceptance of 

traditional modes of learning and knowing, to more active forms of knowledge 

creation and participation. Gauntlett’s book focuses on the gains in social capital to 

be made through engagement with making communities, however, only a small 

section in the conclusion discusses the possible implications for education.  

Occupational therapist, Virginia Dickie’s (2003) examined the role of learning in 

quilt making after being struck by the prevalence of learning related data in field 

notes she made while attending quilting group meet-ups and events. Dickie 

describes feeling that that this focus on learning through quilting was perceived as 

“both terribly obvious and not particularly exciting” (Dickie, 2003, p. 123). This 

observation highlights the visibility to contemporary society of learning through 

craft – it is hidden in plain sight.  

More recently, Linda Claire Warner  (2018) employed a multi-site case study 

approach to examine the informal learning and teaching that occurred within the 

communal activity of quilt making in Aotearoa New Zealand. Warner found that a 

“constellation of knowledge practices co-existed in the quilting community” 

(Warner, 2018, p. 227), and that informal learning was organised and supported 

within these communities. 

While Dickie and Warner’s research is focused specifically on the collaborative 

processes and meaning making activities that occur within informal quilt making 

groups, my research focuses on soft material crafts more broadly, and seeks to 

understand the effect of participation in these groups on the individual’s sense of 

self. In addition, my research investigates the motivation to participate in non-

credentialed, informal learning, and examines how this participation is perceived 

within a wider socio-cultural context. 
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1.3 Locating the study 

This study aims to increase understanding of the value of activity to learning and 

consider the benefits of this for learners. Located at the intersection between the 

fields of knowledge outlined above, the study examines participation in craft groups 

in terms of its value as a learning activity and its effect on both on the individual’s 

sense of identity and the perception of craft activities by society more broadly. This 

study seeks to expand the existing knowledge base on the value of making activities 

and social learning by investigating the relationships between motivations to 

participate in making activities, the transformative aspects of that activity on the 

individual, and the possible social and educational consequences. 

This study focuses on social craft groups that exist outside of established 

educational institutions, in what could be considered alternative or DIY learning 

spaces. It is anticipated that the learning that occurs within these groups will be 

influenced less by social and institutional expectations and guided instead by the 

interactions of motivated individuals who share the same values and goals. This 

study investigates social learning communities, the inter-personal exchanges that 

occur within them, and how participation in these learning communities 

contributes to individual identity and the development of the ‘qualified self’. With 

the above aims in mind, I propose the following research questions: 

• Why do people choose to engage in non-credentialed learning outside of 

formal education institutions? 

• How is the individual’s sense of self affected/changed by participation in 

Communities of Practice where activity is the mediating factor? 

• How is learning accessed and mediated in these communities? 

To answer these questions, I examine the activity that occurs in physical and online 

craft groups, drawing on a range of methodologies. This study examines subjective 

experience in terms of the socio-historical context in which it is situated, while 

paying particular attention to the ways in which learning is accessed and mediated 

and the effect this has on an individual’s sense of self. 
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The study’s conceptual framework is based on the three planes of socio-cultural 

activity (community, intra-personal and inter-personal) described in Rogoff’s 

theory of Learning by Observing and Pitching In (LOPI) (Rogoff, 1995). Using this 

framework, three perspectives on participation in craft activity are explored. 

Chapter 2 (community) reviews the literature on craft and education since the 

Industrial Revolution and examines how participation in craft activity is influenced 

by the values of the socio-cultural context in which it takes place. Chapter 5 (intra-

personal) examines the personal experience of participating in an unfamiliar craft 

Community of Practice and considers the impact of this on an individual’s sense of 

self. Chapter 6 (inter-personal) explores how participants in craft Communities of 

Practice access and share knowledge and skills and considers how online and 

physical groups facilitate learning. Chapter 7 synthesises all three perspectives on 

learning through activity and presents a new model for adult learning grounded in 

the social constructivist epistemology in which this thesis is situated. 

1.4 Situating the researcher 

In this section, I outline my history as a learner and consider how these experiences 

influenced my interest in this topic and in adult learning more generally. As the 

researcher can never be completely separate from the research (Guba & Lincoln, 

1982; May & Perry, 2018; Patton, 2002), the following makes explicit my values and 

beliefs in the hope that identifying these will ensure I approach the research process 

with an awareness of my biases and assumptions and employ a reflexive approach 

to data collection and analysis.  

When I was about 10 years old, I overheard my mother talking to her cousin in the 

next room, “Bryan (my brother) is the academic one, Miriam is good with her 

hands”. This was the first time I can recall a distinction being made between ‘good 

with your head’ and ‘good with your hands’. I found it quite perplexing, what did 

‘being good with my hands’ mean in terms of who I was and what I would become? 

As I continued my education, I learned that being good with your hands did not 

mean much, certainly not as much as being good at English or history. While my 

near obsession with sewing and crafts continued throughout my school years, by 

the time I finished high school, the expectations of my parents (neither of whom had 
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attended university) and my teachers had been made clear, ‘success’ meant a 

university education. 

Over the next 20 years I continued to feel the need to choose between creative and 

academic pursuits, implicitly understanding that the two were somehow not 

compatible and one must always take precedence over the other. This inner conflict 

meant that I never felt completely at ease in either the academic or the creative 

worlds. After completing my undergraduate degree, I struggled to understand how 

what I had learned could be applied to the ‘real world’. At 23 years old, working in 

retail during the day and sewing and selling clothes in the evenings, I decided to 

enrol at a polytechnic and study fashion design. The pathway through vocational 

education seemed much clearer, practical learning provided solutions to concrete 

problems and small class sizes encouraged friendships and knowledge sharing. 

After completing my diploma, I worked as a patternmaker, garment technologist 

and designer, but after ten years I realised my passion was making, rather than the 

endless fashion cycle of production and consumption, and I was ready for 

something new. 

Throughout this time, I had volunteered helping adult learners with their literacy 

skills, worked part-time as a peer tutor and mentored countless fashion and textiles 

students on work placements. Despite always having resisted a teaching pathway, I 

took a job as a tutor at a Private Training Establishment (PTE), and this proved to 

be a turning point in my life. Working as a tutor exposed me to young people who 

had been considered ‘at risk’ or low achievers while they were at school, but who 

flourished once they had access to learning that provided them with the tools they 

needed to solve the problems they cared about. I realised I was not alone in having 

felt lost and conflicted along my learning journey and I witnessed first-hand the 

transformative power of education.  

Wanting to build my skills and knowledge as a tutor, I enrolled in post graduate 

education while continuing to work. Studying tertiary education naturally caused 

me to reflect on my own teaching and learning experiences and attempt to make 

sense of them within a framework of educational theory, particularly social 

constructivism which resonated strongly with me. Social constructivism and 
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Cultural Historical Activity Theory seemed to be theoretical frameworks through 

which I could begin to understand the arbitrary value placed on certain activities at 

different points in time. Anna Stetsenko’s work in particular, appealed to my sense 

of social justice by providing a model for transformational social change rooted in 

individual action (Stetsenko, 2005, 2012, 2014). I began to try and understand the 

binary between academic and vocational learning that had always been present in 

my life and to explore how perceptions about the’ work of the head’ and the ‘work 

of the hand’ had evolved over time. Having devoted several years to teaching people 

to make things, and many more years making things myself, I needed to know if it 

mattered. Was making ‘important’ in terms of cognitive and personal development? 

Could making help us be more effective in other areas of our lives? in a future 

increasingly dominated by technology, did making have a place? 

At the time I started this thesis I was still a tutor and my need to answer these 

questions was immediate – my job was to tell young people that the skills I was 

teaching them were valuable, that they would help them contribute to the economy 

and society at large, and I needed to believe that was true. Since then, I have worked 

in work-place training and now at the New Zealand Ministry of Education, focusing 

on the final years of compulsory schooling. But the questions remain the same. What 

do we value as a society? What learning is important? And how do we balance the 

needs of the individual with the needs of the economy and society more broadly?  

I use this opportunity to acknowledge my personal investment in this study, not just 

as a vehicle for demonstrating my ability as a researcher, but as a process for 

exploring the questions I really care about. Undertaking this research, I have for the 

first time in my learning life felt truly at home, and this thesis is very much a product 

of my hands, heart and head. I hope my research will offer insights into what 

influences the activities we choose to engage in and help increase understanding of 

what we gain when we work with our hands, not just for me, but for anyone 

interested in the relationship between making and learning.  

In the final two sections of this chapter, I outline two of the key terms used in this 

study and provide an overview of the structure of the thesis. These sections aim to 
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orient the reader prior to a more in-depth discussion in Chapters 2 and 3 of the 

literature and theoretical concepts that influence the study. 

1.5 Some notes on terminology 

Within this study I draw on a range of terms, some of which have multiple or 

contested definitions. In this section, I discuss the distinction between informal, 

non-formal and formal learning and how these terms are used in this study. I also 

clarify my use of the terms learning and education and consider the concept of the 

‘qualified self’ and its origins in the work of Lee Humphreys. 

Formal, non-formal and informal learning 

This study focuses on learning activity that occurs outside of formal learning 

institutions. It aims to increase understanding of the informal learning taxonomy 

and add to the body of knowledge on informal learning more generally.  

Schugarensky, describes formal learning as “the institutional ladder that goes from 

preschool to graduate studies”  (Schugurensky, 2000, p. 1). Learning in this context 

is propaedeutic and hierarchical in nature. It is intentional, follows a prescribed 

curriculum, has defined learning objectives, and if completed successfully, results 

in certification of some kind  (Schugurensky, 2000; Werquin, 2007). 

While the characteristics of formal education are reasonably well understood and 

accepted, informal learning is often described simply in terms of the absence of 

formal learning (Rogoff, 2014). In this thesis, I employ a definition of informal 

learning developed by Schugarensky (2000) and Livingstone (1999). Livingstone 

(1999, p. 3) states that informal learning can be defined as: 

any activity involving the pursuit of understanding, knowledge or 

skill which occurs outside the curricula of educational institutions, 

or the courses or workshops offered by educational or social 

agencies. 

This definition is distinct in that it suggests that informal learning may be 

intentional and contrasts with others, such as the OECD, who state on their website 

that “informal learning is never organised, has no set objective in terms of learning 
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outcomes, and is never intentional from the learner’s standpoint”. This type of 

unintentional informal learning is often referred to as learning by experience or just 

as experience. However, the OECD also acknowledge that: 

For people outside the initial education and training system, adults 

in particular, it is very likely that this learning, taking place at 

home, at the workplace or elsewhere, is a lot more important, 

relevant and significant than the kind of learning that occurs in 

formal settings. (OECD, n.d.) 

Schugarensky’s definition of informal learning suggests that consciousness and 

intentionality can be used as categories to create a taxonomy which differentiates 

three types of informal learning: 

I. Self-directed learning is intentional, goal directed and consciously 

undertaken by an individual, drawing on a range of available tools and 

resources. Self-directed learning may take place alone or as part of a group. 

II. Incidental learning refers to learning experiences which are unintentional, 

but where the individual is conscious that learning has taken place. 

III. Socialisation, or tacit learning, refers to the “internalisation of values, 

attitudes, behaviours and skills etc, that occur during everyday life” 

(Schugurensky, 2000, p. 4). Learning via socialisation is not intentional and 

the individual is not aware that learning has taken place.  

The activity studied in this thesis includes all three types of informal learning 

described by Schugarensky.  

Also of relevance to this thesis, and the study of adult learning more generally, is the 

concept of non-formal learning. Schugarensky (2000) describes non-formal 

learning (or non-formal education) as organised educational programmes that take 

place outside of formal education. Non-formal education, like formal education, 

utilises teachers, tutors or instructors and organises learning to align with specified 

outcomes or goals. Participation may result in an acknowledgement of attendance 

or competency in the form of a certificate or attestation, however, unlike formal 

education, non-formal programmes do not normally have defined pre-requisites.  
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Non-formal learning is often described as ‘extra-curricular’ learning in that it occurs 

outside the curricula of formal education institutions.  However, non-formal 

learning does not necessarily take place outside of education institutions 

themselves. Adult Community Education, for example, is considered non-formal by 

this definition, but these programmes are often taught by qualified teachers, have 

clearly defined learning outcomes, and take place at formal education institutions. 

In this section, the terms ‘learning’ and ‘education’ have both been used to describe 

activity that leads to the development of knowledge, attitudes, values or skills. It is 

important, however, to clarify what is meant by learning as opposed to education. 

Merriam and Brockett (1997) describe adult education as purposeful, planned, 

systematic and intended to bring about learning. They emphasise that while 

education cannot exist without learning, learning can, and is most frequently found, 

outside the context of education. This view is consistent with the definitions of 

formal, non-formal and informal learning outlined above. Throughout this thesis, I 

use the term ‘education’ to refer to formal learning and ’learning’ when referring to 

learning more generally.   

Many terms, such as higher education, adult education, further education, tertiary 

education, and continuing education, are used to describe formal, post-school 

learning. In this thesis, I use the term tertiary education to refer to all post-school, 

non-compulsory, formal education, both academic and vocational in nature. 

The qualified self 

Lee Humphreys (2018) coined the term the ‘Qualified Self’ to describe the process 

individuals go through to curate, record and share the qualitative aspects of their 

lives. Humphreys examined the evolution of this process over time, from writing in 

diaries and creating baby books, to the present-day practices of sharing aspects of 

our lives with others via social media. In this thesis, I combine the more literal 

definition of the term qualified, with Humphrey’s description of self-curated 

qualitative experience, and apply this in terms of the extent to which and individual 

is ‘qualified’ to act on the world around them. In this sense, the recognition of 

competence or achievement can only be conferred on oneself, as it is only the 

individual who can assess whether they are ‘qualified’ to achieve their personal 
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goals. Unlike the common usage of the term qualified which often indicates an end 

point, my use of qualified self is an ongoing and iterative process which is never 

complete. This ongoing cycle of individual action and its impact on the process of 

personal and social transformation is discussed in more detail in Chapters 2 and 3. 

1.6 The structure of this thesis 

This study examines participation in craft activities from three perspectives, 

community (Chapter 2), intra-personal (Chapter 5), and inter-personal (Chapter 6). 

These three perspectives are then woven together and discussed in Chapter 7.  

In the next chapter, I review the literature on craft theory and examine the changing 

perception of craft education since the Industrial revolution. This chapter sets out 

the social landscape in which craft activity occurs, guided by the question how is 

craft activity related to the economic, political, spiritual and material institutions 

and practices of the community in which it occurs? This chapter also introduces the 

key theoretical viewpoints used throughout the study, positioning the research 

within a social constructivist paradigm. 

Chapter 3 examines the theoretical perspectives introduced in Chapter 2 in more 

detail and discusses how these have informed my epistemological and 

methodological practices throughout the study. Cultural Historical Activity Theory, 

Communities of Practice and Learning by Observing and Pitching In are introduced 

and used to develop the conceptual framework for the study. Key influences on the 

study’s methodology, including Autoethnography and Grounded Theory, are then 

discussed. 

Chapter 4 outlines the research design in more detail and introduces the data 

collection and data analysis methods used. Ethical considerations, researcher 

reflexivity and authenticity and reliability of the research design are also discussed. 

Chapter 5 details the research carried out as part of sub-study I, Crafting at the 

Boundaries. This chapter focuses on my personal experience learning traditional 

craft practices from master crafters in Peru. This chapter focuses on the intra-

personal effects of participation, guided by the question; how is the individual 
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changed as a result of participation in craft activities and craft communities? 

Crafting at the Boundaries employs autoethnographic narrative to both collect and 

analyse data. 

Chapter 6 details the research carried out as part of sub-study II, Crafting 

Communities, and explores why individuals choose to participate in social craft 

groups, how different types of groups (both online and physical) are accessed and 

used and how participation in these groups affects the individual’s sense of self. 

Crafting Communities focuses on the inter-personal aspects of participation, guided 

by the question; how do individuals in craft communities interact to effect 

transformation?  

Chapter 7 synthesises the three research perspectives, intra-personal, inter-

personal and community, summarises the key research findings and presents a 

model for adult learning grounded in the empirical data of Chapters 5 and 6, framed 

within the historical and theoretical perspectives discussed in Chapter 2. In this 

final chapter, I also discuss the contribution of this study to various research 

communities, propose some practical implications, and make suggestions for future 

research. I conclude this thesis with some final remarks and personal reflections on 

the research process.    
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CHAPTER 2 – THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MAKING AND LEARNING 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter is reproduced by kind permission of the copyright owners, Springer 

Nature, and was originally published online in The International Journal of 

Technology and Design Education, 29 January 2018 (Gibson, 2018). This chapter 

analyses the literature on craft theory, examines the changing perceptions of craft 

since the Industrial Revolution, and explores how the social values imposed on craft 

processes have impacted their effectiveness as tools for learning and self-

transformation. The chapter positions the study of craft learning within a social 

constructivist paradigm and suggests that learning occurs as the result of a dynamic 

interchange between individuals and their social environment. The theoretical 

viewpoints introduced in this chapter are discussed in more depth in Chapter 3. 

Chapters 2 and 3 provide background and context for Chapter 4, in which I outline 

how these theories interact to inform the methods for this study.   

2.1 Introduction 

Epistemological distinctions between practical and theoretical learning have been 

a feature of western philosophical thinking since Roman times (Scribner, 1984). 

When Aristotle declared "the servants are composed of two things – craftsmanship 

and theory" (Sennett, 2009, p.133), the distinction between education for thinking, 

and education for doing was made.  Since then, social scientists, philosophers, and 

educators have attempted to classify learning types into various systems and 

taxonomies, for example, Bloom (1956), Bateson (1972), Vygotsky (1979) and 

Habermas (1987) to name but a few. I suggest that craft learning has been a casualty 

of these shifts in meaning and value, and this has had a significant impact on how 

craft making activities have been, and continue to be, regarded by educators and 

society at large (Adamson, 2013; Korn, 2015; Olson, 1997; Pye, 1995; Risatti, 2007; 

Sennett, 2009). 

The very definition of craft has been a highly debated topic, with many pages 

devoted to its analysis and description. For this article, I will borrow a little from 

each of the aforementioned theorists, defining craft as a process in which a skilled 
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practitioner demonstrates mastery of materials and techniques in the production 

of an object. I argue that crafting, like learning, occurs as the result of a dynamic 

interchange between individuals and their social environment, and that it is only 

through examination of the social and cultural environment in which these 

activities occur, that we can understand their significance as transformative 

processes. 

The Arts and Crafts movement 

To understand the impact of craft on learning and the development of personhood 

requires an examination of the social and historical contexts that have shaped 

attitudes to craft. The history of craft is long and complex and cannot be entirely 

separated from other major areas of inquiry such as material, culture and gender 

studies. I will not attempt to provide a comprehensive history here, but instead 

focus on key events that have changed western society’s attitudes to craft. 

The Arts and Crafts movement of the late 19th century was a turning point in 

western society’s relationship with craft. The Industrial Revolution of the mid-

1800s caused a fundamental change in the way society produced and consumed. 

Factories that divided labour into a series of repetitive tasks had replaced cottage 

industries and the centuries-old guild system, and products that had once been 

costly and time-consuming to produce were now cheap and easily available.  It was 

in this climate of social change that art critic and social thinker John Ruskin wrote 

The Stones of Venice (Ruskin, 1907). One chapter in particular was to have a 

profound influence on the aesthetic values of the time. The chapter, ‘On the Nature 

of Gothic Architecture’, was to act as a catalyst for poet and painter William Morris, 

and other artists known as the Pre-Raphaelites, to initiate what T.J Cobden-

Sanderson came to term the “Arts and Crafts Movement” (Crawford, 2005). Morris, 

like Ruskin, believed that division of labour had made a slave of humankind, that 

man should be able to derive pleasure from labour, and that this was now 

impossible, due to the factory system.  

Ruskin’s idea that the hand-made, including all its human imperfections, was 

superior to the machine-made (Ruskin, 1854) was radical because it challenged the  

belief that craft has no intellectual basis (Risatti, 2007) and asked society to re-
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examine the perceived division between hand and head that had occurred as a 

result of industrialisation. Ruskin argued not only that handmade objects reflected 

our humanity, but also that making made us better people, both morally and 

intellectually. Ruskin recognised that social capital could be increased if the barriers 

between gentleman and worker could be broken down through craft and a mutual 

appreciation of the creative process. 

2.2 Categories of knowledge 

In the factories of the 19th century, the ability of workers to control what they 

produced was non-existent. Instead, choice was reduced to a limited set of 

responses to known conditions, what social scientist Gregory Bateson termed Level 

I Learning (Bateson, 1972). The operant was trained to anticipate the needs of the 

machine but could never completely control the making process or outcome. Marx 

describes this situation as degrading to workers because it renders them an 

appendage of the machine (Marx, 1981). As an alternative to this degradation, 

William Morris aimed to re-unite hand craft processes with economically viable 

production by setting up arts and crafts workshops. The Morris, Marshall, Faulkner 

& Co craft workshops attempted to re-capture something of the spirit of the guild 

system without the hierarchical, controlling aspects that had accompanied it. These 

workshops were filled with makers carrying out a variety of processes in the same 

space. Here, making comprised a set of decisions and value judgments rather than 

operations. The craftsperson evaluated their materials and selected the appropriate 

tools to solve their problem. Evaluation and choice were based on a first-hand 

understanding of the materials, the next step in the production process and the 

desired outcome (Ashbee, 1894; Winter, 1975). In the workshop, skill was exercised 

in a dynamic environment involving new and unfamiliar contexts, in what Bateson 

would term Level II learning (Bateson, 1972). 

The distinction between different types of knowledge is argued by Oakeshott in 

Adamson (2013) and has implications for how the cognitive processes required for 

craft have been considered. Oakeshott, a cultural theorist, described technical 

knowledge as able to be learned from a book or a correspondence course. On the 

other hand, practical knowledge can neither be taught nor learned, but only 
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imparted and acquired via apprenticeship, requiring constant contact with an 

expert who is practicing it. Sternberg and Caruso in Eisner (1985) examined 

Bloom’s (1956) concept of practical knowledge and its role in cognitive 

development. They defined practical knowledge as that which is applicable to our 

immediate interactions with the world around us. Like Oakeshott, Sternberg and 

Caruso argued that practical knowledge is best acquired through processes of 

mediated or tacit learning, rather than direct instruction. They refer to Feuerstein 

(1980) for a definition of mediated learning in child development, describing the 

environmental stimuli as being transformed by a “mediating agent” who selects and 

organises the world of stimuli. Tacit learning, learning that occurs by ‘osmosis’, 

happens most often ‘on the job’, requiring social interaction for its transmission. 

This interpretation places craft firmly within a social constructivist epistemology, 

reinforcing Morris' belief that craft is best learned via apprenticeship, within a 

community of practitioners.  

2.3 The transformative power of activity 

To explore craft making as a learning process requires an epistemological 

viewpoint that seeks to understand activity as socially situated. Activity theory, 

originating with the work of socialist thinker Karl Marx, has become of increasingly 

significant interest to researchers in the areas of organisational behaviour, work 

practices and education (Engestrom, 2000; Roth & Lee, 2007; Vianna & Stetsenko, 

2006). Marx considered the self-creation of man a process of transformation 

through activity and the creation of artifacts (Marx, 1959). The work of 

psychologists John Dewey and Lev Vygotsky built on this theory, Dewey, through 

his theory of pragmatism, and Vygotsky through activity theory. Both theories view 

practical activity as a transformative process that makes possible the reconciliation 

of  Cartesian subject – object dualism (Miettinen, 2006). Via the process of practical 

activity, subjects and objects co-emerge to become interactively transformed.  

The reflexive nature of the crafting process is a recurring feature of craft history. 

Writing in 1908, Ashbee describes how style and character are formed by the 

acquisition of technical skills, combined with an awareness of past achievements 

(Ashbee, 1908). Peter Korn’s 2015 book, Why We Make Things and Why It Matters, 
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also argues that physical and psychological crafting go hand in hand. Korn suggests 

that when we make, we are in fact attempting to imbue our creations with the 

qualities we wish to attain ourselves, that what we are striving for when we craft is, 

in fact, the crafting of self; the making of objects a conduit for this human crafting 

(Korn, 2015).  

Vygotsky explained transformation through activity in his concept of mediated 

action, in which the relation between the human agent and the object of the activity 

is mediated by cultural means or artifacts (Vygotsky, 1979). The theory of mediated 

action argues that these signs or tools constitute the foundation of uniquely human, 

higher psychological functions. Similarly, philosopher Ivan Illich’s theory of 

‘convivial tools’ (1973) proposes that individuals need tools they can master in 

order to invest the world with meaning and enrich their environment. In 

contrast, ‘industrial tools’ deny this possibility to those who use them and enable 

their designers to determine the meaning and expectations of others.  

Dewey (1998) regarded arts and craft work as basic models of human experience, 

in that they make visible how things are connected to each other. This view is 

echoed by art historian and craft theorist Howard Risatti, who described craft 

objects as “a response to human beings physical confrontations with nature” 

(Risatti, 2007, p.56). According to Risatti, hand crafted objects represent humanity’s 

ongoing negotiation with our physical and social environment. In Illich’s terms, 

making or crafting are ‘convivial tools’ humans engage with to make meaning in 

their world. 

2.4 Activity as a means of individual and social change 

Social transformation begins with individual transformation. Contemporary craft 

theorist Richard Sennett, explains the effect of making on communities and society 

at large, by suggesting that when we make, we strive to: 

…recover something of the spirit of the Enlightenment on terms 

appropriate for our time. We want the shared ability to work to 
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teach us how to govern ourselves and to connect to other citizens 

on common ground. (Sennett, 2009, p. 269) 

In Sennett’s view, making is about emancipation, it provides us with a language that 

enables us to understand our fellow humans and evolve on a sociological 

level. Sennett, Risatti, and Dewey all agree that craft practice is deeply embedded in 

nature, history, and culture, and that craft skills function as cultural tools through 

which individuals gain agency within their communities.  

Historically, craft has been an expression of social and cultural development, and 

the importance of craft as a social process is interwoven with its value to 

individuals. Vygotsky described cultural development as occurring firstly on an 

interpsychological level (between people) and then internally at an 

intrapsychological level (Vygotsky, 1978). In other words, learning is best 

understood as an activity resulting from goal-directed social interaction (Wertsch, 

1998). Adult motivation to learn is life-centred, in that the motivation to learn is 

internal rather than external and comes from a desire to be accepted into a 

Community of Practice (CoP) (Knowles, 2015; Wenger-Trayner, Fenton-O'Creevy, 

Hutchinson, Kubiak, & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Adult learning can be described as 

transformation through experience. Each new experience must be reconciled with 

previous experiences and meaning constructs (Mezirow, 1994). By learning to 

make, an individual interacts with established socio-cultural processes, 

constructing identity by acting upon and within their CoP to solve human problems 

(Wenger, 1998). 

Psychologist Anna Stetsenko extended Vygotsky’s concept of social constructivist 

activity to develop Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT). CHAT describes 

social actors as “Transformation Activists” who come to be and come to know, 

“…each other, themselves and the world – while transforming their world and, in 

the process, while collectively creating their own life and their own nature, along 

with their society and history” (Stetsenko, 2012, p.148). CHAT incorporates and 

builds upon relational ontology by claiming that humans are not only affected by 

their interactions with society but also affect society with their 

activity/interactions. In this transformative ontology, collective and individual 
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development is inextricably intertwined, and the relationship between entities is as 

important as the individual entities themselves. 

Crafting, human psychology and identity creation have consistently been connected 

culturally and historically, and the importance of self-conception to the adult 

learner is cited as one of five primary interacting contexts that must be present for 

adult learning to occur (Mezirow, 1994). Within Stetsenko, Korn and Mezirow’s 

theoretical frameworks, social and individual transformation can be viewed as an 

endless hall of mirrors in which each reflects and influences the other ad infinitum. 

Viewed through a CHAT lens, personhood, or identity, is something an individual 

does rather than has, and making is a mode of activity via which this transformation 

can be effected (Stetsenko, 2012). 

2.5 Learning in a Community of Practice  

Prior to industrial production, all the skills required to function as a fully 

contributing member of society in both the work and domestic sphere were learned 

in the home and the local community. The Industrial Revolution changed this, with 

the commercial making process moving out of the home. Inside the factory, a new 

version of apprenticeship prepared novices to operate a machine in response to 

communal goals that emphasised productivity and homogeneity. The skills learned 

in this context were applicable only to a specific process within the factory walls, 

and the value to the apprentice limited to their ability to exchange them for money.  

In contrast, a model of creativity in which individuals build on culturally valued 

practices and designs to produce new variations of the domain (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1981)  enables the transfer of learning from one context to another, in what Sennett 

refers to as ‘domain shift’ (Sennett, 2009, p.127).  Domain shift, in which a tool or 

process used in one context can be applied to a different material or activity in 

another context, forms the basis of innovation. For innovation to be accepted, it 

must be deemed valuable by the community (i.e., the field) to which it belongs. The 

factory, which divides tasks into discrete processes divorced from the whole, not 

only removes the opportunity for innovation, it also results in a social shift from 

what Rogoff terms ‘Intent Community Participation’, where the learner is eager to 
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contribute and belong, to Assembly Line Production, where the learner is motivated 

by a desire for extrinsic rewards and threat avoidance (Rogoff, Paradise, Arauz, 

Correa-Chavez, & Angelillo, 2003). For craft activity to be transformational, not only 

must an individual have access to a variety of tools and processes, they must also be 

situated within a CoP that values the outcomes of those processes and tools. 

2.6 Craft and education 

To understand the changing perception of craft knowledge to adult learners, we 

need to understand the effect the industrialisation of craft had on the compulsory 

schooling system. If we consider apprenticeship as “involving active individuals 

participating with others in culturally organised activity that has as part of its 

purpose the development of mature participation in the activity by less experienced 

people” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 3), then any learning from another, whether formal or 

informal is apprenticeship. The first and arguably longest apprenticeship we serve 

is childhood itself. During childhood, we learn the skills and knowledge required to 

enter the CoP known as adulthood, and we come to understand the skills valued by 

that community. As the 20th century progressed it seemed that textile craft skills 

were disappearing. Fewer and fewer children engaged in craft in the home and 

fewer schools offered soft material courses as part of their technology curriculum 

(Houghton & Mason, 2002). Oakeshott, writing in 1962, predicted that the rise of 

modern ‘rationalism’ would result in a preference for technical, rather than 

practical knowledge. Changes to school curricula, particularly in Commonwealth 

countries, reflected this by shifting the relational emphasis from maker and object 

to object and user (Oakeshott, 1962) in what can broadly be termed design 

education (Olson, 1997). Rather than necessary skills for a productive life, hand 

crafting in the school system became an alternative to the mainstream academic 

curriculum, providing educational pathways for less able students, and creating 

opportunities for self-expression and development of character (Metcalf, 2007). 

This emphasis on the ‘human crafting’ aspect of making slowly replaced craft 

teaching for cognitive development and innovation (Houghton & Mason, 2002; 

Metcalf, 2007). Rather than a crafting process in which the artifact itself is 

representative of cognitive and social change, modern curricula shift value to the 
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idea, or design, of the artifact. In a step beyond Oakeshott's predicted object – user 

relationship, the object in many cases has been bypassed entirely, and the emphasis 

placed on the relationship between designer and consumer (Featherstone, 2007). 

Craft and practical learning more generally are of value to an individual in several 

ways. Firstly, they enable successful participation in the community to which one 

seeks to belong – Rogoff’s Intent Community Participation. Secondly, they add to an 

individual’s “capabilities” (Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 1985), thereby contributing to 

their overall wellbeing, and thirdly they develop the intellectual processes that 

Sternberg and Caruso refer to as simple mental production systems. Once 

developed and embedded, these production systems are constantly re-configured 

and modified to meet the changing demands of our environment, part of the endless 

reflecting between the individual and their society. However, Mills claims that a key 

element of craftsmanship is the worker’s freedom ‘‘to control his own action. The 

craftsman is thus able to learn from his work; and to use and develop his capacities 

and skills in its execution’’ (Mills, 1961, p.220).   

Creativity requires us to engage in what Dewey (1934, cited in Freeman-Moir, 

2011) refers to as ‘Artful Experience’. Making as an artful experience enables us to 

connect with the ordinary in extraordinary ways, forcing us to look anew at the 

things around us that have become familiar and stale. To craft is to forge a 

relationship with an item that, like any relationship, is woven from a multitude of 

emotions and shared experiences. Making by hand, or the workmanship of risk,  

enriches our social and material world with a diversity and complexity unattainable 

by the factory style workmanship of certainty, the mechanisation of which can only 

produce simple variations of the same idea (Pye, 1995). To be able to truly craft our 

adult selves, we must be able to engage with dynamic learning systems that 

empower us to act on our environment; these are the ultimate convivial tools. 

2.7 Craft as social subversion 

The modern system of education has itself been described as a commodified 

product, the design of which is based on a narrow range of values and objectives 

dictated by the dominant social system (Arievitch & Haenen, 2005; Pryke, Rose, & 
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Whatmore, 2003; Stetsenko, 2012). However, making and learning provide us with 

the opportunity to control the narrative of ourselves in a way that off the shelf 

consumption does not. Making is an act outside of the social operating system 

(Kuznetsov & Paulos, 2010; Von Busch, 2014); it is an act of subversion. If enough 

people begin to act in opposition to the prevailing system of consumption, the 

personal transformations undergone will start to affect the greater social system in 

which we act:   

First, through experience and experimentation, an individual, 

edits, amplifies, and amends the socially prescribed narratives 

through which he conceptualises his world. Second, as others are 

exposed to his revised beliefs through the objects, words, or 

actions that embody them, their own narratives are altered to a 

greater or lesser extent. Third, if the new narrative elements are of 

sufficient interest, they spread to a wider audience through 

language and images and so become embedded in the culture, 

where they serve as springboards for the creative output of future 

individuals. (Korn, 2015, p. 148) 

Korn’s theory works well as a descriptor for the current state of craft learning in 

that what begins as deviant or fringe behaviour, occurring outside the accepted 

social operating system is becoming mainstream. Art critic and crafter Polly Ullrich 

describes how craftsmanship, long relegated to the realm of ‘brute matter’ has 

emerged as a subversive stance, a means of conveying aesthetic risk. Ullrich 

suggests that craftsmanship “provides the opportunity to critique and redefine the 

status of materiality or physicality in our media-based postmodern culture” 

(Ullrich, 2004, p. 203). This redefinition is an example of Stetsenko’s 

Transformation Activist theory in action (Stetsenko, 2012). To discover where this 

subversive learning is happening, we need to look beyond traditional learning 

spaces and education curricula and get back to craft’s roots in the home and 

community. 
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2.8 New models of craft, new models of learning  

The digital age has been described as the third industrial revolution, the first two 

being the invention of steam power and electricity (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014). 

It is predicted that this third revolution will have profound implications on the ways 

we work and communicate in the future, but these concerns are not new – they are 

the same questions that Ruskin and Morris were asking 150 years ago. Was the Arts 

and Crafts Movement modern or anti-modern? Tom Crook (2009) suggests that the 

movement offered an alternative modernity to the course being charted by the 

industrial revolution. Likewise, tempting as it is to dismiss the current interest in 

making as old-fashioned nostalgia and anti-modern, it is the digital revolution itself 

which is having the most profound impact on modern making communities, and 

craft in the 21st century is in a similar position to where it was at the beginning of 

the 20th. Modern making communities continue to be a way to connect and 

communicate with others. Using the Internet as a communication platform enables 

Korn’s (2015) personal narratives, embodied in actions and objects, to disseminate 

within the wider culture exponentially. According to Sarah Lewis-Hammond, 

433,000 people took up craft in the UK in 2013 alone (Lewis-Hammond, 2014). This 

groundswell in crafting reminds us that Morris’ question “How we live and how 

might we live?” (Morris, 1884) is as relevant now as it was 150 years ago.  

For aspiring crafters, digital technologies have created an educational and economic 

underground where anything we want to learn is accessible with a few keystrokes. 

It has also facilitated the creation of new modes of apprenticeship and community, 

where the unskilled novice has access to an endless variety of skilled masters. Many 

revered observations about folk culture now require reconsideration and updating 

in light of the changing ways in which people learn, share, participate or engage 

with others (Blank, 2012). The self-taught amateur, who likely supplements their 

income via another source, is the future of the workmanship of risk according to 

Pye (1995). Pye argues that free workmanship, which is unable to compete 

economically with manufactured products, can continue through craft, as amateurs 

(Pye points out these are not to be confused with the amateurish) experiment with 

new materials and methods to re-imagine everyday objects. For free workmanship 
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to successfully complement the workmanship of certainty, Pye believed it must be 

of the highest quality, achievable for the amateur only by spending inordinate 

amounts of time and care. Pye refutes Ruskin’s claim that for making to be 

meaningful the worker and the designer must always be one and asserts that even 

for the most accomplished craftsperson, there is pleasure to be found in highly 

regulated, yet repetitious, work. This analysis of amateur craft, however, focuses on 

the product rather than the process, and neglects to examine the value of making in 

terms of learning and cognitive development, no matter what the quality of the 

result. Pye also fails to consider the social and emotional impacts of belonging to a 

making community, and the positive effects it can provide. Making is meaningful, 

precisely because it is pleasurable (Dissanayake, 1995). Dissanayake reminds us 

that the desire to make is hardwired into humanity, and is valuable in and of itself, 

regardless of the outcome. 

Making and learning to make are both subversive practices that simultaneously 

undermine and realign the dominant social operating system in which we live. 

Successful practical learning relies on community participation and the sharing of 

common values and goals. It requires constant contact with others. The Internet 

offers a new model of community in which we can connect with others through 

common interests and objectives, creating new opportunities to learn and share. 

Online platforms provide a way for education to be affordable, accessible, diverse 

and endlessly customisable (Kamenetz, 2013).  Garth Johnson, cited in Gauntlett 

(2011, p. 63) exclaims “Show me a crafter without a website and I'll show you a 

crafter who will probably have a website within six months”. Likewise, Adamson 

describes the modern crafter as being fuelled by an “intriguing alliance to the oldest 

and newest of social technologies, the sewing circle and the blog” (Adamson, 2010, 

p. 586). 

However, technology has also resulted in new social divisions and modes of 

isolation. For learning to happen successfully in a CoP, there must be a shared goal 

and value system (Rogoff et al., 2003; Wenger & Trayner, 2011), but what does 

‘community’ look like online? Forums, online groups, and even blog and social 

media ‘followers’, all could be considered communities with shared values, but for 
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many online communities, the goal of meaningful participation is unclear. The 

question then, is how to build social capital in virtual communities that will facilitate 

meaningful learning experiences? In this regard, educators are leading the way with 

research into online learning communities (Daniel, McCalla, & Schwier, 2002; 

Peppler & Bender, 2013; Peppler & Solomou, 2011). Educators such as Kylie 

Peppler and David Gauntlett are exploring ways to re-imagine notions of craft and 

Communities of Practice for the digital age by examining the migration of 

innovation and creativity from the classroom to online spaces, (Gauntlett, 2011; 

Peppler & Solomou, 2011, p.22). Unlike traditional models of education, online 

communities offer multiple ‘skilled masters’ and provide a democratic platform for 

communication. Formal education as a commodified product (Dewey, 1934; Freire, 

1970; Illich, 1971) is being challenged by interest-based learning and the self-

curated curriculum (Kamenetz, 2013). 

2.9 The future relationship of craft and education 

In writing The Stones of Venice John Ruskin looked to the past in an attempt to chart 

a way forward that reconciled human values with modern life. Adamson (2007) 

refers to this vision as ‘pastoral’ arguing that we must avoid using craft as a utopian 

prop to assuage our anxieties in an increasingly fluid and technological society and 

instead explore craft’s potential as a cultural instrument. I argue that revisiting the 

past through craft is not merely a form of collective nostalgia that provides comfort 

and distraction, but a means of discovering our place in the social and historical 

continuum with craft as our touchstone. Making enables us to engage with the 

world in ways that are uniquely human, requiring us to combine our cognitive and 

physical abilities in sensual interaction with the world around us. The result of each 

interaction is change, and embedded in this change is learning. It is the emotional 

and intellectual transformation that occurs as a result of the making process that 

sets us apart from the machine. The desire to construct our own curriculum, via 

modern and traditional learning communities, is symptomatic of an enduring 

human need to transform and create meaning from the world in which we live. It is 

this meaning that acts as a conduit between the learning we do through our hands 

and our cognitive development. The ability to conceive and create an object from 
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start to finish, to exercise complex overt response, analysis, and adaptation during 

the making process (Bloom, 1956) is what makes crafting a transformative learning 

process.  

Ruskin and Morris’ fear of de-humanisation in the face of the Industrial Revolution 

is echoed in postmodern society’s fear of being usurped by the machine and de-

humanised by technology (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014). Ironically, as we 

increasingly engage virtually with people and objects, our need for sensual 

fulfilment through tactile interaction with physical materials also increases. Making 

can be both meditation and madness; it can soothe and stimulate, providing a 

physically productive experience in a virtual world. To create rather than consume 

is to act upon the world in a satisfying and tangible way. Although digital 

communities have provided an alternative learning space where individuals with 

similar goals can interact, they also run the risk of becoming collections of 

individual aspirations in which participation consists predominantly of taking 

rather than sharing. Educators in the design and technology domains are uniquely 

positioned to embrace the innate creative impulses of their learners and develop 

CoP that encourage social and cognitive transformation. 

The reinvention of craft and the reinvention of learning do indeed go hand in hand. 

Morris’s dream of social transformation is still a real possibility if we can once again 

reconcile process and product and engage in activity that enables us to reconnect 

with the material world and answer the question of how to be human.  

2.10 Summary 

In this chapter I have presented an overview of the changing relationship between 

craft and education and the socio-historical context in which this has occurred. This 

overview highlights the influence of changing social values on education and 

participation in craft activity more generally and provides a sense of the ‘eco-

system’ in which the inter-personal and intra-personal engagement with craft 

explored in Chapters 5 and 6 occurs. 
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In Chapter 3, I explore in depth the theoretical and epistemological frameworks 

introduced in this chapter, including those of the Rogoff, Stetsenko and Wenger – 

key influences on the methodological design of the study. Together, Chapters 2 and 

3 provide the epistemological and methodological foundations for the study, which 

in turn underpin the choice of research design and methods. 
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CHAPTER 3 – EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL INFLUENCES 

ON THE STUDY 

In the previous chapter, I examined the cultural and social dimensions of craft and 

craft learning since the industrial revolution and suggested that the dynamic 

interchange between individuals and their social environment required for the 

transmission of tacit learning firmly positioned craft practice within a social 

constructivist epistemology. In this chapter I review a number of theoretical 

viewpoints (some of which were introduced in the previous chapter) that have 

informed the research methodology. This provides background and context for 

Chapter 4, in which I outline in detail the methods used in the study.   

3.1 Comparing epistemological perspectives 

To provide context for the epistemological and methodological choices made in this 

study, I will firstly provide a brief outline of qualitative approaches to research and 

the theoretical assumptions that underpin them. I will then provide an overview of 

social constructivism, the epistemological paradigm in which this study is situated. 

Qualitative approaches 

Within the field of adult learning in which this study is set, and in related fields such 

as cultural studies, craft theory, occupational therapy and material studies, in which 

the majority research into craft groups has occurred, qualitative methods are now 

generally accepted as appropriate for both the collection and analysis of data for the 

generation of substantive theory. Qualitative approaches, sometimes referred to as 

naturalistic or interpretive,  often rely on data collected in ‘natural’ settings using 

methods such as interviews, observations and document analysis, in an attempt to 

interpret phenomena in terms of individual meaning making (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011). Qualitative methods facilitate the investigation of individual and collective 

behaviours that are not easily quantifiable or generalisable. In contrast to 

quantitative methods that often use pre-determined response categories in order 

to facilitate the collection of results that are comparable and able to be statistically 

aggregated, naturalistic methods often produce rich or ‘thick’ data that increases 

the depth of understanding for a smaller number of cases (Patton, 2002).  
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Alongside observation of actions and interactions, qualitative methods also 

consider reflection on action by both participants and researcher, seeking to 

understand not just events themselves, but how these events are viewed and 

interpreted by participants and observers. In this regard, naturalistic inquiry must 

be “sensitive to the nature of the setting and that of the phenomena that is being 

investigated” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 7). The shift away from reality-

oriented to more naturalistic approaches acknowledges that the researcher is never 

completely objective, that discretionary judgement is unavoidable, and that 

knowledge is inherently embedded in historically specific paradigms. However, 

Barbour  (2014) cautions against overemphasizing the difference between 

qualitative and quantitative approaches and ‘valorising’ qualitative research as 

overcoming all the shortcomings of quantitative approaches. The acceptance that 

all methods are imperfect means that multiple methods, both quantitative and 

qualitative are now often employed to generate and test substantive theories as 

grand or absolute theories.  

Social Constructivism 

Constructivism, as an epistemological paradigm, counters traditional positivist 

notions of discoverable truths, by proposing that the human world is different to 

the physical world and therefore must be studied differently (Guba and Lincoln, 

1990 cited in Patton, 2002). Social constructivism extends this premise to propose 

that ‘knowledge’ is constructed socially and is best understood within the context 

in which it is created. In this sense, knowledge is relativistic rather than 

generalisable. Central to the social constructivist epistemology is the thesis of 

relational ontology. Relational ontology breaks down the Cartesian subject – object 

dichotomy that separates the individual mind from its culture and society by 

postulating that the relationship between entities is of equal, if not greater 

importance, than the entities themselves. Within social constructivism, concepts 

such as ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ are not static and discoverable, they are generated 

by relational interaction, and are in a continuous and ongoing state of ‘construction’. 

Social constructivism applies the constructivist epistemology to social settings in 

which knowledge is a collaborative construction. Within this paradigm, activity is 

inherently social, not just influenced by society. To say that individuals live in the 
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world means that they live in a series of situations (Dewey, 1934). Within these 

situations, the individual, and the individual’s society act on each other in a 

continual process of co-creation. This approach aligns well with my ontological 

position, grounded in concepts of social justice and equity, and acknowledging the 

effect of social, cultural and historical contexts on individual meaning making. 

3.2 Activity Theory 

Activity Theory examines the socio-cultural development of knowledge by 

focussing on activity.  In this section, I will examine the work of two theorists who 

position the study of activity and socially constructed knowledge firmly within a 

cultural and historical continuum – Lev Vygotsky’s Cultural Historical Activity 

Theory and Anna Stetsenko’s Transformative Activist Stance. 

Cultural Historical Activity Theory 

Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), traces its origins back to the classical 

German philosophy of Kant and Engels, the writings of Marx, and Soviet Russian 

cultural historical psychology developed by theorists such as Lev Vygotsky, Aleksei 

Leont’ev and Alexander Luria. Working in the 1920’s, Vygotsky and his followers 

sought to challenge prevailing modes of objectivist thinking that did not address 

individual subjectivity or the role of social and cultural processes in human 

development. Situated within a social constructivist epistemology, Vygotsky’s CHAT 

proposes that all learning is constructed actively and socially. Rather than a 

biological process that happens in response to external stimulus, learning occurs as 

an individual seeks to solve problems that will enable them to participate more fully 

in the community to which they belong. According to Vygotsky, the community or 

culture in which learning occurs, and learning itself are inseparable, each 

continually informing and transforming the other. Vygotsky argues that humans can 

control their behaviour from the ‘outside’ by using and creating artifacts. Mediating 

artifacts can be divided into two broad categories – tools and signs. Used as the 

conductor of human influence on the object of activity, tools are externally oriented. 

Conversely, signs do not change the object of the activity but act as an “instrument 

of psychological activity in a manner analogous to the role of a tool in labour”  

(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 52). Learning first occurs externally (inter-personal) and is then 
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internalised (intra-personal) via these mediating artifacts (Karpov, 2014; Vygotsky, 

1978). Within this tripartite framework, it is impossible to consider the 

development of the individual as isolated from the development of their society as 

a whole. 

All communities, including making communities, have their own culture and the 

mediating artifacts required to participate successfully in that community. These 

tools and signs are collectively constructed, may be overt or hidden, and are evolved 

and elaborated from generation to generation (Stetsenko, 2012). Acceptance of this 

proposition enables conceptualisation of craft as a mediating artifact – a tool 

through which individuals can participate meaningfully in their community via 

action. Engestrӧm  (1999, p. 29) emphasizes the importance of Vygotsky’s theory of 

mediation, describing this  perspective as an “invitation to serious study of artifacts 

as integral and inseparable components of human functioning”. In craft 

communities mediating artifacts may take the form of physical resources, such as 

patterns, instructions, and hand tools, or they may be intangible values, practices or 

behaviours. In order to understand how mediating artifacts function to enable 

participation and transformation in craft communities, this study will examine both 

the range of artifacts present, and how these are utilised by participants in the 

construction of meaning. 

Transformative Activist Stance 

Anna Stetsenko’s Transformative Activist Stance (TAS) builds on Vygotsky’s CHAT, 

by revisiting its grounding in Marxist philosophy and radical social change. 

Stetsenko seeks to dialectically expand relationality by arguing that human 

development is an activist project (Stetsenko, 2012). For Stetsenko, activity is not 

only a way to effect change in the present, but also a means of constructing the 

future. This focus on acting on the world makes individuals active agents in the 

construction of their society – the aim of activity is transformation, not merely 

accommodation.  

The TAS suggests that in order to understand the development of an individual, we 

must also examine the values and beliefs of the social system in which they exist, 

because individual development and learning occur simultaneously with critical 
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revision of the ideological, ethical and political groundings of previous systems 

(Stetsenko & Arievitch, 2004). Stetsenko argues that socio-cultural approaches that 

focus on experience and participation as the basis for development do not go far 

enough in their challenge of objectivist models in that they are still situated in the 

present and focused on adaptation to the status quo (Stetsenko, 2014). As discussed 

in the previous chapter, craft is a means by which individuals can act against the 

dominant social narratives of production and consumption by creating items on 

their own terms. As an epistemological framework, TAS aligns with this study’s 

conception of craft activity as a form of social subversion.  

The social constructivist concept of knowledge as contextualised and relativistic led 

to the first of the methodological tensions I encountered during research design. 

Social constructivism, in contrast to the distinct but often conflated theory of social 

constructionism, tends to resist the critical spirit, suggesting that every individual’s 

way of making meaning is equally valid and therefore should be judgement free 

(Crotty, 1998). This means that the social scientist is faced with the question “so 

what?” How can our research inform decision making, contribute to the evolution 

of knowledge, and assist in the development of intellectual tools if no knowledge or 

practice is more valuable or transformational than any other?  (Engeström, 1999).  

Stetsenko agrees that an objectivist approach to knowledge is problematic, but also 

acknowledges that post-objectivist positions, which conceptualise knowledge as 

contingent, contextual and historically located have led to the view of some that it 

is “impossible to discern among competing knowledge claims and justify choice 

among them to ground social actions” (Stetsenko, 2014, p. 182).  Stetsenko’s TAS 

seeks to move beyond the binaries of “naïve objectivism and uncommitted 

relativism” (Stetsenko, 2012, p. 152) by challenging the assumption that individuals 

act in order to adapt to the status quo and instead suggesting that individual action 

is deliberate, goal-directed, purposeful and underpinned by a commitment to social 

change. Stetsenko argues therefore, that our practices, and our own ‘becoming’, are 

shaped by the future we desire. This transformative onto-epistemology means that 

attempts to fix knowledge at a point in time and use these as a foundation for value 
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judgements is futile, given that what constitutes reality is constantly changing “by 

the mere act of our presence” (Stetsenko, 2014, p. 194). 

Through TAS, Stetsenko also seeks to address a key tension facing social 

constructivists in the post-modern age, the role of ‘personhood’ in collective 

transformation and the process of ‘becoming’. Stetsenko’s TAS seeks to expand the 

principle of object-relatedness in order to reconcile the view of human development 

as entirely social, with the view that “individual subjectivity and agency make the 

very process of human development and social life possible” (Stetsenko, 2005, p. 

71). While one of the guiding assumptions of Vygotsky’s work is the claim that 

individual mental processes have their origin in social interaction (Penuel & 

Wertsch, 1995), his conception of social action as mediated on social and individual 

planes by tools and signs describes a process “situated in, but not limited to, social 

interaction” (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996, p. 192). Stetsenko’s TAS revisits this often-

neglected aspect of Vygotsky’s theory, by highlighting the role of individual agency 

and the human desire to act in the learning process. Every individual acts from a 

unique ‘standpoint’ (Stetsenko, 2014), from which social activities provide 

opportunities to synthesise experience into novel modes of understanding and 

participation. 

Stetsenko’s conception of the role of the individual and the collective in negotiating 

meaning also provided a way through the second methodological tension I 

encountered. I began the research journey with the sense that acting on the world 

via the crafting of artifacts is an inherent human need, or as Metcalf suggests, “craft 

is rooted in a basic human nature” (Metcalf, 2004, p. 218). This sense stemmed from 

my own lived experience as a crafter and my interest in theories of embodied 

cognition and multiple intelligence, such as those of Guy Claxton (Claxton, 2000, 

2015a, 2015b) and Howard Gardner (1993). It seemed that this perspective, 

seemingly reality-oriented and positivistic in nature, was incompatible with a social 

constructivist approach.  However, Stetsenko’s TAS argues that it is the very 

impulse to act upon the world that is inherently human, and it is through this 

process of transformation that humans come to know each other, themselves and 
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the world (Leontiev, 1979; Stetsenko, 2012). Craft then, as a mediating artifact 

provides the means, rather than the motivation to act. 

The role of language in Activity Theory 

The emphasis by Stetsenko on activity is also significant in relation to this study. In 

studying the learning and development of young children, Vygotsky discovered that 

speech not only accompanied practical activity, but also played a specific part in 

carrying it out, leading to the conclusion that speech and action are part of the same 

complex psychological function (Vygotsky, 1978). As a result, much of the research 

using Activity Theory as a framework has focused on language as the unit of analysis 

rather than activity itself. This approach is based on the premise that learning, or 

change, cannot be considered to have taken place until it is represented, either 

internally or externally, through language. Debate over the primacy of language as 

a tool for internalization in CHAT is far from settled (Sawyer & Stetsenko, 2018). A 

leading contributor to the expansion of Vygotsky’s social learning theory Piotr 

Galperin, sought to analyse how new mental processes emerged in the context of 

meaningful, goal-oriented activities of teaching and learning, through gradual 

internalisation of actions by the learner (Arievitch 2005). Galperin saw the process 

of transforming learning into language as an integral part of the internalization 

process, calling this ‘stepwise’ learning. Arievitch describes this process as a loop, 

where activity moves from an external, physical level to an internal conceptual 

level. One of the aims of this study is to understand how learning is accessed and 

mediated in craft communities. This requires analysis of a range of mediating 

artifacts, including but not limited to language. Despite a focus on language by many 

researchers working within the CHAT paradigm, Stetsenko describes approaches to 

social practice theory that move beyond discourse and concern themselves with 

engagement in practical matters (Vianna & Stetsenko, 2011) as fertile ground for 

the study of both learning development and identity. The following sections will 

examine two of these approaches, Barbara Rogoff’s Learning by Observing and 

Pitching In, and Etienne Wenger’s Communities of Practice.  
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3.3 Learning by Observing and Pitching In 

Like Vygotsky and Stetsenko, Barbara Rogoff’s theory of Learning by Observing and 

Pitching In (previously known as Intent Community Participation), asserts that the 

individual, the community, and learning cannot be analysed in isolation from each 

other. As a result of observing children in South America interacting with their 

peers, siblings and parents, educational psychologist Rogoff (2003) argued that 

individuals are motivated by the desire to participate in the community to which 

they belong. She observed communities incorporating children into everyday 

activities, with the expectation that they would participate and contribute, in 

accordance with their skills and abilities. Here the goal of learning is what Rogoff 

calls ‘transformation of participation’, rather than the accomplishment of a specific 

task.  In Rogoff’s Learning by Observing and Pitching In (LOPI), the community and 

the individual co-operate to facilitate the latter’s transformation into a fully 

functioning member of the community. Rogoff separates this process into three, 

mutually constituting parts; apprenticeship, guided participation and participatory 

appropriation, none of which can be analysed without consideration of the other 

two. 

Apprenticeship 

The first (critical) aspect of this process is apprenticeship. The metaphor of 

apprenticeship refers to the process of participation and assimilation into the larger 

organisational or cultural context in which the activity occurs. A focus on 

apprenticeship requires us to pay attention to socio-cultural context in which the 

activity happens and to which the individual wishes to belong. It requires us to ask 

how activity is related to the economic, political, spiritual and material institutions 

and practices of the community in which it occurs and examine the mediating 

artifacts available to facilitate participation. 

Guided participation 

The second aspect of Rogoff’s theory of social learning is guided participation. This 

refers to the inter-personal interactions, whether face to face, side by side or distal, 

that occur during participation. Guidance and support are provided to newcomers 

by more experienced community members who are motivated to achieve 
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communal goals. The concept of guided participation has similarities to Vygotsky’s 

(1978) theory of the Zone of Proximal Development, or ZPD, in which children are 

‘scaffolded’ to learn new skills when participating with peers in activities slightly 

beyond their competence. However, an important aspect of guided participation is 

that this process is neither structured nor intentional.  A focus on guided 

participation requires us to examine how individuals interact to effect 

transformation. 

Participatory appropriation 

The third aspect is that of participatory appropriation. This is how the individual is 

changed by the experience of Learning by Observing and Pitching In. Rogoff uses 

the term participatory appropriation, or appropriation, in place of Vygotsky’s 

internalisation, to emphasise its active nature.  Rather than learning being 

‘imported’ from the external world of the community to the internal world of the 

individual, Rogoff sees participation itself as the process of transformation (Rogoff, 

1995). In contrast to Galperin’s (2005) approach, which focused on the individual’s 

use of language to indicate that learning had been assimilated, Rogoff focuses on the 

activity itself as the unit of analysis: 

The use of "activity" or "event" as the unit of analysis – with active 

and dynamic contributions from individuals, their social partners, 

and historical traditions and materials and their transformations – 

allows a reformulation of the relation between the individual and 

the social and cultural environments in which each is inherently 

involved in the others' definition.  None exists separately. (Rogoff, 

1995, p. 140) 

Rogoff, like Stetsenko, rejects the division of time into past, present and future when 

examining activity. Every experience in the past informs and influences the 

experiences of the present and the future. Experiences are not discrete events that 

can be examined in isolation or tallied up. As in Stetsenko’s TAS, the past, present 

and future create, and are created, simultaneously. 
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Learning by Observing and Pitching In results in individual transformation, which 

manifests itself as the ability to act upon the world in a personally empowering way. 

Individual ‘personhood’ evolves as a result of each and every social interaction. 

Through participation, young children and novices are socialised into thought 

communities because, in appropriating thoughts and signs together, meaning 

making is born (Connery, John-Steiner, & Marjanovic-Shane, 2010). Since 

introducing the LOPI model in the mid-1990s, Rogoff has continued to develop it. 

Figure 1 shows the seven facets of the LOPI ‘prism’ describing the process of  

“children observing and contributing collaboratively in the endeavours of their 

family and community” (Rogoff, n.d.). Rogoff contrasts the LOPI model with 

Assembly Line Instruction (ALI). Within the ALI model, attention, motivation, and 

behaviour are externally controlled and isolated from the learner’s community. 

 

Figure 1 - The LOPI prism (Rogoff, 2014) reproduced by permission of the author. 

Rogoff’s LOPI provides a model for conceptualising this study by offering a 

framework in which all aspects of activity, communal (apprenticeship), inter-

personal (guided participation) and intra-personal (participatory appropriation), 

can be analysed and synthesised to understand how meaning is made. Rogoff 
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suggests that such an approach aligns with Vygotsky’s interest in the mutuality of 

the individual and their environment and ensures that the system of participation 

is not broken down into discrete parts that no longer function as does the whole 

(Rogoff, 1995, p. 140).   

3.4 Communities of Practice 

Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger first proposed the concept of Communities of 

Practice (CoP) in their 1991 book, Situated Learning. Here the authors identified 

groups of active practitioners, including Liberian tailors, Yucatan midwives and  

naval quartermasters, as Communities of Practice because of their common interest 

in a particular domain and the opportunities they had to learn from each other and 

develop personally and professionally (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Lave and Wenger’s CoP, like Rogoff’s LOPI, addresses the “relational character of 

human subjectivity as being produced by participation in a community” (Stetsenko 

& Arievitch, 2004, p. 478). According to Lave and Wenger, all activity takes place 

within a CoP, however, unlike the children in Rogoff’s model who are born into a 

socio-cultural community, in the CoP model, adult individuals can choose to join 

communities to achieve specific goals or explore aspects of their identity. This 

voluntary participation in CoP, as in LOPI,  is a form of apprenticeship (Wenger, 

1998), with motivation to learn occurring as a result of an individual’s identification 

with, and desire to achieve, the collective goals of their chosen community. It is the 

tension between an individual’s ability to participate, and communally defined 

notions of competency, that provides the conditions for learning to occur. 

Meaning making in Communities of Practice 

Within the CoP model, personally meaningful learning is learning that enables 

successful participation in an individual’s Community of Practice. Meaningful 

learning, like the notion of competency, is a dynamic concept, subject to continual 

change and dependant on the prevailing values of the context in which it occurs. As 

with Rogoff’s LOPI model, ‘successful’ learning within a CoP is evidenced by the 

learner’s incorporation into, and contribution to, community endeavours. For this 

to happen, the more experienced members of the community must be willing to 
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support the learner to access and use the mediating artifacts of the community. Like 

the approaches to social constructivism discussed previously in this chapter, CoP 

provide the contexts for social and individual transformation to occur 

simultaneously. 

Multi-membership  

All individuals are of course members of multiple CoP. Wenger (1998) argues that 

it is this “nexus of multi-membership” that constitutes individual identity and that 

identity must be negotiated anew in each community we enter (Fenton-O'Creevy, 

Dimitriadis, & Scobie, 2014). CoP are conceptualised as existing in ‘landscapes of 

practice’ and contained by ‘boundaries’ which must be crossed in the process of 

negotiation. Fenton-O’Creevy et al. (2014) describe boundaries as places of 

potential misunderstanding and confusion arising from a lack of shared history and 

competition between different commitments, values, repertoires and perspectives. 

This concept of boundaries is especially relevant to this study as it arguably spans 

two distinct CoP, craft and adult learning. Negotiating the tensions between these 

communities on a personal level and in the design and execution of the research 

project, was a key challenge of this study. 

In the next section, I provide a brief overview of Gregory Bateson’s levels of 

learning, a taxonomy that enables the inferences about different types of learning 

and their potentially transformational effects to be made. This is a crucial lens to 

apply in a study that seeks to examine how participation influences learning and 

considers the implications these may have on individual identity development. 

Bateson’s taxonomy has been chosen in preference to other learning taxonomies, 

for example, Bloom’s Taxonomy (B. Bloom, 1956) or SOLO Taxonomy (Biggs & 

Collis, 1982), because of its focus on the contextual nature of human development 

and the potential of Learning III to transform the way an individual perceives the 

socio-cultural constructs in which they act. 

3.5 Bateson’s levels of learning 

In 1972, biologist and social theorist Gregory Bateson wrote The Logical Categories 

of Learning and Communication. In this article, Bateson proposed a framework for 
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learning that drew on Bertrand Russell’s 1901 classification of logical types to 

demonstrate that classification is inherent in all human development and learning. 

Bateson’s notion of levels makes clear that learning is a contextual affair; one not 

only learns, but simultaneously learns how to learn (Tosey 2006). Bateson (1973) 

claims that all learning denotes change of some kind, this may be as simple as a 

change in response to the same set of variables, or more complex, such as change in 

the way we conceive of the contexts in which change sequences occur. Bateson 

described the four levels of learning as follows: 

Learning 0 is specific behaviour in a specific or known context. The learner responds 

a certain way, but this experience does not assist the learner to improve or make 

different choices in the future. 

Learning I is where the learner is able to make generalisations based on previous 

experiences. This may be happening on an unconscious level. In Learning I, the 

learner chooses from a set of alternatives.  

Learning II is learning to learn. Here the learner comes to understand the ‘rules of 

the game’. Learning is contextualised, and the learner is choosing from a range of 

sets of alternatives.  Much of what we traditionally consider education is Learning 

II. 

Learning III involves the individual encountering conflicting options, leading to what 

Bateson termed the ‘double bind’ (Bateson 1972). How the learner responds to this 

can lead to a re-definition of the way alternatives are constructed. In order to 

engage in Learning III, the individual must reject much of what Learning II has 

taught them about how to respond to certain known contexts. Bateson described 

Learning III as hyper complex. Because much of what can be considered ‘self’ is 

founded in Learning II, learning at level III can lead to emotional breakdown or 

marginalisation, especially when it brings the individual into conflict with the 

‘grand narratives’ or lifelong conditioning of their community. 

Bateson’s levels are not a hierarchy through which the learner progresses 

chronologically. Learning I and II are happening all the time, whether consciously 
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or unconsciously. Learning III is rarer, in fact Bateson suggests that it may require 

stimulus such as religious conversion or psychotherapy to attain (Bateson, 1973). 

Bateson is dramatic in his description of those who learn at level III, suggesting that 

for those “creative souls” who succeed in resolving the contraries presented at this 

level, “every detail of the universe is seen as proposing a view of the whole” 

(Bateson, 1973, p. 273). However, using Bateson’s levels of learning as a lens can 

help us identify the conflicts and inconsistencies present in the dominant socio-

cultural narratives within which individual decisions about participation in activity 

are made.  

3.6 Methodological influences 

In this section I provide an overview of two methodological perspectives that 

influenced the design of the study. The first is autoethnography, an approach to 

ethnographic research that requires a shift from focusing on ‘participant 

observation’ to a focus on ‘observation of the participant’ and their associated social 

interactions. The second is Grounded Theory, a systematic approach to the 

collection and analysis of data that can be used in a range of research contexts. 

These two approaches influenced not only data collection and analysis, but also help 

shaped my conception of what constituted data in this study. In this way, each 

approach has exerted both epistemological and methodological influence on the 

study design.   

Autoethnography 

Autobiographical narrative has been referred to by many names, including; 

autoethnography, autobiographical ethnography, evocative accounts, interpretive 

autobiography and personal narrative (Chang, 2008). Throughout this thesis, I will 

use the term autoethnography or personal narrative. 

Autoethnography is the account of one’s life as an ethnographer (Denzin, 2014). As 

a qualitative research method, autoethnography is still on the fringes of the social 

sciences, situated at the junction between science and art (Bochner & Ellis, 2016). 

Bruner refers to retrospective autobiography as a viable method for studying the 

development of self in a variety of culturally specifiable contexts – an account of 
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“what one did in what settings in what ways for what felt reasons”  (Bruner, 1990, 

p. 119). 

Philosophically, autoethnography aligns with a post-structuralist approach to 

qualitative research which states that the researcher can never be truly 

independent or objective. As Denzin explains; “the ethnographer’s self cannot not 

be present. There is no objective space outside of the text” (Denzin, 2014, p. 26, 

emphasis added). Bochner and Ellis (2016), describe how autoethnography is 

where personal, relational, cultural and historical perspectives intersect. This view 

aligns with the socio-cultural theory of learning through participation and 

appropriation championed by theorists such as Rogoff, Wenger, and Stetsenko.  

Proponents of autoethnography see it not only as a methodology for analysing data, 

but also a means for creating data. The act of writing an autoethnographic narrative 

is also a process of meaning making through the shaping and ordering of experience 

(Chase, 2011). Polkinghorne (1998) describes a good story as theoretical, but 

makes a distinction between ‘Analytic Autoethnography’, or narrative under 

analysis, and ‘Evocative Autoethnography’, or narrative as analysis. However, 

considering that the process of writing autoethnography requires the author to be 

both subject and object, I would argue that it is impossible to treat an 

autoethnographic narrative purely as a data set to be analysed; and that any 

analysis must examine the process of narrative construction itself. Using this 

approach, the construction of autoethnography becomes a process of data 

construction and data analysis, with analysis dealing not only with the content of 

the narrative, but also its form.  

Autoethnography provides a time and space in which negotiation with one’s self can 

take place. This requires reflexivity on the part of the autoethnographer, and an 

awareness of the reciprocal influence between self, setting and other (Anderson, 

2006). The process of recalling and writing about an experience, of selecting and 

omitting details, is a process of remembering that is always under the influence of 

the present (Bochner, 2007). Elbaz, quoted in Denzin (2014) explains this by saying 

the autoethnographer is always writing a novel about a third person, this third 

person being who he or she was at the time of the experience. The act of narration 
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is also the process by which the author decides how this experience will be 

represented to others in the future (Freeman, 1997). In this respect, the act of 

narration is a merging of the past and present which ultimately acts on the future 

(Bruner, 1990). In terms of Stetsenko’s Transformative Activist Theory, 

autoethnography is an active process of becoming through doing (Stetsenko, 2012). 

Conquergood (1993) also refers to action when he describes (auto)ethnography as 

the intersection between imagination, activism and civic struggle.  

As a process, autoethnography involves the formation of lived experience into 

narrative through the use of language. Vygotsky describes the process of mediating 

activity through language, “just as a mould gives shape to a substance, words can 

shape an activity into structure” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 28). Stories aid in the 

construction of meaning and coherence, and can consolidate a sense of competence 

and identity (Claxton, 2000). Within a postmodern constructivist paradigm, 

language cannot be a neutral or transparent medium (Bochner & Ellis, 2016). When 

creating narrative from memories of our lived history, our choice of language 

modifies and revises the past, and any meaning arrives via the space between then 

and now (Bochner & Ellis, 2016). Language is a tool through which we construct 

rather than reflect reality (Denzin, 2014), therefore the autoethnographer’s choice 

of language is as much a subject for analysis as the experience which it describes. In 

her approach for analysing reflective narratives, Ellyn Lyle emphasises that critical 

analysis “challenges me to unpack what I have gathered through reflexive narrative 

and account for the incidents I have recalled and the language that I have chosen in 

the retelling” (Lyle, 2009, p. 296). Using this approach, narrative analysis must 

consider not only what has been said, but what has been left unsaid, if it is to identify 

and explore the tensions inherent in experience.  

Grounded Theory 

The term Grounded Theory refers to a range of systematic,  methodological 

strategies that can be applied to a range of research contexts (Charmaz, 2014). 

Grounded Theory was initially developed by sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm 

Strauss and outlined in their 1967 book The discovery of grounded theory : strategies 

for qualitative research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Grounded Theory combines 
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epistemological critique with practical guidelines for action (Charmaz, 2014). 

Fundamental to the Grounded Theory approach is the iterative process of 

simultaneously collecting and analysing data. Early approaches to Grounded 

Theory emphasised the importance of letting the data ‘speak for itself’, suggesting 

that this required that the researcher enter into fieldwork with a minimum of 

preconceptions and theoretical assumptions. This approach, rooted in an objectivist 

epistemology and championed by Glaser, led to a falling out between the two 

original theorists as Strauss, and subsequent researchers working with Grounded 

Theory, sought to develop a more flexible approach in which the researcher and 

participants co-construct data (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). As I came to this 

research already having had many years participating in craft communities and 

having developed a range of research questions to explore, a less rigid version of 

Grounded Theory that accepts that the researcher never approaches data as a blank 

slate, provided a more appropriate methodology. While I rejected as impractical 

(and unrealistic) Glaser’s epistemological foundations underpinning Grounded 

Theory, the practical guidance, particularly that developed by Kathy Charmaz 

(2014) to support what she terms Constructivist Grounded Theory, provided 

valuable methodological tools for the study. Charmaz considers Grounded Theory 

as a “constellation of methods” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 14), all of which rely on inductive 

analysis of data to construct theory. Constructivist Grounded Theory methods were 

used as part of a general inductive approach (Thomas, 2006) to enable findings to 

emerge from the raw data. 

Collection and analysis of data 

Constant comparison and theoretical sampling of findings are key features of a 

Grounded Theory approach. Throughout data analysis, a constant comparative 

method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) is used, firstly to compare data with data, then data 

with codes, and finally codes with codes (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). Constant 

comparison encourages reflexivity by forcing the researcher to view data through 

the participant’s eyes and identify any emotional or intellectual preconceptions that 

may be influencing analysis. Through the process of constant comparison and 

focused coding, the most significant codes are identified, and data categories begin 

to emerge. 
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To generate and refine categories, theoretical sampling is used to prevent the 

researcher from becoming bogged down in unfocused analysis. While 

Constructivist Grounded Theory is a ‘ground up’ approach to the development of 

substantive theory, it acknowledges the subjectivity of the researcher as they collect 

and analyse data. The researcher develops ‘sensitising concepts’ (Encyclopedia of 

Case Study Research, 2012; Patton, 2002) to provide a starting point for the study, 

however, Charmaz emphasises that sensitising concepts are a place to “start inquiry 

not to end it” (2014, p. 31, original emphasis). As coding of data progresses and 

initial categories begin to emerge, theoretical sampling is used to elaborate and 

refine the categories and develop their properties further. This process continues 

until saturation point when no new properties emerge. Grounded Theory has much 

in common with autoethnography. Both provide an approach to conceptualising, 

collecting and analysing data, both emphasise the reflexivity of the researcher and 

both view knowledge as socially constructed and contextual.  

3.7 The methodological implications of the research questions 

In the final two sections of this chapter, I revisit the research questions and consider 

their epistemological and methodological implications. I then outline how the 

epistemological and methodological theories discussed earlier in this chapter 

informed my choices and the development of a conceptual framework for the study.  

The aim of this research is to increase understanding of why individuals engage in 

non-credentialed learning when there is no economic or cultural imperative to do 

so. To achieve this, I developed three key research questions: 

• Why do people choose to engage in non-credentialed learning outside of 

formal education institutions? 

• How is the individual’s sense of self affected/changed by participation in 

Communities of Practice where activity is the mediating factor? 

• How is learning accessed and mediated in these communities? 

This focus on unpacking the complex world of lived experience from the point of 

view of those who live it (Schwandt, 2011) required an epistemological approach 
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that supported the assertion that in the human/social world there is no ‘truth’ to be 

discovered – instead, ‘truth’ is negotiated between individuals and is reached as a 

matter of consensus between informed and sophisticated constructors (Guba & 

Lincoln, 2011). Constructivist approaches utilising ethnographic methods are 

common in both the study of adult learning and craft. Academics such as  Jackson 

(2010), Kouhia (2012; 2016), Fields (2014) and Riley (2008) all employed 

qualitative methods, such as case studies, in-depth interviewing, participant 

observation and autoethnographic cinema in their research exploring the 

subjective and collective meanings of participation in craft groups. Considering the 

nature of the research questions, and the epistemological and disciplinary contexts 

in which the research is situated, a qualitative, or naturalistic approach to data 

collection and analysis is considered most appropriate.  

3.8 Developing a conceptual framework for the study 

The development of a methodology for a study spanning disparate disciplines, such 

as adult learning and soft material craft was not a straightforward process. At times, 

the process felt as much about justifying my decision to combine these two fields as 

it did about identifying an appropriate methodological framework in which to 

situate the research. In order to develop an approach that supported exploration of 

the key focus areas; meaning making, learning, and identity development, I needed 

to draw on a range of theoretical resources. From a pragmatic perspective, I was 

also keen to develop a conceptual framework that would guide me through the 

lengthy process of collecting and analysing data, enabling me to concentrate on 

specific areas of focus, while ensuring I did not lose sight of the whole.  

Laying the epistemological foundations 

A key factor in my decision to embark on this study was my frustration with what I 

perceived as the increasing binary between ‘practical learning’ and ‘academic 

knowledge’ in formal education. Underpinning the policy decisions that enable this 

rift are assumptions, not only about what constitutes learning, but about what kinds 

of learning are most valuable (Claxton, 2000, 2015b; Gardner, 1993). To explore 

these questions in the context of informal craft groups meant that I had to consider 

what was meant by learning and whether it was possible to identify if and how 
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learning happened within these contexts. During this process I drew on Bateson’s 

Levels of Learning,  Knowles’ (2015) theory of andragogy and Lave and Wenger’s 

Situated Learning (1991). 

Bateson states that, “The word ‘learning’ undoubtedly denotes change of some kind. 

To say what kind of change is a delicate matter” (Bateson, 1973, p. 253, original 

emphasis). Taking the view that learning, at a fundamental level is change, and 

considering Stetsenko’s (2014) claim that knowledge is directly situated and 

embodied in material practices, I decided to focus on activity and personal 

reflection on experience as the primary units of analysis in the study. This required 

acknowledging that what constitutes meaning is unique for every individual and is 

constructed within reflexive interaction with their chosen community. Therefore, 

judgements about what constitutes valuable learning can only be made by the 

individual in relation to their own, and their chosen community’s, goals and 

aspirations. 

At the heart of this inquiry is the desire to explore the nature of being human. By 

examining why individuals participate in craft activities, I am aiming to increase 

understanding of the complexities of lived experience (including my own 

experience) and why we are compelled to act in certain ways upon the world. 

Stetsenko suggests that to address these issues requires “an ontological vision 

sufficient to support a critical model of history and society while leaving ample 

space for human agency and personhood” (Stetsenko, 2012, p. 147). Stetsenko’s 

Transformative Activist Stance (TAS) offers this framework, not only for 

conceptualising craft as a subversive practice and navigating the tension between 

individual agency and the social construction of reality, but also by providing a 

methodological approach to research grounded in an activist agenda. Stetsenko 

claims that this approach: 

…not only elevates the need for researchers to reflect on and make 

explicit their values, goals, and commitments (Prilleltensky, 1997) 

but urges that these are used as the core constituents of theorising, 

methodology and research design. (Stetsenko, 2014, p. 196) 
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This resonates with my post-structuralist conception of social constructivism as not 

something ‘other people do’, but as an active and continuous process we are all 

(researchers included) engaged in. This onto-epistemological perspective 

influenced my decision to situate myself at the centre of the research as both a 

primary source of data, as in the autoethnography, Crafting at the Boundaries 

(Chapter 5), and as a co-constructer of data in Crafting Communities (Chapter 6). 

This required that I identify and make explicit my ethical and ideological 

perspectives (see Chapter 1) and sought to understand the development of these 

within their social, historical, and cultural contexts.  

Structuring the study 

While social constructivism states that no aspect of activity can be considered in 

isolation, Rogoff (2014) suggests that it is possible to foreground one plane of 

analysis whilst keeping the other two in the background. This is the approach I took, 

using Rogoff’s (1995) three planes of socio-cultural activity (apprenticeship, guided 

participation and participatory appropriation) as a basis for structuring my 

research. This three-dimensional approach was also used when selecting data 

collection methods to ensure that the research design was rich and complex enough 

to enable the investigation of action from a range of perspectives, without 

privileging one perspective or method.  

The role of language in activity – making decisions about data 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, research within the context of Activity Theory 

commonly uses language as the primary data set. Some researchers consider that 

this approach maintains fidelity with Vygotsky’s view of language as the primary 

means of internalisation and therefore, where there is activity (and by extension 

learning), there is always language. However, as stated earlier, language is neither 

a neutral nor transparent medium (Bochner & Ellis, 2016). The process of reflection 

on action which occurs during interviews (and in researcher reflections on 

observations) adds a layer of ‘perception’ to the data. This layer of perception, while 

unavoidable, is not entirely undesirable. The process of reflection is itself a process 

of meaning making, and arguably, without being able to get inside the minds of 

others, language is the only means we have to understand lived experience from the 
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perspective of those that live it.  However, to understand the nature of participation 

more fully and to identify any areas of incongruence between perceptions and 

actions, a range of data sources is required. Sal Humphreys (2008, p. 423) suggests 

that the comments on blog posts (and, by extension, other social media posts) 

provide “rich material for assessing responses to texts, and in ways that are less 

self-conscious than responses elicited by researchers in interviews”. Similarly, both 

Rogoff and Stetsenko emphasise the value of concrete action as the unit of analysis 

when studying human behaviours, as it is only by examining a range of data sets 

that we can understand the role of social interaction in meaning making, which is 

after all, the essence of social constructivism. By using a range of data collection 

methods, including semi-structured interviews, participant observation, text 

analysis and autoethnography, I was able to explore Rogoff’s three planes of activity 

from multiple perspectives and over multiple points in time. Figure 2 demonstrates 

the relationship between the four data sets, both in terms of their relationship to 

Rogoff’s three planes of activity, and their position on the language – activity 

continuum. 

 

Figure 2 - The relationship between data sets 

 

Considering the adult learner 

While Rogoff’s model provided a useful starting point for investigating the learning 

that occurs in informal settings, conceptualising socio-cultural development on 
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three planes and providing a structural base for the study, I considered it to be 

limited in how it could be applied to the study of adults participating voluntarily in 

communities of their choosing. Rogoff’s learning by Observing and Pitching In 

(LOPI) and Assembly Line Instruction (ALI) models present us with a rigid 

dichotomy between ‘good’ community-based learning, focusing on active 

participation, and ‘bad’ institutionalised education, focusing on externally 

developed motivations and goals. Although Rogoff also presents us with an 

alternative to these extremes in the form of Communities of Learners,7 her focus on 

child development does not consider the wide range of learning contexts, both 

formal and informal, that adults are able to access in an agentic and purposeful way. 

For this reason, I chose to consider Rogoff’s LOPI and ALI models alongside Lave 

and Wenger’s Communities of Practice (CoP). The CoP model provided a framework 

for considering how adult learners’ existing meaning perspectives, motivations and 

expectations affect their experience of participation, along with how multi-

membership of CoP influence behaviour and identity development. This focus on 

the agentic nature of participation in informal communities aligns with the future 

oriented, activist epistemology underpinning the study. 

3.9 Summary 

In summary, the conceptual framework guiding this study acknowledges that all 

learning is socially constructed between active participants (including the 

researcher) within a community of practice. The structuring of data collection is 

based on Rogoff’s model of three planes of activity but acknowledges that these 

planes cannot be viewed in isolation from each other, by considering the 

intersecting and overlapping nature of the data during the process of analysis. The 

study seeks to understand the agency of the adult learner, the choices they make, 

and the range of ‘meaning perspectives and schemas’ they bring to experience and 

 

7 See for example, Rogoff, B. (1994). Developing understanding of the idea of communities of learners. Mind, 

Culture, and Activity, 1(4), 209-229. For a discussion of the Communities of Learners model see Rogoff, B., 

Turkanis, C. G., & Bartlett, L. (2001). Learning together: children and adults in a school community. New York, for 

examples of how school environments can be structured according to this model to foster collaboration 

between teachers and students in the design and delivery of education.  
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participation (Mezirow, 1991). This is done by ‘giving voice’ to participants and 

acknowledging their lived experience and perspectives, while also considering 

these reflexive accounts in relation to empirical data sources focused on activity. 

These multiple data sets are then considered within broader socio-cultural and 

historical contexts to identify patterns and themes and develop substantive theory.  

In the next section I will outline the research design in more detail, including the 

process of participant recruitment, methods of data collection and analysis and 

ethical considerations. 
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CHAPTER 4 – RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

In this chapter, I draw on the methodological influences and conceptual framework 

discussed in Chapter 3 to outline the research design and methods in more detail. 

The first three sections focus on research design across the two sub-studies, 

Crafting at the Boundaries (Chapter 5) and Crafting Communities (Chapter 6). The 

data sets are identified, and data collection and analysis methods described in 

detail. The final three sections of this chapter address researcher reflexivity, ethical 

considerations and authenticity and reliability of the research design and 

methodology employed.  

4.1 Sub-studies I and II 

This study is comprised of two sub-studies – Crafting at the Boundaries and Crafting 

Communities (chapters 5 and 6 respectively). Each of these examine the research 

questions from different angles, which when considered alongside the literature 

review’s analysis of the historical and cultural context in which craft activity occurs, 

provide three perspectives on participation in craft activity (apprenticeship 

(community), guided participation (inter-personal) and participatory 

appropriation (intra-personal)) in accordance with the conceptual framework 

presented in the previous chapter. 

Crafting at the Boundaries – examines the personal experience of the researcher 

during a trip to Peru to learn Andean crafts. Using a participant ethnographic 

approach to data collection, and autoethnographic narrative to both create and 

analyse data, this study focuses on an individual’s response to encountering a new 

and emergent Community of Practice.  

Crafting Communities – uses semi-structured interviewing, participant observation 

and text analysis to explore how crafters who participate in online and physical 

craft groups make meaning from their experiences, and the impact this has on their 

sense of identity and ‘qualified self’.  

Table 4.1 summarises the aims of each sub-study and the research methods used: 



57 

 

Table 4. 1 - Summary of key design elements for each sub-study 

Sub-study Research questions Methods of data 
collection 

Study participants Data specifications Data analysis 

Crafting at the 
Boundaries 

How is the individual’s sense 
of self affected/changed by 
participation in Communities 
of Practice where activity is 
the mediating factor? 

How is learning accessed and 
mediated in these 
communities? 

Participant 
observation 

Autoethnographic 
self-study 

Researcher/crafter Photographs 

Field notes 

Autoethnographic 
narrative 

Constructivist 
Grounded Theory 
analysis of 
autoethnographic 
narrative 

Crafting 
Communities 

Why do people choose to 
engage in non-credentialed 
learning outside of formal 
education institutions? 

How is the individual’s sense 
of self affected/changed by 
participation in Communities 
of Practice where activity is 
the mediating factor? 

How is learning accessed and 
mediated in these 
communities? 

Semi-structured 
qualitative 
interviews 

Text harvesting from 
closed, online craft 
groups 

Participant 
observation 

 

Eight participants in 
soft material crafts 

Two closed, online 
craft groups 

Four physical craft 
groups 

 

Interview transcripts 

Field notes 

Photographs 

Posts and comments 
in closed online 
groups  

Constructivist 
Grounded Theory  

General inductive 
analysis 
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The following two sections outline the process of data collection and analysis across 

both Crafting at the Boundaries and Crafting Communities. 

4.2 Data collection 

Crafting at the Boundaries – Autoethnography  

Data collection for Crafting at the Boundaries comprised a two-step process that 

resulted in data that was both collected and constructed. The first phase of data 

collection occurred while I was in Peru participating in two, four-day craft 

workshops with Andean master crafters. The second phase, data construction, 

occurred when I returned home to New Zealand. Here I used the data collected in 

the field to create an autoethnographic narrative describing my experiences. 

As the sole participant in Crafting at the Boundaries, data collection focused on my 

experience in, and reflections on, the two craft workshops I participated in while in 

Peru. During the workshops I took photographs, and at the end of each day, 

recorded the events, emotions and conversations that had made an impression on 

me. During this process, I did not focus on any one aspect of the experience, for 

example, social or educational, but instead wrote down whatever was top of mind. 

While I did not explicitly try to analyse the experience during the process of writing, 

I did record any reactions to, or thoughts on, the events as they arose.  

Once I returned from Peru, I used my field notes and photographs to draft an 

autoethnographic narrative in phase two of data construction. I found that the 

emotions associated with many of the events were still strong, and I recorded these 

alongside my descriptions. The narrative fell easily into two sections, one for each 

of the workshops I participated in. While I did edit and refine the narrative to 

improve readability, I kept it closely aligned with the original field notes and did not 

make any changes to the emotions and reflections recorded in the first draft. The 

final autoethnography, while constructed in chronological order of events, 

describes only a small portion of the total tour experience, focusing on the knitting 

and embroidery workshops I participated in. 
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Creating a narrative, or telling the story of my participation, seemed appropriate 

given that in traditional Peruvian culture, (hi)stories are transmitted not only via 

language but through crafted artifacts themselves (Stone-Miller, 1994). In a study 

which focuses on activity, I am mindful that, as Denzin puts it, “ethnography needs 

to transcend the confines of language as it is not rich enough to convey the 

unsayable” (Denzin, 2014, p. 26). Good stories are crafted (Bruner, 1990) and 

theoretical (Bochner & Ellis, 2016, p. 167), so the creative act of narrating my 

experience is also a process of ‘crafting theory’, a process requiring both 

construction and de-construction.  

Crafting Communities – Semi-structured interviews 

Crafting Communities drew on data collected using three methods:  semi-structured 

interviews, participant observation and text analysis. These three methods were 

chosen to provide three different perspectives on participation in online and 

physical craft groups. 

Crafting Communities included data collected during semi-structured open-ended 

interviews with eight craftspeople. The aim of these interviews was to understand 

how participants conceived of themselves as a crafter and how this aspect of their 

identity co-existed within the ecosystem of multi-membership. For this reason, a 

semi-structured, open-ended approach was chosen to maximise flexibility and 

responsiveness to individual differences (Patton, 2002). The interviews focused on 

both the temporality of participant experiences and the personal and social 

interactions that informed the development of their craft identity. 

Selecting participants 

Crafting Communities used a ‘purposeful sampling’ approach (Patton, 2002) to 

participant selection in order to maximise access to information-rich cases.  The 

criteria for participant selection were informed by the research design, with the aim 

of exploiting the intersections between data sets and understanding craft 

participation from a range of perspectives. The following criteria guided participant 

selection: 

• Participants must be over 18 years of age; 
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• Participants must regularly engage in one or more soft material craft; 

• Participants must attend social gatherings and participate (actively or 

passively) in online groups or forums, where the common factor is an 

interest in craft. 

Using these criteria, eight participants were recruited using a range of methods. As 

an active crafter, I used my personal networks and social media to target the wider 

crafting community and recruit participants. While half of the participants were 

known to me prior to the interviews, I did not know them well and had never 

discussed their crafting practice with them. Potential participants were emailed a 

Participant Information Form (see Appendices A and B) and a Participant Consent 

Form (see Appendix C) explaining the project and the interview process in more 

detail. I also met with several potential participants to discuss the study prior to 

them granting consent. 

Considering the demographic profile of participants in a study of crafters is 

problematic, as participation in online and physical craft groups is dominated by 

white women.8 As Crafting Communities drew on data from multiple sources, trade-

offs needed to be made around the size of each data set, including the number of 

interview participants. Dicicco‐Bloom and Crabtree (2006, p. 317) suggest that in 

the case of in-depth interviews; “The sample of interviewees should be fairly 

homogenous and share critical similarities related to the research question”. I 

therefore decided to acknowledge and accept the homogenous nature of the group 

and take this into consideration during the analysis process. I also acknowledge, 

however, that the lack of ethnic and gender diversity in this study is a significant 

limitation. 

During the process of interviewing, it emerged that four of the participants were 

trained schoolteachers. In addition, two of the participants who were not trained 

 

8 This issue came to a head at the beginning of 2019 with claims originating on social media platform Instagram 

about widespread racism in the knitting community (Sexana, 2019). The debates around racism in the knitting, 

and wider craft community, are ongoing and continue to utilise social media platforms as the primary forum for 

discussion. 
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teachers had experience teaching adult education craft classes. This overlap 

between the domains of craft and education was, in retrospect, not surprising given 

the demographic profile of the group (white women aged between 35 and 65). 

While none of the participants were currently practicing teachers, this aspect of 

their experience provided an additional lens through which they reflected on their 

craft experiences. 

Conducting the interviews 

The Interviews were carried out between November 2018 and April 2019. Six of the 

interviews were conducted in the interviewee’s homes, one was conducted at a 

public library and one was conducted via email as the interviewee lived in Australia 

and had limited internet connectivity. All participants who were interviewed face 

to face consented to the interviews being recorded and this was done using a voice 

recording application on my mobile phone. The interviews took between one and 

two hours each.  

To understand the participants lived experience as crafters required the interview 

to provide space for them to tell their own story. For this reason, detailed questions 

were not developed prior to the interviews. Instead, I identified five areas of 

interest, and in order to maintain a basic level of consistency, these were each 

addressed at some point during the interview: 

• When did you first start crafting? 

• How do you learn craft skills? 

• Why do you participate in craft groups (physical and online)? 

• How is the face-to-face group experience different to the online experience?  

• What do you get from the different experiences? 

I began each interview by asking when the participant first started crafting. In each 

case, this initiated a free-flowing discussion in which additional questions emerged 

spontaneously. Participants were encouraged to describe not only their 

experiences, but also their feelings, opinions and values relating to craft. Several of 

the participants remarked how strange it felt to be discussing their craft practice in 

this way, saying that they found it both enjoyable and challenging. I concluded every 
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interview by asking the interviewee if there was anything else they would like to 

tell me or thought I should consider in the course of the study. 

During the interviews, all the participants showed me examples of their craft work. 

Several also took me on tours of their craft rooms and showed me their craft ‘stash’.9 

During these tours, I took photos of the participants craft work and their 

workspaces. Following the interviews, I recorded my reflections in my research 

journal and as the interviews progressed, noted contradictions, similarities, and 

points to explore further. 

Transcribing the interviews 

Following each interview, I listened to the audio files multiple times and transcribed 

each interview in full. Once the transcript was complete it was sent to the 

interviewee for checking. Interviewees were invited to add, remove, or amend any 

of the text in the transcript, however, none chose to do so. The process of 

transcribing each interview caused me to reflect on my role in the interview and 

consider how I could refine my questioning in future interviews to make it more 

open ended, neutral and clear (Patton, 2002). 

Crafting Communities – Text analysis   

The second data set in Crafting Communities was comprised of posts and comments 

harvested from two closed Facebook groups. Closed groups are groups that require 

administrator permission to join. The number of members is determined by the 

administrators who also develop guidelines for participation and often act as 

moderators of content.  

Selecting the groups 

The selection of groups for this study was informed both by the aims of the research 

and my interaction with interview participants. I firstly conducted desktop research 

into a number of social media platforms and online forums using a range of craft 

 

9 ‘Stash’ is a term commonly used by crafters to refer to their collection of craft supplies. See Stalp & Winge, 

(2008). My Collection is Bigger than Yours: Tales from the Handcrafter's Stash. Home Cultures, 5(2), 197-218 

for an analysis of the relationship between crafters and their stash. 
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related search terms and hashtags. This process helped me understand the range of 

online groups available, and develop a basic selection criteria: 

• Groups must focus only on soft material craft(s); 

• Groups must position themselves as social in nature and interaction between 

members, via groups posts, must be the primary group activity; 

• Groups must not be run, organised or sponsored by a commercial entity; 

• Group must have a minimum of five interactions per day. 

The sampling criteria was a result of both methodological and pragmatic 

considerations. As the focus of Crafting Communities is inter-personal interactions 

in social groups, this quickly filtered out the many online forums focused on 

instruction or dissemination of information. Many large craft groups were also 

administered by sellers of craft products or services. These were not considered, so 

as to avoid any potential bias in membership or content. The size of the group and 

the number or interactions were also important as I needed to ensure that the 

groups selected would generate enough data within the constrained time frame of 

the study.  

The first group in the study, Fibre Fans (FF) was mentioned by several interview 

participants as a group they regularly participated in. FF membership is limited to 

New Zealand and Australia, and focuses on discussion of knitting, crochet, spinning 

and felting. FF has over 3000 members. The second group in the study, Community 

Fibre Crafters (CFC) is the online forum for a group who meet weekly at their local 

church hall to create with fibres. A member of CFC approached me via direct 

messaging after seeing my post on the FF page and suggested I include their group 

in the study. While each of these groups met the sampling criteria, they were very 

different in nature – membership of FF was large and geographically dispersed with 

most of the members never having met in ‘real’ life, whereas membership of CFC 

was smaller (approximately 50), localised, and met regularly in person. The 

differences between these two groups, and the intersection and overlap with the 

other data sets, added to the richness of contexts and perspectives studied. Table 

4.2 provides an overview of the intersection between the online group membership 
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and interview participants. Pseudonyms have been used for interview participants 

and the names of the online groups: 

Table 4.2 Summary of the intersection between data sets in Crafting Communities 

Interview 
Participants 

Primary craft 
activity 

FF online 
group 
member 

CFC online 
group 
member 

Observation 
of physical 
group 

Trained 
school tea-
cher 

Alice Quilting No No Yes No 

Sandra Quilting No No No Yes 

Beth Knitting Yes No Yes No 

Sarah Sewing Yes No No Yes 

Vanessa Sewing/Knitting Yes No Yes Yes 

Janis Knitting Yes No Yes No 

Stephanie Knitting Yes No No No 

Deborah Knitting No No No Yes 

 

Collecting the data 

Prior to online group data collection, I sought the permission of the group 

administrators (see Appendix D) providing them with the participant information 

form, along with additional information specific to the collection of online data. 

Once consent was granted, I posted to the group (see Appendix E), letting them 

know that I intended to collect data during a specific timeframe and clearly stating 

how the data would be stored and used and the steps that would be taken to protect 

their anonymity. I also provided links to an information sheet about the study and 

a copy of the ethics approval and invited group members to message me with any 

questions they might have. 

The number of individual members in an online group can make seeking consent 

from individual members impractical. As the groups are closed, the data could not 
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be considered public, however, because of the size and nature of the groups (sharing 

experiences crafting, e.g., sewing and knitting) the data is considered low risk. 

Following Townsend and Wallace’s (2016) suggested approach to collecting from 

closed groups where the risk of harm is low, I did not record the usernames of any 

group members, either in the data collection process or in the research itself. Group 

members were given the option to opt-out of data collection, either by not posting 

during the collection period, or by notifying me that they did not want their 

comments or posts recorded (as data collection was a manual process in accordance 

with the terms and conditions of the social media platform, 10 I would have been 

able to avoid collecting data from group members who opted out, however, none 

chose to do so). In section 4.5 of this chapter, I outline in more detail the ethical 

issues associated with collecting online data from closed groups. In order to 

maintain my role as neutral observer, and minimise influence on member 

participation, I did not post, comment or ‘react’ in either of the groups during the 

period of data collection. 

Using a Grounded Theory approach, data was collected and analysed 

simultaneously. Each evening during the data collection period, I collected all posts 

and comments from the previous 24 hours and entered these into qualitative data 

analysis software NVivo. Initial coding was carried out, and data collected, until 

saturation point was reached. In the case of FF this took two weeks, with 286 posts 

and 1836 comments collected. However, due to the smaller membership and fewer 

interactions per day in CFC, the data collection period was extended to five weeks, 

with 59 posts and 202 comments collected to reach saturation. 

Crafting Communities – Participant observation  

The third data set in Crafting Communities was collected through the process of 

‘embodied action’ that is, through the researcher engaging in crafts alongside other 

makers in physical craft groups. The aim of this participation was to observe how 

group members interacted in the process of meaning making. Each of the four 

 

10 Facebook does not allow data to be accessed or collected using automated means ("Facebook Terms of 

Service," 2020) therefore, all data was collected manually. 
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groups I participated in was accessed via a member who was also an interview 

(primary) participant. Prior to me attending the group, members were provided 

with a Group Member Information Sheet and Consent Form (see Appendices B and 

C). These outlined the aims of the project, the purpose of the group visits and 

described what form the participant observation would take. The information sheet 

stipulated that all group members needed to consent to the visit for it to take place. 

The process of consent was mediated by the primary participant. Group visits were 

conducted between October 2018 and July 2019 and varied in length from two to 

six hours. 

Patton (2002, p. 265) states that the fundamental decision that needs to be made 

prior to commencing observation is the “extent to which the observer will be a 

participant in the setting being studied”. This requires negotiation, either implicit 

or explicit, with those being observed (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). My role as 

researcher and visitor to the group (I visited each group only once) meant that I was 

very much an ‘outsider’ (Labaree, 2002) in terms of my understanding of the 

dynamics and conventions of the group, and the level of trust between observer and 

observed. However, I was an ‘insider’ in the wider craft community, in that I had 

first-hand experience of many craft practices and an understanding of the language 

of soft materials craft. At all the groups I visited, I worked on a shawl I was knitting 

(three of the groups were knitting groups and one was a mixed craft group). 

Bringing out my knitting was often an ice breaker, as group members would ask me 

about my project, my background, and my research into craft. This helped to quickly 

build rapport with group members as they understood that craft was something 

that I was passionate about. Working on my knitting also meant that I was able to 

disengage from conversation from time to time and focus on listening without 

obviously observing the group. This combination of being both an outsider and an 

insider meant that I was able to balance emic and etic perspectives in my 

observations. My understanding of the wider discipline of soft material crafts also 

meant that I was able to focus on the nuances of interactions between group 

members, rather than being distracted by trying to understand the activities 

themselves. 
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Collecting the data 

At the beginning of each group visit I noted down the names and gender of 

participants. I then put my notebook away, focusing instead on my knitting and 

talking to group members. After asking permission, I took photographs of the group, 

with the primary aim of stimulating my memory of the event later. After each visit, 

I wrote detailed field notes, which I organised into sections including membership, 

activities, physical space, motivation, use of technology and topics of conversation. 

These field notes and photographs provided supplementary data that was used in 

combination with the text analysis and interview data during analysis for Crafting 

Communities.  

4.3 Data Analysis 

Crafting at the Boundaries and Crafting Communities together include four data 

sets; autoethnographic narrative, semi-structured interviews, text analysis and 

participant observation. The first three data sets were entered into qualitative 

analysis software NVivo and analysed using a Grounded Theory approach. The 

fourth data set, participant observation, was analysed using a General Inductive 

approach (Thomas, 2006). Analysis of data was an iterative, multi-step process 

which involved firstly analysing within and across each study and then analysing 

across both sub-studies to generate substantive theory. The following sections 

outline the analysis process for each study/data set. 

Crafting at the Boundaries - Autoethnography  

Crafting at the Boundaries draws on autoethnographic narrative as its data source. 

Autoethnography provided a method by which I could both negotiate and analyse 

my experience in Peru, while also considering the specific social, historical and 

cultural conditions in which the experience took place. I approached my research in 

Peru from the perspective of a participant ethnographer, acknowledging my role as 

both researcher and research subject. I wanted to examine my experience in terms 

of personal transformation through participation, the third aspect of Rogoff’s Model 

of Learning by Observing and Pitching In (Intent Community Participation), (Rogoff, 

1995). When exploring the challenge of how to construct meaning from experience, 

I considered Jerome Bruner’s question; "By what process and in reference to what 
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kinds of experience do human beings formulate their own concept of self, and what 

kinds of self-do they formulate?" (Bruner, 1990, p. 100). This narrative approach to 

the analysis provided a bridge between two of my Communities of Practice 

(Wenger, 1998) – craft and adult learning. 

In my analysis, I drew upon the interpretive strategies of Heewon Chang (2008). 

Construction and analysis of the autoethnographic narrative required a constant 

cycle of acting, observing and remembering by moving in and out of the narrative, 

in a process Chang (2008, p. 137) calls “zooming in and zooming out”. This approach 

enabled the experience to be examined from both an individual perspective, and in 

terms of the intersection between culture and history and the mutually constituting 

processes of Apprenticeship and Guided participation(Rogoff, 1995).  

In accordance with a Grounded Theory approach to analysis, I coded the data into 

nodes, with many sections of text coded into more than one node. Coding is the 

process of naming segments of data with a descriptive label. In NVivo, this process 

involves creating ‘nodes’ which can then be grouped into themes as commonalities 

emerge. Following initial coding, I analysed the nodes using a constant comparative 

approach to distinguish emerging themes in a process Charmaz (2014) describes as 

focused coding. During this process, I looked for conceptual links between the 

descriptive nodes and analysed the relationship between the emerging themes 

(Chang, 2008). NVivo enables the organising of these relationships into hierarchical 

groupings or ‘tree nodes’. This is broadly equivalent to the process of axial coding 

in Grounded Theory and supports the development of more abstract themes that 

are grounded in the data. This process continued until saturation (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008). 

As more abstract concepts began to emerge, I engaged in theoretical coding (Corbin 

& Strauss, 2008; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014) to explore connections between the 

emerging themes, existing theories and the theoretical framework of the study. 

Throughout this process, I documented the specific characteristics or attributes of 

nodes and themes by writing memos. Memos provide a record of ideas and 

connections that occur during the process of open coding. As analysis progressed, 
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the memos became more conceptual in nature and eventually formed a starting 

point for the discussion of findings. 

The process of analysis inevitably extended beyond the text to the memories and 

emotions I associated with the events I had recorded. During the process of writing, 

I had found myself recalling events from my childhood that evoked similar emotions 

to those I experienced in the workshops. This emotional response to my 

experiences highlighted the connections between my own Communities of Practice 

– as learner, teacher, and crafter – in a way that cognitive analysis alone could not 

have done. These connections, sparked by experience, illustrate the fluid and 

emergent nature of identity development and performance and it was this that I 

attempted to capture during the process of analysis. 

Crafting Communities – Analysis of interviews and online text 

Interview transcripts and text harvested from two online craft groups were entered 

into NVivo and analysed using the Grounded Theory approach outlined in the 

previous section. During analysis, I focused on exploring the role of crafting in the 

lives of the participants and understanding the various motivations and meanings 

they associated with being a crafter. Through the process of theoretical coding, I 

extended my range of ‘sensitising concepts’ with which to view both the data in 

Crafting Communities and the broader research questions. One of these sensitising 

concepts was a focus on how participants saw their ‘identity’ as a crafter alongside 

their other multiple ‘identities’, and what ‘meaning perspectives’ participants may 

be bringing to their craft Community of Practice (Mezirow, 1991). Considering the 

relatively homogenous nature of the data sets (discussed earlier in this chapter), I 

was also interested to examine similarities and inconsistencies in motivations, 

experiences, and perceptions of craft, and in particular, how the participants viewed 

craft within a wider socio-cultural context. 

Once coding was complete, a second researcher analysed and coded two of the 

interview transcripts and the resulting nodes were compared with my original 

analysis. No substantial differences were detected, so consolidation of themes 

proceeded, using the constant comparative method. This resulted in the 

development of three themes concerned with motivation and meaning making, and 
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an additional three themes addressing the participant’s sense of self, participation 

in a CoP, and the perception of learning. 

Crafting Communities – Analysis of observational field notes 

Field notes written after participation in four physical craft groups were analysed 

using a General Inductive Approach (Thomas, 2006). The General Inductive 

Approach to analysis is similar to Grounded Theory in that it focuses on inductive, 

rather than deductive reasoning to generate theoretical propositions rather than 

test hypotheses (Silverman, 2000). However, a General Inductive Approach does 

not specifically separate the process of open coding from axial coding (Thomas, 

2006). A General Inductive Approach acknowledges that “findings are shaped by 

the assumptions and experiences of the evaluator” who must inevitably “make 

decisions about what is more important and less important in the data.”  (Thomas, 

2006, p. 240). 

A General Inductive approach to analysing the data involved multiple close readings 

of the field notes to identify any new concepts or themes not already captured 

during analysis of the interview and text data. Rather than coding the field notes to 

existing nodes, I used them to inform the development of memos, noting any 

contradictions or similarities with the nodes and themes already identified. In this 

way, participant observation data was a way to ‘test’ the complexity and validity of 

themes as they emerged. As this data set was also the only one of the four focused 

on activity, the analysis of participant observation field notes alongside online text 

data and descriptive interview data, meant that I was able to compare, in general 

terms, interviewees perceptions of participation in physical groups with how I 

observed these groups were used. 

As there was significant overlap in the timing of data collection and analysis in 

Crafting Communities, the process of analysis was both iterative and integrated, 

resulting in an emerging design (Creswell, 2012). This was particularly useful, both 

in a practical sense (it was after conducting the first three interviews that I 

identified FF as a potential group to collect data from), and in conceptualising the 

data set as a whole, rather than discrete ‘chunks’ of information. Considering the 

resulting analysis of all three data sets together meant that findings are grounded 
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in the data and individual lived experience while attempting to convey the ‘essence’ 

of craft experience as identified by participants in Crafting Communities (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). 

The rich, ‘thick’ nature of the interview data and the autoethnographic narrative 

meant that analysis of these two data sets yielded the majority of nodes and themes. 

While the online text provided a large volume of data, much of this was repetitious, 

resulting in fewer nodes and themes being generated. This meant that the interview 

and autoethnographic data is more prominent in the resulting themes and findings. 

However, the less reflexive nature of the online text and participant observation 

data meant that it was vital to testing assumptions and observations that arose from 

the interviews and personal narrative. These data sets were also key to ensuring 

that Rogoff’s three planes of activity were considered. Although each data set 

foregrounds one plane of activity, the final synthesis (Chapter 7) weaves the three 

planes back together, resulting in findings that are multi-dimensional, rather than 

linear in nature. 

4.4 Practicing reflexivity 

May and Perry (2018, p. 111) argue that “reflexivity is not a method, but a way of 

thinking or critical ethos, the role of which is to aid interpretation, translation and 

representation”. They differentiate between endogenous reflexivity – reflexivity 

within actions, and referential reflexivity – reflexivity upon actions. A researcher’s 

reflexivity is grounded in their onto-epistemological perspective and their beliefs 

about the role of the researcher in the construction of knowledge. Within a social 

constructivist paradigm, where knowledge is socially constructed between actors, 

subjectivity is inevitable, and the researcher must continuously strive to bring both 

self-understanding and self-questioning to the process (Patton, 2002).  

Crafting at the Boundaries 

It could be argued that writing an autoethnographic narrative is an entirely 

reflexive process. Indeed, throughout the process of data collection and analysis I 

was conscious of my subjectivity both as the researcher, constructing and analysing 

the data with an established set of theoretical preconceptions, and as the subject of 
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the data. I was also aware of the need to look beneath the themes explicitly revealed 

by the text, to the conceptual themes implied by the narrative construction. I found 

that the emotional aspect of participation recorded in the field notes provided 

‘reflexive signposts’, indicating where I needed to dig deeper and examine 

discordances or inconsistencies that suggested my epistemological assumptions 

were being challenged. This process forced me to examine the pre-conceptions I 

brought to the research, which in turn helped me to approach Crafting Communities 

with greater insight and clarity.   

Crafting Communities 

As a crafter researching craft groups, my role as an ‘insider’ proved to be both an 

advantage and disadvantage in this research. On the one hand, I was able to quickly 

establish a rapport with interview subjects and to understand the majority of 

technical terms used when describing their practice. On the other hand, my 

experience as a designer and crafter may have suggested to participants that I was 

critiquing their work during interviews or group visits, making them more reserved 

or reticent. Using a semi-structured interview format meant that interviews could 

easily morph into more general discussions and I had to work hard to maintain 

‘empathic neutrality’ (Patton, 2002), at times stopping myself from responding “me 

too!” when an interviewee described an experience or point of view that resonated 

with me. Labaree argues that “there remains a need to develop a more sophisticated 

understanding of the insider as both object and subject within qualitative inquiry” 

(Labaree, 2002, p. 117). I agree that the concept of insider – outsider is not a simple 

continuum upon which we can pinpoint our location at any given time, rather, we 

simultaneously move between the two, both in our perceptions, and how we are 

perceived. 

Despite my desire to ‘give voice’ to participants and let them tell their story, I 

acknowledge my role in the construction of their narrative, both through my choice 

of questions, my responses, and in the influence my role as both a crafter and an 

academic had on the interviews. Likewise, for online group members, knowing that 

a researcher was collecting all their comments and posts may have influenced the 

nature of their participation. During analysis of the interview transcripts, I paid 
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attention to the questions I asked, comparing questions across interviews and 

reflecting on which approaches were most successful in drawing out responses. 

While each stage of the research process informed how I approached the next, I was 

careful not to let partly emergent themes or ideas lead questioning, instead using 

high level general questions and then focusing in on the aspects of these the 

interviewee identified as most important. 

4.5 Ethical considerations 

Crafting at the Boundaries 

As the focus of data collection in Crafting Communities was myself – the researcher, 

ethics approval was initially not thought to be required, however, I ensured all my 

fellow tour members knew about my project and the focus of the research on the 

first day of the tour.11 I emphasised that the focus of the research was my personal 

experience (I was not studying them). All participants on the Puchka Peru tour 

consented to having their photograph taken and used as part of their participation, 

however, I sought additional permission to use photographs I took that included 

them. All were very supportive and happy to have their image included in any 

presentations or documents resulting from the research. Names have been changed 

throughout the autoethnography and analysis to protect the privacy of the teachers, 

coordinators, and tour participants, however, participants may be identifiable in 

images. 

Crafting Communities 

An application for category B Ethics Approval for Crafting Communities was 

granted by University of Otago Human Ethics Committee in 2017, reference 

D17/176 (see Appendix F). While the nature of the data being collected was 

considered low-risk, Dicicco‐Bloom and Crabtree (2006) suggest that one of the 

risks in semi-structured interviewing is the possibility of harm when the interview 

develops in unforeseen ways. During the interviews I was mindful that many of the 

participants had never spoken about their craft practice in such depth, and that 

 

11 Ethics approval for data collection in Crafting at the Boundaries was applied for and granted retrospectively 

in June 2017 as part of ethics application for Crafting Communities. 
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doing so surfaced a range of emotions and questions. In an attempt to create a safe 

environment for this type of questioning to occur, I framed the interview process as 

an explorative journey that we were on together, where there were no right or 

wrong answers, only ideas to explore. 

To protect the privacy of interviewees and group participants, the names of all 

interviewees and the online and physical groups have been changed. All 

participants have consented to the use of their image being used in this project, and 

as in Crafting at the Boundaries, may be identifiable in these. Interview participants 

have also consented to the use of direct quotes, both in this thesis and in any 

subsequent publications that may arise from the project. All raw data in which 

participants are identifiable was stored using password protected cloud-based 

storage.  

Additional ethical considerations for the collection of online data 

The initial Ethics Application granted permission for the collection of data from 

public online groups or websites, however, subsequent investigation into the most 

appropriate groups to study in Crafting at the Boundaries indicated that closed 

Facebook groups were most likely to yield data aligned to the study’s research 

questions. Social media research is a relatively new phenomenon and the ethics 

surrounding it are complex, particularly the point at which a group’s size might 

deem it ‘public’. I consulted guidance developed by Moreno, Goniu, Moreno, and 

Diekema (2013), Sloan and Quan-Haase (2017) and Townsend and Wallace (2016) 

in designing my approach. Townsend and Wallace suggest that prior to collecting 

data, the researcher asks permission from the administrators who may wish to seek 

feedback from group members before deciding. If the administrators decide to give 

permission, they can ask the researcher to make themselves known to the group 

and give members the option to opt-out of data collection. This could be done either 

by not posting during the time data is being collected or requesting that their 

posts/comments are not collected. This ‘opt out’ rather than ‘opt in’ approach 

traditionally used in qualitative research was a pragmatic way to deal with a very 

large group such as FF. An amendment to Ethics Approval, outlining this approach 
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to data collection from closed online groups was sought and approved in February 

2019 (see Appendix H). 

4.6 Authenticity and reliability 

In considering the trustworthiness of the data and findings in this study, I am guided 

by Lincoln and Guba’s (1986) framework for assessing the authenticity and 

reliability of naturalistic inquiry. Lincoln and Guba propose an approach for 

assessing authenticity which involves replacing the positivist paradigm of internal 

validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity with a ‘trustworthiness’ criteria 

comprised of credibility, transferability, dependability, and neutrality. Amankwaa 

(2016) further developed this framework into a protocol for ensuring 

trustworthiness in qualitative research. In the sections below, I consider each 

aspect of Lincoln and Guba’s framework and the associated criteria developed by 

Amankwaa in relation to the design of this study. 

Credibility 

Credibility refers to confidence in the ‘truth’ of the finding. In this study, credibility 

has been established via the following methods:  

• Engagement with the groups and individual participants in Crafting 

Communities took place over a sustained period of time, in which there were 

many opportunities for participants to check, change or correct their 

contributions.  

• Key themes were confirmed by cross checking these across data sets to 

identify any inconsistencies or potential bias. 

• One ‘outlier’ interview was identified, and this was subjected to negative 

case analysis in order to further test the emerging themes. 

 

Transferability 

Transferability refers to the applicability of findings to other contexts. In Crafting 

Communities, open ended questioning was used, resulting in the collection of thick, 

descriptive data. This data was used to develop detailed narratives relating to the 

key themes. The description of phenomena in sufficient detail enables others to 
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evaluate the extent to which findings are transferable to other settings, situations, 

and people. Journaling was also used to capture my reflections and perceptions 

after each interview and group visit. Journal entries provided additional context for 

analysis and helped ensure consistency across all participant interactions, 

Dependability and neutrality 

Dependability refers to the consistency of findings and their ability to be repeated. 

Neutrality refers to the degree or “extent to which the findings are shaped by the 

respondents and not researcher bias, motivations or interests” (Amankwaa, 2016, 

p. 121). My ontological perspective as researcher was identified at the outset of this 

project and further analysed through the autoethnographic narrative in Crafting at 

the Boundaries. This process enabled the biases and pre-conceptions that emerged 

during Crafting at the Boundaries to be explicitly considered during the collection 

and analysis of data in Crafting Communities. In addition to this, two of the eight 

interviews in Crafting Communities were subjected to analysis by a second 

researcher and tested against the emerging themes.  In addition to the methods 

outlined above, the design of this study was intended to maximise trustworthiness 

by considering multiple data sets discretely, and in relation to each other, in a 

continual process of testing and cross checking.  

In this chapter I have explained in detail the choice of data sets and outlined the 

process of data collection and analysis. These methods are grounded in the 

epistemological and methodological influences discussed in Chapter 3 and support 

the conceptual framework of the study based on three perspectives:  

apprenticeship, guided participation and participatory appropriation. The study is 

divided into two sub-studies, Crafting at the Boundaries and Crafting Communities. 

Each of these is treated as a stand-alone study in the following two chapters, before 

findings from across both sub-studies are synthesised and discussed in Chapter 7. 
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CHAPTER 5 – CRAFTING AT THE BOUNDARIES: LEARNING AND UN-

LEARNING IN A NEW COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE 

This chapter details research carried out during a trip to Peru in 2016 when I 

participated in two, four-day craft workshops led by Peruvian master crafters. In 

this study, I seek to understand how an individual (myself) is affected by 

participation in an unfamiliar and emergent Community of Practice. The study uses 

an autoethnographic narrative and a Grounded Theory approach to both construct 

and analyse the data (see chapters 3 and 4 for a fulsome discussion of 

autoethnography and the methods used in this study). First, I provide a brief 

overview of the tour’s structure, location, and participants, the full 

autoethnographic narrative is then presented, followed by analysis of the findings 

and discussion of the key themes. 

5.1 The Puchka Peru craft tour – a personal journey 

In September 2016, I travelled to Peru to participate in a 22-day craft and cultural 

tour which included two, 4-day workshops, learning traditional crafts from 

Peruvian master crafters. This trip provided an opportunity for me to explore two 

of my key research questions – how is learning accessed and mediated in crafting 

communities? And how is the individual’s sense of self affected/changed by 

participation in Communities of Practice where activity is the mediating factor? The 

research carried out during the tour provided the third pillar in this study’s 

conceptual framework – the exploration of Barbara Rogoff’s theory of participatory 

appropriation, (Rogoff, 2014). In this study, I am guided by the question – how are 

individuals transformed socially and cognitively by participation in activity? 

(Rogoff, 1995). 

The structure of the tour 

Puchka Peru craft tours are aimed at people with an interest in craft and the 

handmade. One of the features of the tour is the opportunity to visit traditional 

craftspeople in their homes and choose from a range of craft workshops offered 

over two weeks in Arequipa. As well as participating in the workshops, the tour 

group visits sites of historical and cultural significance such as the Colca Canyon, 
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Machu Pichu and Cusco. Prior to the tour, I was emailed two substantial documents, 

‘Trip Notes’ and ‘Travel Tips and Itinerary Notes’, 65 and 75 pages long respectively 

(McInnes, 2016a, 2016b).These documents, written by the Puchka Peru tour 

founder Sasha McInnes, described in detail the context of the tour, the history of the 

regions we would be visiting, and the unique cultural customs and practices 

participants needed to be aware of. The 17 tour participants came from around the 

world. Most of the 17 tour participants were travelling with a partner, friend, or 

family member, however, I travelled to Peru alone, meeting my fellow tour 

companions in Lima. Just over half of the participants were retired, all were over 40 

years old, and most were experienced crafters, although four had never crafted 

before and were attracted to the tour because of the cultural experiences it offered. 

I was the only participant from New Zealand. The tour was led by two Peruvian tour 

coordinators, with the support of local guides in each of the locations we visited. 

The tour began in the capital Lima, where participants met and spent a couple of 

days orienting themselves and exploring the city. The group then flew to Arequipa, 

the second largest city in Peru, where we were based for two weeks and where the 

craft workshops took place (see Figure 3). These workshops were taught by 

Peruvian master crafters who travelled down from the Andean highlands twice a 

year to teach the Puchka workshops and sell their products. Tour participants could 

choose to do an 8-day weaving workshop, or two, four-day workshops chosen from 

hand embroidery, machine embroidery, knitting, gourd carving or braiding. There 

were no more than four participants in each of the four-day workshops and none of 

the teachers, except for the internationally renowned weaving master, spoke 

English. For my workshops, I selected knitting, with Senora Yachaya and hand 

embroidery, with Senora Amancay and her daughter Elizabeth. Once we had 

completed the workshops we flew to Cusco from where we travelled to 

Ollantaytambo, Aguas Calientes, and eventually Machu Picchu. On day 22 we flew 

back to Lima and separated for our individual journeys home. 
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Figure 3- Puchka Peru tour map 

What follows is the narrative account of my experience in the craft workshops. As 

noted in chapter 4, it is largely unchanged from the original draft (including the use 

of the present tense as in the field notes), however, for clarity I have italicised the 

sections where I reflect on my childhood experiences.  

5.2 A new community of practice – my story of participation 

Casa de Melgar sprawls the full width of a downtown Arequipa block, with narrow 

corridors opening to beautifully tiled courtyards and a central lawn area. The 

Puchka tour group takes up the entire back half of the casa, with our rooms opening 

off the two rear courtyards where the craft workshops would take place. My room, 

which opens off the arched walkway joining the garden to the first of the courtyards, 

feels like the center of our new village. I have chosen Andean knitting, and 

embroidery for my workshops and will spend 4 days on each. Workshops on 
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weaving, gourd carving, machine embroidery and braiding are also occurring 

simultaneously over the two weeks.  

The night before the workshops start our teachers began to arrive at the casa. 

Excited and nervous, we talk about the crafting we do at home, with some people 

showing examples of their knitting and weaving. I feel nervous exposing something 

that I only ever do alone at home to the scrutiny of strangers. The tour group 

members’ backgrounds vary greatly. Many are retired and have ample time to 

pursue their crafts, several, like myself, have at one time been professional 

designers or makers before moving into other careers, and others, like the forensic 

investigator from Bucharest and the meteorologist from North Carolina, have never 

crafted before. 

Day One - Knitting 

The knitting workshop starts promptly at 8am in the back courtyard. There are only 

three of us, Rachel, Joan and myself, and our teacher Senora Yachaya (Figure 4). I 

know that both Rachel and Joan have done a lot of knitting and, as I have limited 

experience, I am worried I won’t be able to keep up. Having taught sewing and basic 

knitting in my previous job as a tutor, I am also used to being in control, the one that 

others turned to for help. It is disconcerting to think that I may be at the bottom of 

the class so to speak and I worry that Senora Yachaya will feel the exasperation with 

me that I had sometimes felt with my students.  

 

Figure 4 - The knitting workshop 

We drag our plastic chairs into a cluster around Senora Yachaya and she hands us 

each five needles tied together with thread. The needles, short and fine, are made 

from bicycle spokes, with a flattened hook at one end. Senora Yachaya asks us to 
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choose "dos colours" from a plastic bag of brightly dyed wool at her feet. Once she 

has approved our colour choices, she demonstrates knotting the two colours 

together and casting stitches on to four of the needles (Figure 5). She does this very 

quickly, with no commentary at all. I know from my experience teaching that I will 

not be able to work out what she is doing by watching from the front (it will be like 

looking into a mirror), so I go around behind her to watch ‘the right way around’. It 

looks very easy when Senora Yachaya casts on, but she is going so fast that I can't 

see which way she is wrapping the yarn around the needle. She has not shown us 

what we are making and there is no verbal explanation. In the bag of wool, I spy a 

small, multicoloured knitted bag and I wonder if this is what we are making. 

 

Figure 5 - Senora Yachaya demonstrates casting on 

I manage to cast on okay, the method is different to what I am used to, involving a 

complicated knotting system that results in one wool colour forming the loops, with 

the other linking them together. After several attempts, and requests to Senora 

Yachaya to go slower for me while I watch again, I manage to work it out. Senora 

Yachaya counts the stitches in Spanish for me, so I know I need 18 per needle. Joan, 

Rachel and I are all going okay at this stage, but I feel quite stressed, like I am in a 

race to see who can solve the puzzle first, and I swear I can hear cogs in my brain 

whirring and clicking as I struggle to make sense of it all. Senora Yachaya stops one 

of us if there is a problem with our casting on by raising a hand and saying “no”, 
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then she takes the work off us and show us again (Figure 6). Once she is satisfied 

we have all cast on correctly, by counting and checking our stitches, Senora Yachaya 

demonstrates how to knit the first row. Again, she does this quickly, using a quite 

different handling method to what any of us are used to. She drops the coloured 

balls on the ground and loops the yarn around her neck to create the correct tension, 

flicking the working yarn over the needle with her thumb, and using the hook on 

the end to pull it through. I try to do the first row, but I am struggling. Senora 

Yachaya demonstrates a couple more times and guides my hand when I wrap the 

yarn. She communicates only by saying “no” and making grunts of agreement when 

I get it right. The second row is even harder. My brain is furiously trying to work out 

what is going on and link it to something I can understand, but without a sample or 

any verbal explanation I am lost. Later I realise we have been doing a knit row and 

then a purl row to create garter stitch in the round, but at the time it all happens so 

fast, and I don’t understand the casting on before moving on to the knitting.   

 

Figure 6 - Senora demonstrates to Rachel 

I have never knitted garter stitch in the round before and being so disorientated, I 

make lots of mistakes. Inserting my needle into the stitch the wrong way, wrapping 

the yarn in the wrong direction, dropping stitches between the needles, and 

tensioning badly. I am beginning to feel anxious as Joan and Rachel seem to be flying 

along without the problems I am having. Senora Yachaya fixes my work several 
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times, sighing good naturedly, and I realise that when she puts her own knitting 

down and comes and sits next to me (which happens often), things are not going 

well! Senora Yachaya watches the three of us as we labor intensely. If I get 

something right, she will say "Bueno, Bueno" and give me the thumbs up. Finally, I 

manage a knit and a purl row on my own and am able to finish the first section. The 

result is pretty rough, which would usually bother me, but I am just relieved to have 

finished. 

My father taught me how to knit when I was very young. As an adolescent, he had 

fallen off his bike and had an extended stay in hospital, where, according to family lore, 

he knit hot water bottle covers for the nuns. Which nuns, and why they needed hot 

water bottle covers, I do not know, nor can I remember why it was my father who 

taught me how to knit rather than my mother who, although more skilled, was 

possibly less patient. As a result of my father’s instruction, I had learnt to knit by 

holding the needles with my hands under the work and tucking the ends of the needles 

under my arms. Over the years, I realised that it was impossible to knit anything longer 

than about 30cm this way as the resulting work wouldn’t fit in the space between my 

thumb and forefinger. Returning to knitting as an adult, I re-trained myself to hold the 

needles from above so that the knitting could fall below, but this technique meant that 

I couldn’t tuck the needles under my arms as my elbows would have to be lifted too 

high. I consulted YouTube, watching how others held their needles and moved the 

yarn. I noticed that some knitters held the yarn still while moving the needles in and 

out to form the stitches, unlike my technique where I held the needles relatively still in 

my left hand and used my right hand to ‘throw’ the yarn using a much greater range 

of motion. Although I had overcome the basic deficiencies in my technique, my knitting 

had never progressed much further than the basics as I didn’t seem able to fix problems 

when things went wrong, and garments never came out the right size. The risks 

associated with knitting in comparison to the time, effort and cost involved didn’t seem 

to add up, and I had focused on sewing and crochet which produced results faster and 

more reliably. 

 Joan and Rachel get to the patterning before me. We each choose another two 

colours, and I pull the rectangular knitted bag out from the under the balls of yarn, 

gesturing to Senora Yachaya for confirmation that this is the project we are working 
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on. Now able to visually relate what I am doing to something tangible I feel more 

comfortable, but I am still worried about the patterning, knowing that Joan and 

Rachel have both knitted Fair Isle before and understand the principle of changing 

colours, whereas I have only ever knitted one colour at a time. Senora Yachaya 

shows us how to knit the first pattern repeat of triangles with both yarn colours 

wrapped around her neck, twisting them as she knits to carry the yarns. It looks 

extremely hard but when I try it, it is not too difficult to understand, just agonizingly 

slow and awkward. The others are also having problems because they keep trying 

to hold the yarn the conventional way, not tensioning it around their necks, which 

makes the twisting of the yarn between each stitch take even longer.  

We carry on for the rest of the day knitting the first two pattern bands. Late in the 

afternoon, Senora Yachaya gives us each a book to look at with the pattern mapped 

out on graph paper, another visual reference that I find very helpful. When one of 

us starts a new pattern, Senora Yachaya joins the new colour and knits the first 

repeat for us to copy. Now that I am knitting only purl, and have a clear 

understanding of the stitch construction, I rely more on the stitching Senora 

Yachaya has done and following the pattern, rather than watching her knit, which 

is too fast for me to understand. When she first demonstrates the pattern, I count 

the stitches out loud in Spanish, then Senora Yachaya repeats the pattern back to 

me; “dos, tres, dos, uno”. By doing this, and watching for visual cues, I can follow 

what to do. The only common language we use is: 

• Numbers 1 - 5 in Spanish 

• Rojo - Red 

• Verde - Green 

• No 

• Si 

• Bueno 

• Okay 

 I feel much better as the day goes on and I slowly begin to process what is 

happening and start to take the initiative with each new row of the pattern. Senora 
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Yachaya gradually reduces the amount of support she gives me as I grow more 

confident. Now, rather than correcting the basic formation of each stitch, she checks 

the tension and pattern definition. The process for the first day is: 

First row of pattern – Senora Yachaya joins colour, knits first row, gives me 

instructions (counts repeat), watches as I do first repeat, then checks at end of row, 

pulling yarns to adjust tension. We continue with this process to end of pattern. 

Second row of pattern – Senora Yachaya joins colour, knits first repeat, shows me 

(points to colour changes), watches as I knit second repeat, checks at end of row, if 

good - “Bueno, Bueno”. 

Row three – Senora Yachaya starts each row, points to pattern counting repeat out 

loud, watches as I knit second repeat, checks at end of row. “Bueno”. 

I start the fourth row, Senora Yachaya checks at end of second repeat, fixes my work, 

knits to the end of second repeat, points to stitches counting repeat out loud, gives 

work back to me, checks again at end of row. 

I start the fifth row, knit to end of first repeat, I check pattern, unpick, re-knit, Senora 

Yachaya watches and nods, checking at the end of the row. 

 I start the sixth row, knit to the end, Senora Yachaya checks the row, “Bueno 

Bueno”. 

 Rows seven to nine – I knit. 

 The patterning and the neck tensioning, which I have never done before and 

initially seem the most daunting, is actually the easiest process for me to learn and 

the least frustrating to do. The alternate wrapping to carry the yarn seems logical 

once I start doing it myself. After a while, however, I begin to worry that alternating 

wrapping from front to back is causing the carried yarn to ‘bleed’ through the 

pattern on the right side, unlike the sample, which has a dense pattern without the 

carried yarn showing through. After giving this some thought, I figure that you must 

have to wrap each way, or the yarn will twist up and choke you, so that is not the 

problem. Every third stitch requires a different wrapping technique that I am 

struggling to master. When I watch Senora Yachaya it seems very quick and easy, 
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and I can’t work out if I find it hard because I am doing it wrong, or because I am 

awkward and slow. 

The four of us work through the day practically in silence. On the other side of the 

courtyard the gourd carvers are deep in concentration hunched over their first 

gourds. The sun moves across the sky and every few hours we move our plastic 

chairs into the shade and rearrange our work. Elizabeth comes to tell us when it is 

time to break for morning and afternoon tea and lunch, usually approaching with 

calls of “have you finished yet?” followed by bursts of laughter. At the end of the first 

day, I have only knit a few centimeters, I feel mentally exhausted and incredibly 

proud (Figure 7). 

 

 

Figure 7 - A day's work knitting 

 

Day two - Knitting 

The second day of the knitting workshop begins. We are about a week into the trip 

and the pace of the tour is starting to take its toll, with several people sick and the 

doctor called out three times in the last two days. One of these visits was to see 

Rachel who is suffering from kidney stones. Much of the talk at dinner last night was 

about the workshops, with the weavers’ keen to share their experiences working 

with the internationally renowned weaving master.  
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My day starts better, with the new technique now feeling quite familiar. I try to 

experiment with my tension to stop the float colour showing through on the right 

side. Now able to follow the pattern on the sample, I ask Senora Yachaya to show 

me how to weave the yarn ends in so that I can change colours on my own. Senora 

Yachaya watches me as I try, saying "no" moving the yarn to the correct position 

when I make a mistake, and taking the work off me to fix when she sees I am not 

sure what to do.  

When Senora Yachaya fixes our work, she doesn't show us what she is doing or 

point out what went wrong, she just puts us back on the right path and sets us going 

again. She seems to know when we have made a mistake, even while working on 

her own knitting. Her hands work almost unconsciously while her eyes never move 

from us. It feels as though our knitting calls to her when it’s going wrong and she 

always comes over and looks at just the right time. I feel as though I have made 

progress when I can recognise and fix several sections of incorrect patterning on 

my own (Figure 8). I have a few "okays" today but no "Bueno's". I choose to interpret 

this as a sign that I need less reassurance. 

 

 

Figure 8 - My bag begins to take shape 
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By the end of the day, I am exhausted, both mentally and emotionally. Rachel is 

clearly in pain and struggling to continue with the workshop. Throughout the day, I 

watch her face and know that she is persevering through sheer force of will. I 

suggest a couple of times that she lie down, but she insists she is okay and wants to 

continue. Senora Yachaya and I exchange worried looks, but I feel that there is 

nothing I can do. Despite being close in age to Rachel, and having become friendly, I 

have only just met her, and I don’t want to jeopardise our new friendship by 

nagging. At 5pm Rachel goes straight to her room. Maria is also sick, so our usual 

dinner group is disbanded. RaeAnn and I go for a quick pasta at the tiny restaurant 

next door to the casa and I'm back in bed by 7pm.  

Two more days of knitting. The rumor is that if you don’t finish your project by the 

end of the four-day workshop the ‘courtyard fairies’ will come in the night and 

complete it so that you have something to present at the ‘show and tell’. I feel 

unsettled by this thought. I want my project to be my own and I don’t care if it isn’t 

finished. Before I came, I told myself over and over that it is the process that is 

important, not the product, and now I fear that it is the product that is valued after 

all and that my goal of stepping outside my materialistic western culture into a 

space where community and learning are prized above instant gratification, is just 

an illusion. I remember all the Puchka Facebook photos of previous tour 

participants proudly showing their completed projects, and I wonder if it would 

have made a difference to me had the knitted bags still been on the needles, the 

weaving cut from the loom incomplete. I realise that I have not stepped into the 

world of Senora Yachaya as I had hoped, rather she has stepped into mine, bringing 

with her a stripped-down token of her craft for me to bumble through and go home 

feeling as though I have achieved some spiritual and material insight. My tourist 

badge weighs heavily around my neck. 

Day Three - Knitting 

The third day of knitting and I try to be a bit more self-sufficient, with mixed results. 

I change all my own colours reasonably successfully and work out the pattern to the 

end of the llama repeat. Senora Yachaya checks it and points out that my row start 

point has moved off the side seam to the middle of the pattern, meaning that at some 
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point I have not completed the whole row. Senora Yachaya can’t seem to work out 

where I have done this however and so says it is "okay". I complete the final pattern 

which is a repeat of the triangle pattern we did on day one. It seems heaps easier 

today and is the neatest section of knitting on the whole bag. 

 Once I finish the body of the bag, Senora Yachaya checks the whole thing carefully, 

smoothing it out on her lap and examining the patterns (Figure 9). She then folds 

the bag flat and begins to knit the bottom together. I ask if I can try and she looked 

quite worried but lets me have a go, jumping in to save a few stitches that I nearly 

lose and saying "despacio, despacio" (slowly, slowly). Once I am finished, I ask if I 

should start doing the dangly bits at the bottom since my yarn is still connected to 

the bottom corner, but Senora Yachaya says “no”, I have to do the top next. Senora 

Yachaya chooses two colours for the crochet edging around the top. The colour 

choices are important, and if you choose colours that Senora Yachaya doesn’t think 

are right she will put them back and show you something else. My usual preference 

for ‘muddy’ colour combinations is often rejected. For the crochet edging, Senora 

Yachaya doesn’t ask me to choose the colours, she just begins. As I have done lots of 

crochet I think that this might be something I could do, so I ask if I can try. Senora 

Yachaya shows me what to do and I finish off around the top. The resulting tension 

is bad, stretching the mouth of the bag. When I show it to Senora Yachaya, she takes 

it off me, pulls it back, and re-crochets it without a word. She then chooses three 

colours for the strap by examining the colours used in the body of the bag and shows 

these to me. I nod in agreement, so she joins them on and starts chaining them 

together to make the strap. Again, I ask her if I can try and she hands it over to me. 

The crochet hook is tiny, far too small for the three yarns I am working. Laboriously 

I finish the strap while Senora Yachaya watches. She then gestures to the sample to 

make sure I have checked it as my strap isn’t as long. I say, “yes it’s okay”, 

demonstrating by stretching the strap around my body. Senora Yachaya takes the 

bag from me and deftly joins the strap to the other side of the bag’s opening. 
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Figure 9 - Senora checks the body of the bag 

Rachel seems better today, and as we now have the hang of the patterning, we talk 

a little. The sound of the embroidery group in the next courtyard laughing loudly 

makes me feel a little uncomfortable though, we are barely speaking, let alone 

laughing. Senora Yachaya smiles at the sound of the embroidery teacher, Senora 

Amancay, cackling and I wondered if she wishes she was working with her friend 

instead of these earnest tourists with their sausage fingers. Both Joan and Rachel 

have continued to persevere with the conventional Fair Isle method of wrapping 

and tensioning the yarn, meaning that they are making slow, but very neat, 

progress. In comparison, my bag’s tension is variable, especially noticeable now that 

the body is complete. The difference in the pattern sections, where I experimented 

with wrapping and tensioning methods trying to work out what caused the colour 

bleeding, is obvious, causing the sides of the bag to distort. 

Looking at the others work; I remembered an incident from my childhood when I had 

been drawing with my friend Emma. As usual I was desperate to get my ideas out and 

rushed through my picture quickly. Once I had finished, I looked over and saw that 

Emma was still drawing carefully and methodically, and that her picture was detailed 

and precise. I remember the feeling of shame at my lack of self-control and regret that 

the process was over, and I had rushed rather than savored it. I have been fighting this 
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impulse my whole life via a range of self-imposed rules; I’m not allowed to start 

something new until I’ve finished the last thing, I must stop and unpick, unravel, 

rewrite, if there is the tiniest of mistakes, and every flaw in my work must be pointed 

out and exposed, lest others think I am unaware of it. I have taught myself that the 

impulse to create and explore must be reined in using technique and process, and that 

the most important thing is to find out and obey the rules. My pleasure in ‘getting it 

right’, in finishing, is so strong that I have often spent days making an outfit to wear 

to an occasion only to find that once the project is complete I have no desire to go out 

after all. For once, I had let myself go and given in to my desire to ‘gobble up’ the 

experience. Now that I was nearly done, I wondered if I could live with the result. 

The next step is to crochet the spirals that dangle from the bottom of the bag. Senora 

Yachaya picks up the hook and begins to make a spiral in green yarn. About halfway 

through I ask if I can try but she ignores me. The spirals seem to be the one thing 

that you can't interrupt her in the middle of. I wait until she has finished then pick 

up the hook to try. I ask her how many chains to make and she says "veinte" (20) 

but this seems too long, so I make six, as I think Senora Yachaya has done, and two 

extra for the turning chain, and start to double crochet into the first V-chain. Senora 

Yachaya shakes her head and says “no” but doesn't intervene. After a few minutes, 

I stop and watch Senora Yachaya who has started another spiral. She works so fast 

it is hard to tell what’s going on, but I work out that she is doing half trebles into one 

V-chain. As I look at my work, I understand that I won’t be able to get all the stitches 

I needed into one V-chain so must need to move up one V after a certain number. 

Then I realise that this must be why I needed a longer chain. I pull the spiral undone 

and start chaining again, asking how long. Senora gestures with her hands this time, 

so I make the foundation chain longer, then I count back the turning chains and 

point to the first V. Senora Yachaya nods her head, so I ask "cuanto" Senora Yachaya 

says "cinco, cinco", I point to one V and say “cinco” then to the one next to it and say 

“cinco”. Senora Yachaya nods, so I start doing five double trebles into each of the V-

chains, continuing until I have as many layers as the spiral that Senora Yachaya has 

made. While I am doing this, Senora Yachaya is also making spirals and laying them 

in a row on the edge of the concrete fountain. I complete my first spiral, a yellow 

one, which is a bit small. For my second spiral I choose blue yarn as I know blue 
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dyes bulk up yarns more and it will likely end up larger. My second spiral is much 

better, almost as good as Senora’s. Senora Yachaya has already attached the first 

spiral she made to the bottom centre of my bag. This positioning is different to the 

sample which has four spirals evenly spaced across the bottom. I ask how many and 

she says “quarto”. I point to the spiral in the center of my bag, Senora Yachaya nods. 

I don’t understand but decide to sew them on anyway. I sew one on each corner 

then wait until Senora Yachaya finishes the spiral she is making and show her. She 

doesn’t say anything but starts unpicking the two I have put on. She puts the blue 

one back on again and replaces my small yellow one with one she has made. She 

then adds another one she has made to the Centre one. She takes my bag and puts 

it up against the sample, checking the size and the shape. She lays the bag down next 

to me and puts my rejected yellow spiral on top of it. I have finished (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10 - My finished bag (right) and Senora Yachaya's sample. 

 

Day Four - Knitting 

Today is the last day of the knitting workshop. As I have finished, I decide to practice 

casting on and knitting the first few rows of garter stitch again as they had been so 

difficult on the first day. I ask Senora Yachaya to start me off casting on and then I 

take over, getting the hang of it quickly. Senora Yachaya watches, saying 

"Excellente". I have trouble transitioning between the needles, so Senora Yachaya 

starts me off again before I start my knit row, which again, is a lot easier than it had 

been the first day. Knitting garter stitch, I can’t tell which is the right side, and at 

some point, I turn my work inside out and start knitting in the wrong direction, 
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resulting in two knit rows together. I started to pull the row back, seeing this, Senora 

Yachaya takes my work and finishes pulling it back for me, then starts me off again. 

Senora Yachaya knits one pattern repeat, then puts the needle into the stitch and 

passes it back. This way I know what kind of stitch I am doing and have something 

to follow. 

About this time, Rachel finishes her bag. Senora Yachaya does the crochet around 

the top and then lets Rachel crochet the strap after choosing the colours and starting 

her off. For the crochet around the top, the strap and the spirals, the colours seem 

to be especially important, and Senora Yachaya always chooses these based on the 

colours used in the body of the bag. Once Rachel has finished the strap, Senora 

Yachaya attaches three of the spirals that she has been making to the bottom of the 

bag. Rachel wants to know how to make the spirals, but Senora Yachaya doesn’t 

seem to want to show her, so Rachel asks me if I can explain. I take Rachel's 

notebook and draw a diagram of the spiral construction while Senora Yachaya 

watches, I look to her for confirmation, and she nods and smiles.  

I finally finish the garter stitch border at the top of my second bag and start the 

triangle patterned section. I work out the pattern placement myself as a five-stitch 

repeat. After the first row, Senora Yachaya checks my work and seems pleased 

saying "si! si! es bueno". I finish the triangles quickly. The rhythm comes easier than 

the day before and I don’t find the patterning or the yarn carrying technique difficult 

at all. I am also a bit more adventurous with my Spanish, asking Senora Yachaya if I 

can knit some dogs on my bag like hers, and saying “no” to the colours she chooses 

because they are the same as the ones I had used for the llamas on my first bag. 

Senora Yachaya and I work out the repeat for the dogs, coming up with different 

numbers. After Senora Yachaya completes the first row of pattern I realise that I had 

been working out the repeat for four dogs and Senora Yachaya had been working it 

out for five.  

Joan has finished her bag by now and is starting another one. She watches me knit 

and says that she thinks I have learnt a lot, and that my technique (for neck 

tensioning and wrapping) is good. We talk about whether it is easier to learn 

something when you have less experience. Joan has been knitting for nearly 50 
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years and finds it a difficult and frustrating experience trying to change her handling 

technique. I on the other hand find it more difficult to learn the crochet techniques 

and feel much more frustrated when I can’t get the crochet right than I do with the 

knitting.  

This afternoon Senora Yachaya is still guiding me and fixing things when they go 

wrong, but I am able to use my initiative with the pattern and identify and correct 

quite a few of my own mistakes. At the end of the day Rachel got quite teary. We 

give Senora Yachaya the gifts we have brought with us and take photos with her and 

our bags. I don’t want to leave the knitting group and feel sad that it has come to an 

end. Senora Yachaya winds off some wool for me so that I can finish my dogs off 

over the weekend. I feel that she is sending me out on my own, but that she has some 

faith that I can do it. 

Day Five - Embroidery 

After a weekend away visiting the Colca canyon and surrounding area, I start the 

embroidery workshop with Elizabeth and her mother Senora Amancay. Rachel is 

still unwell, so it is just me and RaeAnn starting. The embroidery is set up in the 

courtyard outside my room. It is the smallest of the courtyards with a leafy tree in 

the centre for shade surrounded by large tubs of red geraniums. I feel light and 

happy, and much more relaxed about the embroidery workshop than I had been 

with the knitting. I am much more used to having a needle in my hand and am 

confident I will be able to manage any technique I am shown. Promptly at 8am 

Senora Amancay tips out a bag of fabrics and asks RaeAnn and I to choose one to 

use as our base cloth. RaeAnn, who has never embroidered before, chooses a light 

purple felted wool, while I choose a heavy-weave green cotton.  

Elizabeth, who is also one of our tour coordinators and speaks English, asks us what 

we want to embroider. I show her a picture I took the day before at the museum in 

Yanque of a traditional Quechua outfit with stylised birds embroidered on it. I had 

seen similar designs painted on walls during our trip to the Colca Canyon. Elizabeth 

explains what I want to her mother and Senora Amancay draws a picture of some 

birds on tracing paper for me. Elizabeth shows me how to baste the backing fabric 

to calico stretched over a long wooden frame, balanced between two trestles. Once 
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finished, Senora Amancay gives me the bird drawing to baste on top. The birds are 

not as stylised as the ones in the photo I had shown Elizabeth, instead, they are the 

same design as birds on a piece of embroidery that Elizabeth or Senora Amancay 

have done previously that is displayed for sale at the workshop. Elizabeth starts off 

the basting in green thread while I watch, then take over. Meanwhile, Senora 

Amancay chooses some colours for the birds and shows them to me. Elizabeth tells 

me to start with yellow at the bird’s tail. She draws the stitch direction on to the 

paper and I follow it using satin stitch. The thread is heavy to match the heavy yarn 

weight of the fabric, and after a few stitches the paper begins to rip, and I can't see 

if I am getting a smooth edge on the satin stitch. Elizabeth tells me to stop stretching 

the paper out as I am ripping it more, and to start each colour in the centre of the 

area. I ask her why, and she replies in her typically direct way "Because I want you 

to" and laughs. In the workshops, if something is not right the teacher will just say 

"mal" and rip it out, there is no attempt to spare your feelings at all. I wonder how 

much of this is due to the language barrier and how much is cultural.  

I finish the tail area of the first bird but am not happy with it. Elizabeth says, “the 

tail is always the hardest”, and I reply, “then why did I start there?”, feeling a bit 

cranky about it.  Elizabeth tells me to start work on the larger body section which 

will be easier and asks me if I want to change my base fabric as I have chosen one 

that is very difficult, “no” I reply, “I think I will be okay”.  I am determined to do a 

good job and don’t want to admit that the fabric is too difficult for me to work with. 

After completing two of the body colours, I am still not happy. Elizabeth, sensing 

that I don’t like it, again suggests that I change fabric “I think it is okay, but I know 

you want it nicer”. RaeAnn chips in with, “they have suggested it twice now 

Miriam…”  I give in, “okay I will start again”. I choose some grey dupion silk and 

Elizabeth quickly bastes it on to the backing while Senora Amancay re-draws the 

birds, this time on slightly thicker tracing paper. We all watch silently as Senora 

Amancay hacks my first attempt off the calico.  

I begin again, this time using stranded cottons instead of the thicker, highly twisted 

threads I had used before. I find it a lot easier with the lighter weight, closely woven 

silk and the finer cottons and make rapid progress. Senora Amancay checks on me 
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from time to time and murmurs “muy bien”. Elizabeth tells me which colours to put 

where, but after a few hours I am still not happy with the way the bird is turning 

out, especially where the wings overlap and the colours blend. I keep doing extra 

stitches to try and fix it, but Senora Amancay says "no finito, otro coloure!" (finish, 

another colour) I ask, "pequeno, pequeno?" (a little?) but she says “no” and shows 

me the black thread that will be used to outline the coloured sections of the bird. 

She is right, I have lost sight of how the wings work together and once the black goes 

on, they look fine, in fact, I need to cover up the extra stitches I have done. 

 Meanwhile, RaeAnn is doing a very pretty starburst pattern using lots of bullion 

stitch and French knots. The bullion stitch looks quite hard as I watch Senora 

Amancay execute it several times. When it comes time to do my bird’s feet, I ask 

Senora Amancay, in badly broken Spanish and sign language, if I can use bullion 

stitch for the branch the bird is perched on and then do the feet on top. Senora 

Amancay replies "no, manana" (no, tomorrow) pointing to the branch, but using 

brown thread, starts to show me how to do the bullion stitch for the feet instead. I 

do two of these well and she smiles approvingly "muy bien". 

I have observed Senora Amancay and Elizabeth cutting their threads off at the back 

of the work but decide I will stick with my usual method of bringing the thread to 

the top of the work and running it under the satin stitch before cutting it off. Senora 

Amancay watches this with interest and when I ask her if it’s okay, she replies "si, 

bueno". At the end of the day, I have finished my first bird and feel satisfied with my 

progress (Figure 11). 

 

Figure 11 - My first bird finished 
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Day Six – Embroidery 

I am so excited to get back to my embroidery on the second day and make swift 

progress, finishing the body of my second bird by lunchtime. Elizabeth is off taking 

photos most of the morning and Senora Amancay leaves us mainly to our own 

devices, only coming over to untangle RaeAnn's “bolitas” (knots). Senora Amancay 

continues to choose our colours and to draw the direction she wants the stitching 

to go in. When we get back from lunch Rachel has joined us, starting a bird design 

on the same silk as I am using. The afternoon we spend together laughing and joking 

about bolitas, eating fresh figs and cape gooseberries, and embroidering in the 

courtyard sunshine, is one of the most perfect I have ever spent. I feel so glad that 

Rachel is well and with us again and so privileged to be doing something I love in 

such a special place (Figure 12). 

As I bite into one of the figs, RaeAnn exclaims "shouldn't you wash or peel that first" 

I had completely forgotten! I leap up and wash the fig in bottled water, realising that 

I have been so relaxed and happy that I have forgotten I am not at home in New 

Zealand. I give RaeAnn a fig to take back to her room (where she assures me, she 

will wash and peel it) and she puts it by her bag on the ground. At some stage 

RaeAnn drops her hat on top of the fig, and standing up, steps on it, squishing the 

fig below. Senora Amancay finds this hilarious and there is much laughter. Finally, I 

am part of the courtyard laughter I had wistfully listened to the week before. 

 

Figure 12 - Enjoying embroidery in the sunshine 

I finish off my birds and start on the branch that they are standing on. I use a 

variegated thread and satin stitch for the main branch and then do the centre of the 

leaf chain stitch. Senora Amancay brings over some of her work to show me how to 

do the leaves in bullion stitch, which is quite tricky with up to 20 needle wraps per 
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stitch. I work on the one leaf for an hour or so getting it about half finished. Senora 

Amancay keeps laughing, saying "muy dificile, no?" (very difficult isn’t it?).  She 

shows me her work with hundreds of bullion stitches on each piece, some with up 

to 50 needle wraps each.  

Throughout the day, Senor Mateo, Senora Amancay's husband and the gourd 

carving teacher, comes over and inspects our progress. He examines our work 

before discussing it with Senora Amancay. I can tell that he is making suggestions, 

and that usually Senora Amancay is disagreeing with him, despite having deferred 

to Senor Mateo at other times, asking him to draw some of the embroidery designs 

for the workshop the previous week. Senor Mateo speaks no English relying on his 

daughter Elizabeth or Antonio the second tour coordinator, to translate when 

necessary. He points to the tree above us and tells me in Spanish that the noise we 

can hear is from a baby bird in a nest. I look up and see the mother bird feeding the 

baby. I give Senora Amancay the remainder of the figs and the gooseberries when 

we pack up, and she chuckles, remembering RaeAnn’s squashed fig, as she thanks 

me. 

Day Seven – Embroidery 

The next day I continue working on my bullion stitch leaves. The second one turns 

out well, and Elizabeth and Senora Amancay come over to admire it. I ask if I can do 

a third small one and Elizabeth draws one for me. The original design that Senora 

Amancay had drawn had two of everything, whereas I am more used to groupings 

of three in any design work. Senora Amancay asks me what I want on the back of 

the bag and I point to some flowers on one of the bags she has made. Senora 

Amancay draws me a picture of three flowers, each at a different stage of opening. I 

begin to baste the drawing on, but she stops me and tells me that I am stitching in 

the wrong direction. She indicates that the basting stitches must be at a 90-degree 

angle to the satin stitching, not parallel to it. I wonder if this helps the final stitching 

cover the basting. 

My satin stitch is much better today, and I cover the area quickly with the first of 

three shading colours. I work on my flower all afternoon and finish it just before 

five. There is much more joking about bolitas, and Senora Amancay keeps referring 
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to RaeAnn's squashed fig and laughing her loud laugh. As usual, Senora Amancay 

chooses the colours for each part of our designs. Senor Mateo looks at my work and 

is pleased that the bird’s black eyes have been ringed in white to make them stand 

out. The previous day he had pointed at the eyes and questioned Senora Amancay 

about the colour, suggesting red, but Senora Amancay had insisted they should be 

black which was not standing out against the dark blue bird’s head. The white 

highlighting improves them a lot. I tell him that Senora Amancay did it, and he 

smiles.  

Senora Amancay and Senor Mateo are talking and looking up into the tree. I ask 

what is happening, Senor Mateo tells me in Spanish, with Elizabeth translating, that 

the baby bird has been killed in the night, perhaps by a cat. One of the casa’s cleaners 

comes by and the three of them discuss in Spanish while I try to make out the words. 

The cleaner had found the baby bird dead and confirms it was a cat who had killed 

it. Rachel says she heard noises that morning (her room opens off the courtyard, as 

does mine, but I didn't hear a thing). We all feel sad, shake our heads, and exchange 

disparaging remarks in Spanish about cats. 

Senora Amancay is leaving me alone much more now and giving me less direction. 

When it comes time to do the French knots in the centre of my first flower, Senora 

Amancay tells me only "muchos bolitas" (many knots) so I try to pack them in as 

closely as possible.  This doesn’t work at all, and they look awful, so I cut them out. 

Senora Amancay demonstrates the technique again and Elizabeth comes over and 

tells me not to put them too close together. The second attempt is better but not 

perfect. I have done three knots across the center, before Senora Amancay comes 

and tells me that I should have done “dos rows” and indicates where. I feel annoyed 

that she hadn't been clearer with her instructions to begin with.  

I am so much more uptight about the embroidery than I was the knitting because I 

have much higher expectations of myself. I want my work to be perfect even though 

I have done very little actual embroidery (as opposed to general hand sewing) 

before. Despite this, I am enjoying it so much I don't want to stop doing it to go to 

Cusco. I also find that in the embroidery workshop, because I have a better 

understanding of what is going on, I feel slightly resentful of not being able to choose 
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my own designs and colours in a way I didn't in knitting. I think I see embroidery as 

more universal, unlike the Peruvian knitting technique I learnt last week, and 

therefore I feel that I should be able to have more ownership of it. Embroidery feels 

less culturally situated to me, the designs are more familiar and not particularly 

Peruvian, there is not a llama or a condor in sight! I notice that when 

the Puchka participants buy crafts from the teachers they look for traditional 

Peruvian designs, and that Senora Amancay, whose work is incredibly time 

consuming and beautiful, has not sold as much, perhaps for this reason.  

This evening we have a Puchka (drop spindle) and pom pom making workshop. I sit 

next to Carol in the weaving room. She tells me that she went to a spinning group at 

home in Australia and tried to spin with a wheel and a drop spindle and couldn't do 

it. She said her partner tried it and could do it straight away. She kept saying 

spinning wasn’t for her and when the teacher handed out the Puchka and wool she 

tries for a minute then starts crying. I ask her if it reminds her of her partner (who 

is dead) and she says yes. This is the first emotion I have seen from Carol who is 

usually complaining or remarking with her very dry sense of humor. Earlier she had 

been saying that she wasn't enjoying the knitting workshop because the needles 

were too small and not proper needles and that she would never have signed up for 

it if she had known what it was going to be like.  

Day Eight – Embroidery 

It’s the last day of the workshops and I feel very sad to be finishing and leaving 

Arequipa for Cusco tomorrow. The aim is to finish embroidering at lunchtime to 

give Senora Amancay and Elizabeth time to sew our bags up ready for the show and 

tell at 5pm. I had said I wanted to take my embroidery home and turn it into a needle 

case myself, so I was able to continue embroidering. Senor Mateo comes to inspect 

our progress one last time and runs his finger over my satin stitch. He points to my 

second bullion stitch leaf and says "muy bien", "Mi maestra es excellente" (my 

teacher is excellent) I reply, and Senora Amancay smiles proudly (Figure 13).  



101 

 

 

Figure 13 - With Senora Amancay and my finished embroidery 

Near the end of the day, we take our crafts to the weaving room to be displayed by 

the weaving master (Figure 14). My embroidery is cut out of the frame which will 

need to be re-stretched before it can be used again. Senora Amancay and Elizabeth 

have been busy lining and finishing Rachel and RaeAnn's bags using straps they 

have previously crocheted to match. Everyone feels very proud of their work. We 

go through to the back courtyard where the weaving room is, and watch Maestro 

set up the display of our work. At 5pm we are all assembled, including the teachers 

wearing their best clothes, all lavishly embroidered. Senor Carlos wears a beautiful 

ear flap hat that his wife Senora Yachaya has knitted, with one of his tasseled braids 

around his neck. Senor Mateo wears a heavily embroidered waistcoat and his usual 

black felt hat. We all line up to have our photographs taken class by class with our 

teachers, then we continue to take photographs and say our goodbyes to our 

teachers who will be leaving early the next morning. It feels like the end of 

something very special and we are sad to know that we we’re approaching the last 

part of our trip. As I say goodbye to Senor Mateo he points to my embroidery and 

says "Perfecto".  
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Figure 14 - Some of our work on display, including my embroidery at the top and 

knitting directly below 

5.3 Findings – unravelling the experience 

At its simplest, learning is change – change to how we see ourselves, change to how 

we interact with the world, and change to how we conceive of the future. Yet rather 

than learning happening from the inside out, all realities are social realities, 

negotiated with others, and situated within a cultural world (Bruner, 1990, p.105). 

Knowledge and ‘self’ are both simultaneously situated and distributed. The process 

of ‘becoming’ through participation involves the past interacting with the present 

to construct the future (Stetsenko, 2012), or as Lave and Wenger describe it, “… 

Communities of Practice are engaged in the generative process of producing their 

own future” (1991, pp. 57-58). But participation not only acts on the future, it also 

influences how we make sense of our past, the creation of ‘history’ is an iterative 

process that reflects the social and cultural contexts in which it exists.  

My learning experience in Peru takes place at a nexus between cultures and 

communities, where vastly different historical and social traditions inform intent, 

practice and meaning. In the shared space of the workshops, these different cultures 

attempted to construct a common framework with which to order their experience 

and reconceive of their historical knowledge. Rogoff, (1984) suggests that our 

ability to control and orchestrate cognitive skills is not abstract or context-free, and 

that an individual’s interpretation of the context in which the activity occurs may 
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be key to facilitating or blocking the application of skills in new contexts. 

Throughout the autoethnography, the relationship between activity, context and 

meaning is a recurring theme, as is the relationship between activity, context and 

identity. Rather than engagement in the activity itself, it is the meaning one makes 

of the activity, within a specific context, and in relation to a specific goal, that 

facilitates transformation. 

In this section I analyse both the structure and content of my autoethnography in 

terms of Rogoff’s LOPI model (Rogoff, 2014) and Wenger’s theory of Communities 

of Practice (Wenger, 1998). Using these two frameworks, I identify the key themes 

that emerge from the narrative before discussing them in relation to a wider adult 

education context. 

The tension between Communities of Practice 

A community of practice has been described as “a history collapsed into a present 

that invites engagement” (Wenger, 1998, p. 156). That is certainly a good 

description of the community of practice established during the tour. In the 

workshops, Peruvian expert crafters, representing cultural and historical traditions 

dating back hundreds of years, met western ‘cultural tourists’, whose conception of 

craft practice had been established in a vastly different social and cultural context. 

Neither group had experienced the community of practice from which the other was 

journeying, yet together we would attempt to establish a common goal and 

understanding using only the language of our shared practice.  

The resulting narrative reveals that rather than the craft activity itself, it was my 

attempt to reconcile the workshop experience with my established identities as an 

adult learner and educator, that I found the most problematic. Wenger-Trayner 

describes the landscape of practice as a social body of knowledge where competing 

voices and claims to knowledge meet. In this landscape, members from different 

communities must renegotiate identity and develop a shared sense of meaning 

(Wenger-Trayner et al., 2015). Central to the development of identity is the 

individual’s reconciliation of the values, accountabilities and competencies formed 

through participation in the other communities to which they belong. This nexus of 

multi-membership is intrinsic to the concept of identity (Penuel & Wertsch, 1995; 
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Wenger, 1998). In the narrative, I record my apprehension about my identity in the 

emerging community: 

I am also used to being the one in control, the one that others 

turned to for help. It is disconcerting to think that I may be at the 

bottom of the class so to speak and I worry that Senora Yachaya 

will feel the exasperation with me that I had sometimes felt with 

my students.  

This reflection captures the challenges inherent in the experience and the 

relationship between Rogoff’s three planes of activity – not only must I make sense 

of the new context and community, I must also renegotiate my individual identity 

and social role in relation to the other actors within that community. This is the 

process not only the tour participants must go through, but also the Peruvian 

teachers, who have left their familiar crafting context and travelled physically and 

metaphorically across the landscape to participate in the new community. 

This process of negotiation and reconciliation was more difficult because rather 

than entering an existing community with established goals, values, and practices, 

this was an emerging community, the culture of which was informed by the 

structure of the tour and the previous experiences and expectations of the 

participants and teachers. My previous experiences crafting had been in two very 

different contexts. I had first learnt to craft by various immersive, iterative means. 

My father taught me how to knit, but throughout my childhood my competency as 

a knitter increased as I knit with my mother and grandmothers. As an adult, I began 

to read books and magazines about knitting, spend time with friends who knitted, 

and use YouTube and Google to search out information on knitting techniques. This 

process was informal and organic, marking a shift from learning by observation and 

a focus on action, to a state of praxis, where my knitting practice was increasingly 

informed by theory and knowledge of technique, and vice versa. Throughout this 

process there was no pre-determined learning objective or goal. I sought out new 

knowledge as and when I needed it, utilising whatever resources were available.  
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In my late thirties, I began teaching a tertiary fashion course in which one of the first 

lessons for each new intake of students was learning to knit. This activity was 

designed to teach the students the fundamentals of how knitted fabrics are 

constructed, while also enabling them to socialise and get to know each other as 

they knitted together. The goal was to complete a small teddy bear by learning how 

to cast stitches on and use knit and purl stitches. As a new tutor, I followed the 

lesson plan faithfully and stuck to the pre-determined time allocations. Some 

students hated the knitting, and I would sit with them as they struggled to cast on, 

providing encouragement and supportive feedback. Others loved it, but I felt I had 

to confiscate their knitting when they were meant to be focusing on other activities. 

Knitting, which up until then had just been something I did for fun, became subject 

to the conventions of my emerging education practice, crossing the boundary from 

one community of practice to another. 

The Peruvian craft workshops featured many of the structural elements I associated 

with formal education. The roles of teacher and student were clearly defined, 

activities ran to a pre-determined timetable, there was even a ‘graduation’ at the 

end of the two weeks, where we displayed our finished projects and assembled for 

a ‘class’ photo. Throughout the narrative it is evident that these structural signifiers 

influenced my expectations of the learning experience. An example of this is a 

section of the narrative where I comment on the way the Peruvian teachers give 

feedback to the learners: 

In the workshops, if something is not right the teacher will just say 

"mal" and rip it out, there is no attempt to spare your feelings at all. 

I wonder how much of this is due to the language barrier and how 

much is cultural. 

This approach to feedback and correction is very different to my experience of 

teaching and being taught, in which failure is seldom explicitly acknowledged and 

it is generally accepted that nurturing a learner’s self-belief is key to maintaining 

engagement and motivation. The approach to feedback taken by the Peruvian 

teachers suggests high expectations of learner resilience and engagement. 

Fernando Garcia points out that in Quechua communities, learning and motivation 
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are linked to participation in, and contribution to, the successful completion of 

significant family activities (Garcia, 2015). In these communities, learning is a 

process of ‘becoming people’ and is always contextually situated, goal oriented and 

intrinsically motivational (Garcia, 2015; Stetsenko, 2012).  

Approaches to teaching and learning 

Historically in the Andes, fibres were worked much earlier than other materials, and 

formed the foundation of the entire Peruvian aesthetic system (Stone-Miller, 1994). 

Traditionally, Quechua children learned textile crafts by observing the adults in 

their community and carrying out simple aspects of the task under their direction, 

a practice I observed when visiting crafting communities on the tour. The patterns 

and motifs in Quechua craft are representative of ideological themes deeply rooted 

in history and culture. Rather than following patterns or templates, Rachel Stone-

Miller explains how weavers in the Andes “used highly developed powers of 

visualisation, making use of what is known as ‘eidetic’ thinking, to maintain a visual 

image of the final product” (Stone-Miller, 1994, p. 20). While many Andean designs 

are abstracted or simplified, Quechua children instinctively understand the extent 

to which they can be innovative without putting the pattern out of its cultural 

context (Bolin, 2006). Bolin and Stone-Miller describe the traditional role of craft in 

Quechua communities; however, globalisation and technology are disrupting these 

traditional ways of life.  

In the Puchka Peru Trip Notes, Sacha McInnes, the founder of the Puchka tours, 

describes how she noticed that an increasing demand for cheap, tourist souvenirs 

was causing Peruvian craftspeople to abandon traditional techniques and materials 

in favour of “synthetic, easy to produce products” (McInnes, 2016a, p. 4). McInnes 

explains that the Puchka Textile and Cultural Tours were established with the aim 

of supporting traditional craftspeople, educating westerners about Quechua craft 

practices, and connecting craftspeople with consumers who appreciate their 

products and are willing to pay a fair price for them. A key feature of the tour is the 

opportunity to participate in the craft workshops.  However, using the language of 

western education, such as ‘workshop’ and ‘teacher’, to describe these experiences 

influences expectations, both of the purpose and the outcomes. As Pepper quoted 

in Rogoff (1995, p. 155) puts it: 
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 …the meaning of a word in a sentence (i.e., the present) brings 

with it the previous meanings of that word in other sentences and 

of other words already expressed in that sentence (the past in the 

present) and is also directed toward the overall idea to which the 

word contributes that is not yet fully expressed (the future in the 

present). 

In other words, our previous experiences shape the meaning we ascribe to certain 

words, which in turn, influence our expectations of new experiences associated to 

those words. In my case, this meant creating expectations for certain methods and 

behaviours that I had come to associate with teaching and learning that were 

potentially unaligned to traditional Quechua craft learning. 

My feelings of frustration at the disconnect between my Peruvian teacher's 

approach to instruction and my previous experience of teaching and learning 

practice, are a recurring theme in the narrative. For example, rather than 

foregrounding the activity at the start of the workshop by explaining the task and 

the activity’s goal, as is common in formal western education, the teachers engaged 

with the task immediately, expecting the participants to observe and follow, an 

approach I struggled with: 

My brain was furiously trying to work out what was going on and 

link it to something I could understand, but without a sample or 

any verbal explanation, I was lost. 

In this excerpt, I describe my frustration when trying to learn without the aid of 

familiar learning ‘tools’. With no shared verbal language, I attempted to make sense 

of the activity, not initially by referring to my established craft practice, but by 

reframing the experience within the familiar teaching practices of my education 

community: 

I knew, from my experience teaching that I would not be able to 

work out what she was doing by watching from the front (it would 

be like looking into a mirror), so I went around behind her to watch 

‘the right way around’.  
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My immediate goal was not to understand the activity taking place, but rather, to 

establish how I would learn it. Several hours into the knitting workshop, Senora 

Yachaya gave us a paper pattern and knitted sample to help us visualise the goal of 

our activity. The use of paper patterns is in contrast to the eidetic process that 

Stone-Miller describes which, when mastered, relies on visualisation rather than 

imitation. It may be that the teachers recognised that without access to the 

communal cultural history shared by the Quechua people, workshop participants 

would require more explicit visual tools to make sense of the design. The diagrams 

certainly lessened my anxiety: 

…then Senora Yachaya brought out some graph paper with a 

triangle pattern drawn on it and coloured in. We each chose 

another two colours, and I pulled the rectangular knitted bag out 

from the under the balls of yarn, gesturing to Senora Yachaya for 

confirmation that this was the project we were working on. Now 

able to visually relate what I was doing to something tangible I felt 

more comfortable. 

As I started to recognise elements of the activity from previous crafting experiences, 

I became more comfortable with the process: 

Later, I realised we had been doing a knit row and then a purl row 

to create garter stitch in the round, but it was all happening so fast, 

and I hadn’t understood the casting on before moving on to the 

knitting.   

The provision of the coloured pattern and the ability to name the stitches 

enabled me to make sense of the activity within my existing knowledge 

framework and make meaning from the experience.  

The goal of participation 

The experience of participation is different for each member of a community. 

Wenger (1998) suggests that in order to participate, a newcomer must gain access, 

no matter how vicarious, to the history they want to contribute to, they must make 

it part of their own identity, while Stetsenko argues that transformative activity 

always involves people working together in pursuit of common goals (Stetsenko, 
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2012). The narrative recalls several incidents that contributed to my construction 

of a shared history within the emerging community. My inclusion of these events is 

an example of the importance of stories in constructing both community and 

identity: 

As I bite into one of the figs, RaeAnn exclaims "shouldn't you wash 

or peel that first" I had completely forgotten! I leap up and wash 

the fig in bottled water, realising that I have been so relaxed and 

happy that I have forgotten I am not at home in New Zealand. I give 

RaeAnn a fig to take back to her room (where she assures me she 

will wash and peel it), and she put it by her bag on the ground. At 

some stage RaeAnn drops her hat on top of the fig, and standing up, 

steps on it, squishing the fig below. Senora Amancay finds this 

hilarious and this is much laughter. Finally, I am part of the 

courtyard laughter I had wistfully listened to the week before. 

In this excerpt from the narrative, the shared joke between the teachers and 

novices’ marks, what seemed to me, an important moment in the evolution of our 

community. This contrasts with an observation I made the previous week during 

the knitting workshop: 

The sound of the embroidery group in the next courtyard laughing 

loudly made me feel a little uncomfortable, we were barely 

speaking, let alone laughing. Senora Yachaya would smile at the 

sound of the embroidery teacher, Senora Amancay, cackling and I 

wondered if she wished she was working with her friend instead 

of these earnest tourists with their sausage fingers. 

This inclusion of these incidents in the narrative reveals how integral shared 

experience and emotion are to my conception of participation. Despite often 

describing my expectations in terms of the activity (process and product), these 

reflections, along with the following excerpt from the narrative, suggest that it is an 

emotional as well as cognitive experience I am hoping for: 

Before I came, I had told myself over and over that it is the process 

that is important, not the product, and now I fear that it is the 
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product that is valued after all and that my goal of stepping outside 

my materialistic western culture into a space where community 

and learning are prized above instant gratification, is just an 

illusion. 

As a newcomer to the community, this desire for a transformational experience, to 

be part of a shared narrative, takes the place of a shared history or goal in 

motivating my participation. However, although I state that my goal for 

participation in the workshops is to savour the process, there is an inherent tension 

between my desire for a meaningful, emotional experience and my desire for a high 

quality, completed product.  At one point in the narrative, I recall why I prefer to 

crochet, rather than knit: 

The risks associated with knitting in comparison to the time, effort 

and cost involved didn’t seem to add up, and I had focused on 

sewing and crochet which produced results faster and more 

reliably. 

This excerpt indicates the use of a cost-benefit analysis approach to decisions about 

craft participation. Other reflections in the narrative also suggest that the potential 

quality of the product, not just the creative process itself, is a key factor when 

deciding if I will participate in an activity, “The result was pretty rough, which would 

usually have bothered me, but I was just relieved to have finished”. 

Central to my identity and sense of ‘qualified self' is craft mastery, and the ability to 

produce what I consider to be high-quality products, quickly. The workshops 

challenged this in two ways: firstly, by putting me in a position where I had to 

produce a product that was not of my choosing, and which I could not produce to a 

high standard; and secondly, by exposing me to the work of the Peruvian teachers 

which was of such a high standard that it forced a shift in how I conceived of mastery 

entirely. 

This second shift affected not only my sense of self as a crafter, but also the broader 

frame of reference via which I assessed quality and conceive of craft. Although 

challenging, this re-orientation helped me to accept the role of craft novice and my 

new role in the community. The evidence of my teachers’ mastery facilitated my 
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trust in their approach to teaching and enabled me to accept and assimilate the 

unfamiliar practices. 

The importance of feedback 

Throughout the narrative, I record the feedback from the Peruvian teachers on my 

work. The inclusion of these incidents in the ‘story of my self’ indicates that their 

approval was a key factor in my emerging self-identity within the community and 

the meaning I made of the experience: 

Senora Amancay checked on me from time to time and murmured 

“muy bien”.  

And, 

As I said goodbye to Senor Mateo he pointed to my embroidery and 

said "Perfecto".  

The method and frequency of the feedback I receive is a recurring theme in the 

narrative, not just from the teachers, but also fellow participants, indicated by the 

following quote: 

She was watching me knit and said that she thought I had learnt a 

lot and that my technique looked good. 

The recording in the narrative of comments on my performance and the constant 

comparison and concern with my progress in relation to my fellow workshop 

participants, reinforces the idea that, for me, learning is measured by achievement 

of negotiated outcomes. In a situation where learning goals are not achievable, I rely 

on validation from more experienced members of the community to legitimise my 

participation. The validation of knowledge is a crucial step in both the learning 

process and the development of my identity within the community. The process of 

identity formation is one of projection and reflection – the individual projects their 

conception of themselves as a coherent whole, and their community of practice 

verifies and affirms this identity. This occurs at the intersection of higher mental 

functioning and sociocultural processes (Erikson, 1968; Mezirow, 1991; Penuel & 

Wertsch, 1995). 
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Participation as identity work 

The projection of identity is informed by a continual process of internal negotiation 

as we decide which aspects of a new experience we will assimilate, which we will 

accommodate and which we will reject (Whitbourne & Connolly, 1999). The extent 

to which we accommodate, assimilate or reject the unfamiliar practices of a new 

community determines the trajectory of our membership and ultimately defines 

whether we become community members or remain ‘tourists’ in the landscape 

(Fenton-O'Creevy et al., 2014). 

The analysis of the autoethnography resulted in the coding of 36 excerpts from the 

text into a theme I called ‘previous experience’ – established knowledge and 

previous experience that provide a framework for decision making. The ‘identity 

work’ (Erikson, 1968) we do affects not only our decisions, but also how we 

negotiate the boundaries between communities, how we generate meaning from 

activity, and how we establish our identity in terms of our multi-membership. The 

following two excerpts from the narrative are examples of individuals making 

decisions about assimilation and accommodation of unfamiliar practices: 

It looked very hard (the process of tensioning around the neck and 

changing colours by wrapping the yarns) but when I tried, it wasn't 

too difficult to understand, just agonizingly slow and awkward. 

The others were also having problems because they kept trying to 

hold the yarn the conventional way, not tensioning it around their 

necks, which made the twisting of the yarn between each stitch 

take even longer. 

In the first example I attempt the new neck tensioning method and persevere with 

it despite recognising that it is slowing me down. The other participants of the 

workshop, who are much more experience knitters than me, are less willing to 

relinquish their established practice and try the new technique, despite 

encountering difficulties adapting their established methods to the new task. In 

contrast with my willingness to assimilate in the knitting workshop, the following 

excerpts show how I struggled to reconcile or assimilate my practice in the 
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embroidery workshop, where I considered myself more competent: 

I also find that in the embroidery workshop, because I have a better 

understanding of what is going on, I feel slightly resentful at not 

being able to choose my own designs and colours in a way I didn't 

in the knitting workshop. 

I had observed Senora Amancay and Elizabeth cutting their 

threads off at the back of the work but had decided I would stick 

with my usual method of bringing the thread to the top of the work 

and running it under the satin stitch before cutting it off. 

The autoethnography clearly reflects my engagement with the craft activities in the 

workshops, yet as an outsider to the social and cultural history that informs the craft 

activities, I am not always able to identify with or assimilate the practices. Although 

I participate and enjoy the process, there remains a tension between my experience 

of craft as an individual expression of identity, and the Peruvian tradition of craft as 

a manifestation of culture: 

Senora Amancay gave me the bird drawing to baste on top. The 

birds were not as stylised as the ones in the photo I had shown 

Elizabeth, instead, they were the same design as birds on a piece of 

embroidery that Elizabeth or Senora Amancay had done 

previously and that was on display at the workshop. 

Senora Yachaya chose two colours for the crochet edging around 

the top. The colour choices are important, and if you choose 

colours that Senora Yachaya doesn’t think are right she will put 

them back and show you something else. 

The expectation of our teachers is that novices will conform to the aesthetic values 

of the community and learn to communicate visually, through craft, using the 

traditional designs to which ‘meaning’ has historically and collectively been 

ascribed. This is in contrast to the western ‘hobby’ tradition of craft as a means of 

self-expression, in which the choice of medium, subject and colour is a vehicle for 

communicating identity and is more aligned to my experience teaching craft, in 
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which the outcome is predetermined, and achievement is an indication of successful 

participation in a learning process.  

5.4 Discussion – paradigms and perspectives 

The autoethnography tells a story of two groups from vastly different communities 

meeting in the landscape of practice, and of my attempt to understand and construct 

meaning using the tools and resources previously developed in the range of 

communities to which I belong. Using a participant ethnographer approach, I 

attempted to gain insight into how participating in an unfamiliar community of 

practice affected my sense of identity and development of ‘qualified self’. The 

resulting narrative analysis revealed two key themes that influenced this process: 

the tension between Communities of Practice and conflict between established and 

emerging identities. In this section I discuss these themes in relation to existing 

theory before considering the implications for adult education. 

Before embarking on my trip, I imagined that craft practice in Peru would be 

unfamiliar and challenging to learn given that I did not speak Quechua or Spanish. 

Indeed, the aesthetics and processes of Peruvian embroidery and knitting were 

different, but more fundamental was the way that Quechua and western craft 

communities ‘make meaning’ from their experience. In learning Peruvian craft 

practices. I had to draw on a wide range of experience, knowledge, and skills, 

however, at times these brought me into conflict with the values of my new 

community and required that I make decisions about which practices I would 

assimilate, which I would accommodate, and which I would reject. 

Mezirow refers to the “structure of assumptions within which one’s past experience 

assimilates and transforms new experience”  (1991, p. 44, original emphasis) as a 

‘meaning perspective’. This is a similar concept to Bateson’s (1972) theory of 

‘psychological frames’ which can be considered a type of meaning perspective. 

Within these meaning perspectives are ‘meaning schema’, the particular 

knowledge, beliefs, value judgements and feelings that are articulated during 

experience. Mezirow goes on to explain that for activity to be interpreted in a way 

that facilitates meaning making, the activity or event must still be recognisable 
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within an existing meaning perspective.  If the context or expectations of the activity 

are sufficiently changed so that they are no longer recognisable, we will fail to make 

meaning. This inability to reconcile experience with our existing meaning 

perspectives results in a sense of ‘meaninglessness’, often manifested as anxiety. 

While individuals develop meaning perspectives and schema, Mezirow refers to 

collective meaning perspectives as paradigms. The two key themes emerging from 

this study’s findings; the tension between Communities of Practice and conflict 

between established and emerging identities, can be viewed using Mezirow’s 

framework as a crisis of paradigm and a crisis of meaning perspective. 

Competing paradigms – tensions between Communities of Practice 

Contemporary Peruvian craft is still highly influenced by its cultural origins, which 

affect not only the material components, but also the purpose of, and motivation to, 

participate. Many craft masters, such as those who taught the workshops, continue 

to work with the same aesthetic repertoire and subject matter as their grandparents 

and great-grandparents. The Peruvian approach to craft learning can be summed 

up by the Quechua word for learning ‘yachay’, a term that also means “inhabiting 

and living” (Garcia, 2015, p. 148). Within this paradigm, learning by watching is an 

innate aspect of identity formation or ‘becoming people’ as Quechua describe it 

(Garcia, 2015). Garcia goes on to describe how Quechua children demonstrate 

respect for their elders by ‘minding’, ‘paying attention’ or ‘listening’, and that 

activity that contributes to community endeavour is valued more highly than 

initiative expressed verbally. On the surface, this process can look as if no learning 

is occurring at all, however, ‘Learning by Observing and Pitching In’ (LOPI) is a 

process of learning that results in transformation of participation through 

immersion in the values and practices of the community (Rogoff, Mejía-Arauz, & 

Correa-Chávez, 2015). 

The process of ‘becoming’ in Quechua communities is based on deeply intrinsic 

motivation and cultural knowledge that reduces the need to explicitly make 

connections between activities and goals. Craft is rooted in collective cultural and 

historical notions of participation and becoming, and crafting and learning are part 

of the same process, occurring in the same community. In many western societies, 
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however, everyday experience is divided up into a range of contexts, each featuring 

unique tools, (language, processes, practices etc.) that guide participation. This has 

resulted in an uneasy relationship between craft and formal education, as discussed 

in Chapter 2, and meant that rather than perceiving crafting and learning as the 

same activity, I viewed them as two distinct activities, each with their own tools and 

processes, which I expected to be reconciled through the workshop process. 

An example of this attempted reconciliation is my reflection on when I began to 

teach knitting as part of a formal tertiary course. The activity of knitting shifted from 

the paradigm of a hobby, where the goal was enjoyment and individual self-

expression, into the paradigm of education, where the goal of activity was aligned 

to an explicit learning outcome, and processes were facilitated by a defined set of 

‘tools’ and practices. In this example, the values I had previously associated with 

crafting; enjoyment, creativity and relaxation were subsumed by the values I 

associated with education; time-bound task completion and standardisation. 

Participating in the workshops and encountering the structure, language and 

processes I associated with formal education meant that I unconsciously brought 

the values and attitudes from my education community to my experience. These 

became the meaning scheme through which I would interpret my experience. 

Conflict between established and emerging identities 

The analysis of my experience in Peru supports the theory that an individual’s 

‘learning identity’, or existing meaning perspective, is a key factor in how they 

approach new learning opportunities. For adult learners especially, the past acts on 

the present to influence how they make meaning from experience and, in turn, how 

these experiences affect future participation. My experience in the workshops 

caused me to re-conceive of my identities as both a crafter and a teacher. Wenger 

(2000, p. 15) suggests that: 

Identities combine competence and experience into a way of 

knowing […] our ability to deal productively with boundaries 

depends on our ability to engage and suspend our identities [...] it 
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is a matter of opening up our identities to other ways of being in 

the world. 

Suspending identity and submitting to the practices of an unfamiliar community 

begins with the novice placing confidence in others and accepting their authority, 

“the learner, like the discoverer, must believe before he can know” (Polanyi, 1958, 

p. 208). My belief in the new community was developed both socially and 

cognitively. When tour participants shared their expectations of the workshops, 

their past experiences crafting, and their motivation to participate, we jointly 

constructed a socio-cultural framework that facilitated participation and the 

creation of meaning. Cognitively, seeing the products that the Quechua master 

crafters had produced – of such exceptional quality that it seemed impossible they 

had been made by human hands – and visiting traditional crafting communities 

reconfigured my conception of the process and product of craft. Although at times I 

struggled to reconcile my experiences of western craft with the concept of Peruvian 

craft as a form of cultural belonging, the change to my understanding of craft as a 

meaning making process enabled me to accept my new role as novice and either 

assimilate or accommodate most of the practices modelled by the teachers. 

Participating in the workshops caused a shift in my sense of identity as a crafter, 

exemplified by a change in how I conceive of mastery, process and purpose. As a 

teacher, however, I struggled to assimilate or accommodate the methods used by 

the Peruvian masters and constantly searched for familiar tools and signs with 

which to make sense of my experience. The difficulty I experienced accepting the 

teaching methods used by the Peruvian teachers was strongly influenced by my 

history as a learner and teacher in a variety of formal, non-formal and informal 

learning contexts and of the established meaning schemes I brought to the 

workshops. Ultimately, my identity as a teacher proved the most challenging to 

reconcile and the least open to new ways of making meaning.  

Learning is not just a cognitive and social experience, it is also an identity 

experience (Ligorio, 2010), and as the narrative indicates, making meaning requires 

both cognitive and emotional engagement. The stories we tell ourselves, provide an 

external projection of inner self-consciousness. Autoethnography can provide 
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insight into the effect assimilation and accommodation have on our sense of self by 

crystallising in language the emotions, responses, choices, and actions that 

constitute our perception of experience and participation. While this is a helpful 

methodology for facilitating analysis, it highlights the contradictions inherent in 

using academic research frameworks that rely only on language (such as 

autoethnography) to study activity systems. Autoethnography is a process of 

concretising activity through language and pinning it to a moment in time, the 

antithesis of a dynamic, evolving, sociocultural process. 

The role of language in the learning activity system 

Vygotsky describes the translation of action into language as a key step in the 

internalisation of higher mental functions (Arievitch & Haenen, 2005; Vygotsky, 

1978). Prior to full internalisation – when an activity occurs on a completely 

abstract, conceptual level – dialogue must occur, first externally then internally, as 

a mental process within the learner. The naming process indicates that experience 

has been assimilated into the learner’s ‘internal operating system’. Connecting new 

experience with a previously internalised action is how the boundaries between 

communities are navigated and ultimately crossed. The moment that I decode an 

activity and subsequently ‘name’ or ‘encode’ it using an existing meaning scheme, it 

becomes reified (Wenger, 1998). This process of reification, or abstract made 

concrete, enables me to access not only existing knowledge, but also existing 

systems of knowledge assimilation – I am able to make meaning from my 

experience. However, language also brings with it associated meanings and 

assumptions that can influence and inhibit new learning and creative re-imagining. 

An emerging community of practice, in which novice and master did not share a 

common language, suggested an opportunity to foreground concrete processes, 

rather than language, as the focus of analysis. However, there is a tension between 

highlighting one aspect of activity, and the broader social constructivist approach 

which emphasises the active and dynamic contributions individuals, their social 

partners and historical traditions make to creating meaning from experience – 

nothing exists in isolation. Ultimately, the findings of this study reinforce Vygotsky’s 

(1978) belief that speech and action are part of the same complex psychological 
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function, but further to this, they highlight the critical nature of language and 

suggest that it is not feasible to analyse any aspect of the activity system without 

also considering the role of language. 

The role of language in formal education 

As well as the primary tool for the internalisation of higher mental functions, in 

formal education contexts, language, whether written or oral, is often the primary 

mechanism of instruction, assessment and the ‘performance of knowledge’. 

Arguably, the development of the western formal education system, based on a 

range of knowledge taxonomies, has resulted in hierarchies that privilege critical 

thinking, analysis and discourse over creative or practical learning (Claxton, 2000, 

2015b). As well as privileging certain types of learning, this approach also favours 

certain types of learners, suggesting that a system that values a wider range of 

knowledge and skills would lead to increased inclusiveness and equality in 

education.  

The normative influence on human development of privileging language as a 

method of acquiring and demonstrating knowledge is explored by Rogoff in studies 

that contrast the LOPI approach to childhood learning, with western middle-class 

parenting practices such as ‘known answer quizzing'12, praising and mock 

excitement (Rogoff, 2003, 2015). Practices such as known answer quizzing 

reinforce for children in western cultures that valuable knowledge is reified 

through language. This is validated when children start school and discover that 

learning is primarily assessed by measuring how well you can communicate your 

knowledge using symbols and text (Metcalf, 1997). Guy Claxton (2000) cites 

research by Sternberg which indicated that learners who scored highly in tests of 

practical and creative intelligence were more ethnically and socioeconomically 

diverse that those who scored highly in conventional IQ measures. Sternberg’s 

findings support the argument that a hegemonic western education system 

contributes to the continued marginalisation of indigenous knowledge systems 

 

12 Known-answer questions are a specialised discourse format used in classroom settings and certain language 

games. Rather than requesting new knowledge, known answer questions frame a display of knowledge, see 

Rogoff et al., (2015). 
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(Urrieta, 2015), suggesting that the very foundations on which our education 

system is constructed need to be questioned if we are to increase equitable 

participation. This study indicates that systems of formal education that privilege 

verbal and rational intelligences over bodily intelligence can have a detrimental 

effect on knowledge acquisition in informal or unfamiliar contexts. 

Contexts for learning 

Rogoff’s Learning by Observing and Pitching In (LOPI) model (see Figure 1), was 

developed after extensive research into the development of children in indigenous, 

family centred communities in South America. Rogoff contrasts the LOPI model with 

a model of formal education she calls Assembly Line Instruction (ALI). LOPI and ALI 

can be conceptualised as either end of a continuum, however, this view can lead to 

educators believing they must choose a point on the continuum, when in fact, 

learning often occurs simultaneously, with a shifting emphasis on observation or 

teacher mediation. Rogoff has also proposed a third model, the idea of a Community 

of Learners (1994). This is not a combination of LOPI and ALI, but rather, presents 

an alternative way of approaching learning that seeks to avoid the ‘pendulum 

swings’ associated with the perceived binary of child-centred and adult-centred 

learning. None of these models have been developed to explicitly consider the 

experience of the adult learner. In contrast to children, adult learners have different 

motivations, greater agency, and a broader range of tools and experience to draw 

on when participating in different communities. This study has identified three key 

contexts for adult learning: learning that occurs as a result of the pursuit of 

community goals; formal, institutional learning; self-curated, informal learning and 

Learning by Observing and Pitching In (LOPI). I suggest that Rogoff’s framework for 

early learning could be adapted to reflect the experience of the adult learner (Figure 

15). 
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Figure 15 - Adult learning paradigms (after Rogoff) 

Unlike either LOPI or ALI, which occur in clearly defined social contexts, self-

curated learning occurs in response to personal goals and contributes to the 

development of the ‘qualified self’. This is not to say that self-curated, informal 

learning is not social learning. Knowledge and skills are developed through 

interaction, whether physical or virtual, with other experts and novices, and access 

to a communal body of knowledge is essential. However, self-curated informal 

learning, by definition, happens outside of traditional education institutions and is 

facilitated by tools, activities and processes drawn from a range of practice 

communities. 

Self-curated learning, like traditional Quechua learning (LOPI), is immersive and 

imaginative. Immersive in that it is a result of lived experience, and imaginative in 

that it requires us to imagine our future self in a state of full participation (Claxton, 

2000; Stetsenko, 2012). Like formal education, self-curated learning is also goal 

oriented, occurring in response to a specific, albeit personal, need (Knowles, 2015). 

As adults with a history of participation in Communities of Practice, we can draw on 

a wide range of resources and tools to address this need. It is this that makes self-

curated, informal learning a distinctive feature of adult learning. 
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Technology and the rapid pace of global changes mean that information and 

instruction are more readily available, and the potential to curate our own 

programme of learning to meet our individual needs is now increasingly easy. These 

same social shifts mean that, more than ever, adults must be lifelong learners, able 

to adapt and add to their repertoire of knowledge and skills continuously. Informal, 

self-directed learning, alongside new forms of credentialed education such as 

micro-credentials, mass online courses, and ‘hop on hop off’ qualifications, are 

providing alternatives to traditionally ‘packaged’ long-cycle degree and diploma 

courses. These new modes of learning require what I have called self-curation, the 

ability of individuals to collate various learning experiences into a coherent body of 

skills and knowledge that facilitate their ongoing participation in society. Ensuring 

that we have the skills required to do this successfully in a modern knowledge 

economy, where choice and opportunities are endless, and technology is enabling 

increased access to, and commodification of, education is perhaps one of the biggest 

challenges facing the education system today. 

Central to our ability to maximise the range of learning opportunities available is 

our ability to see beyond established education paradigms and individual meaning 

perspectives that result in us approaching experience with a fixed perception of 

what valuable learning looks and sounds like. The past does indeed create the future 

– especially for the adult learner. The ability to ‘see’ the learning that occurs when 

we are immersed in everyday experiences also has the power to radically alter how 

we conceive of ourselves as learners and influence the development of our learning 

identity. Similarly, if as Mezirow (1991) argues, it is the transformation of meaning 

perspectives that is the most transformative learning of all, we as adult educators 

need to step beyond the collectively constructed paradigm of formal education in 

which we operate to facilitate our students shift in perspective.  

5.5 Reflections 

So how did my experience in Peru affect my individual identity and the development 

of a ‘qualified self’? To answer this question, I need to examine the three aspects of 

change that I experienced: skill acquisition, cognitive development, and emotional 

impact.  
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Since coming back from Peru I have continued to experiment with multi coloured 

pattern knitting using the neck tensioning method. My first project on my return 

was a highly patterned cardigan using the alpaca wool I bought in Arequipa. This 

cardigan utilised both Fair Isle and Intarsia techniques, which although slow, I was 

able to understand and execute effectively. The process of knitting in the round that 

Senora Yachaya taught us has given me a new insight into stitch construction which 

means I am able to problem solve and fix my work more effectively. Although 

Senora Yachaya never explained how she was fixing our work, I seem to have picked 

up several techniques from her that mean the quality of my knitting has significantly 

improved.  

Spending time with the Peruvian master crafts people has put my conception of 

myself as a competent crafter into perspective. Although I still think of myself as a 

maker, I have come to understand that I will never experience the unconscious 

competence that comes from being part of a long lineage of crafts people, steeped 

in culture and tradition. I understand now why the traditional Peruvian crafters 

have trouble selling their products in the modern machine age – they are too good. 

In the age of mass production, for craft to be valued, it must bear the mark of the 

hand, be rustic and imperfect. Those that surround themselves with handmade 

crafts are making a statement about what they value and who they are, in the 

modern world consumption creates identity, and perfectly executed handmade 

items send mixed messages. 

When writing and analysing the autoethnographic narrative, I felt a strong sense of 

shame at my reactions during the workshops, particularly my feelings of 

frustration, competitiveness, and annoyance. Davies (2008) suggests that emotions 

not only provide us with information, they work alongside expectations in kick-

starting the learning process. In my case, the strong emotions I experienced, and the 

process of recording them through the construction of the narrative, enabled me to 

recognise the key tension between my identity as a teacher and my previous 

experience in formal education and my experience as a novice learner in the 

workshops. In this way, the emotions I experienced during the workshops 

facilitated not only my craft learning, but also learning about my learning – alerting 
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me to the meaning schema I employed in my attempt to make sense from the 

unfamiliar context. The intensely positive emotions I experienced were also 

powerful indicators of how I conceive of successful participation. In addition to the 

ability to engage in activity and execute tasks, the connections I felt with my fellow 

embroidery workshop participants were critical to my sense of full participation 

and meaningful engagement. The emotional observations I made during the 

workshops and the subsequent process of writing the autoethnography have 

provided key insights into how my perceptions and past experiences influence how 

I learn and respond. 

In the next chapter I investigate social learning contexts in more depth by 

examining the experience of participation in online and physical craft groups 

(Crafting Communities). In chapter 7, I synthesise the findings from sub-studies I 

and II and discuss these in relation to the aims of the overall study. 
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CHAPTER 6 – CRAFTING COMMUNITIES 

The aim of this chapter is to explore why individuals choose to participate in craft 

groups, understand how different types of groups are accessed and used, and to 

reflect on how participation and meaning making in craft groups affect an 

individual’s sense of self. Field notes and photographs documenting my visits to 

four physical craft group meet-ups and posts and comments from two closed online 

craft groups were collected. This data captured the making activities and 

interactions between members of craft groups. In addition, eight, in-depth, semi-

structured interviews were conducted with women who participated in craft 

activities and craft groups, both online and through physical meet-ups. Each of these 

interviews began by asking the women to recall when they started crafting and to 

reflect on why they continue to participate in craft activity and craft groups. For a 

full description of the methodology and data collection methods used, see Chapter 

4. 

6.1 Why do people choose to participate in craft groups? 

There have been many attempts to identify and categorise motivations to 

participate in craft activities and craft groups, for example, Corkhill, Hemmings, 

Maddock and Riley (2014); Jackson (2010); Johnson and Wilson (2005); Kouhia 

(2012); Maidment and MacFarlane (2009); Mayne (2016); Peppler and Bender 

(2013); Riley, Corkhill, and Morris (2013); Stannard and Sanders (2015) and 

Turney (2009). Anna Kouhia’s (2012) interviews with six female crafters resulted 

in the development of a framework comprised of eight interrelated, partially 

overlapping types of meanings; functional, material, aesthetic, expressive, multi-

sensory, experiential, collaborative and narrative. Maidment and MacFarlane 

(2009) had similar findings, identifying three key themes to describe older women’s 

motivations for participating in craft groups: teaching and learning, friendship, 

support and empowerment, and altruism and purpose. Kouhia notes that because 

of their personal nature, “meanings are versatile and multifaceted constructions 

that are outcomes of one’s individual sets of values, life histories and social 

interaction” (2012, p. 6). Within a social constructivist framework, meanings are 
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also fluid and dynamic, constantly evolving in response to the social and cultural 

communities in which they exist.  

Analysis of the eight interviews conducted as part of this study indicated that 

motivation for participating in craft groups varies between individuals and across 

each individual’s lifetime. From the interviews, three key themes or meanings 

emerged: social, technical, and expressive. These themes are overlapping, mutually 

constituting and fluid in the day-to-day experience of each of the women 

interviewed. These participation themes were also evident in the analysis of online 

and physical group data that categorised interactions between members, indicating 

that participation in craft groups largely aligns with the motivation and 

expectations of participants. The following three sections explore the key 

motivations for participating in craft groups as articulated by interviewees and 

observed within online and physical craft groups.  

Social meanings 

The desire to meet new people and socialise with others was highlighted by all 

interviewees as a motivation for participating in craft groups. Despite none of the 

interviewees having learned to craft in a group setting, all had belonged to one or 

more craft groups at some time in their lives, often joining in response to life events, 

such as having a baby or moving to a new city or country. Janis described starting a 

craft group as a way to meet new people when she moved to a new city. Now, several 

years later, Janis has made close friends who she continues to craft with one on one, 

but the original group, having served its purpose, is no longer as active. Other 

interviewees spoke about groups that had been formed for a specific reason or time 

period, but which continued to meet once the goal had been achieved in order to 

maintain the social connections that had developed. Alice told of how she stopped 

running paid craft classes once she sold her craft shop, but found that there was still 

demand for social meet-ups where she could share her experience, so she continued 

to hold these in her home: 

Well, we’ve become friends as well, they like getting help, but I had 

one woman say to me on Thursday “but we’ve all become friends 
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as well”. So, it becomes quite social and we discuss reading and all 

sorts of things – the world and government.  

The ability for friendships to ‘transcend’ the group seemed to vary, reflecting the 

ages and stages of the interviewees. Lifestyle factors such as whether members 

worked, had dependent children or lived in close proximity to each other impacted 

on their ability to maintain relationships outside the structure of the group. For 

those who did meet outside the group, craft was often still the main focus.  

The social experience of physical and online groups 

Each of the interviewees described how they used different types of groups for 

different purposes. Stephanie explained why participating in a physical group once 

a month was important to her:   

I like the real-life interaction with human beings better than the 

virtual interaction you get over the internet. It (an online group) 

gives you a worldwide community of people you can hook into, but 

it’s still not as satisfying, to me at least, as one on one.  

Physical groups, as opposed to online, were reported by most interviewees as the 

most satisfying socially. They were valued for the depth of the relationships and the 

opportunity to easily connect with others and discover shared interests outside of 

craft. This view was shared by Deborah, who had established many craft groups as 

a way of supporting women in her community; “for me, the involvement in these 

groups and in helping older women, especially, has just become part of who I 

am. It's what I do”. In her interview, Deborah spoke almost exclusively about the 

social and emotional impact of craft groups on herself and other women. For her, 

the opportunity to build confidence and create social connections with other 

women was the primary motivation for participation in craft groups. 

While six of the eight interviewees identified physical groups as more socially 

satisfying than online groups, the interactions in the two online groups in this study 

were also primarily social in nature. The description of the group Fibre Fans (FF) 

states that it is a place to, “share the love and your ideas, ask questions and gain 
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knowledge here” (Fibre Fans Facebook page ‘About’ section). In response to my 

request to collect data from the group, one of the members assured me that I would 

find their group particularly supportive, suggesting that support and positive 

reinforcement are desirable and valued aspects of participation.  

Similarly, the Community Fibre Crafters (CFC), a closed Facebook group with less 

than 50 members, was predominantly social in nature, functioning as an online 

communication forum for the physical group, which met regularly. Members posted 

in the online group to let each other know if they were attending meet-ups, shared 

community information and reflected on group activities. This model is similar to 

how many social media sites are currently used to complement formal learning 

settings, for example, students or educational institutions setting up Facebook 

pages to distribute course-related announcements, share resources and provide a 

forum for questions about process or structure (Kimmerle, Moskaliuk, Oeberst, & 

Cress, 2015). The CFC also had more formal organisational processes in place, such 

as holding and minuting regular meetings, demonstrating how informal and non-

formal groups often borrow institutional practices to organise their structure.  

Online and physical groups are not mutually exclusive, and several of the 

interviewees interacted with the same people online and during physical meet-ups. 

Sarah talked about the different dynamic between the groups she belonged to, 

despite them having mostly the same members and being used in similar ways – to 

ask questions and share finished projects. Sarah explained how once she no longer 

had the time to attend meet-ups of the physical group, she no longer felt as 

connected to them, despite still communicating with members regularly online. As 

well as being used as a communication and administration platform for existing 

physical groups, online groups were also used to inspire physical meet-ups, as in 

the case of one group I visited which had been started via Ravelry13 and now met 

weekly.  

 

13 Ravelry (Forbes & Forbes, 2007) is a free social networking service for  knitters, crocheters, designers, 

spinners, weavers and dyers. It has over eight million members who buy and sell patterns, participate in online 

forums and keep notes about their projects https://www.ravelry.com/account/login 

https://www.ravelry.com/account/login
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Connecting through craft 

For two of the interviewees, online groups were their primary forum for connecting 

with other crafters. Beth spoke about knitting “filling the void” left by no longer 

being part of the paid work force now that she was a full-time mother. As well as 

regularly participating in online groups, Beth also attended a local knitting group 

meet-up one night a week. In the following quote, Beth described the appeal of the 

weekly group meet-up: 

It’s the getting away from the children and the one night that Alan 

has to deal with putting them to bed and me not having to be a 

mum for two hours – that’s what I get out of that, it’s just not being 

at home.  

Unlike the other crafters interviewed, Beth considered the online groups she 

participated in as the most satisfying socially, describing the comfort of knowing 

there was always someone you can talk to, always someone online.  

Despite this, Beth clearly still found value in her physical knitting group, choosing 

to spend her one night a week away from her children there. On the night I attended 

Beth’s group, there were 12 attendees, 10 women and two men. The conversation 

was predominantly focused on technical aspects of knitting, although the members 

told me that they usually saved their least technical projects to bring to knit night 

so they could talk and knit at the same time. Most of the attendees had tablets or 

smart phones with them and referred to these during the session to check patterns 

and look up information for each other. There was no clear distinction between 

physical and virtual networks or social and educational spaces. In her interview, 

Beth admitted that she still did not feel completely confident in the group, 

describing the other group members as “very confident, very accomplished knitters 

in my book”.  

Teaching and learning in craft groups 

None of the women interviewed explicitly identified teaching or learning as a 

motivation for participating in craft groups, instead citing social connection as the 

primary motivator. However, all of them recognised that learning occurred, 
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particularly in physical groups, describing it as just happening “naturally” or 

“organically”. During my visit to Beth’s knitting group I observed Emma helping 

Toby, who was relatively new to the group, with his project (see Figure 16). 

Although Toby never asked for help, Emma, sitting next to him, kept an eye on his 

progress, helped him when he encountered problems and checked in on his behalf 

with other group members who had already completed the project Toby was 

working on. When I asked if I could take a photograph of them working together, 

Emma’s response was, “oh no, now people will think I teach knitting and I don’t”. 

This example demonstrates what participants describe as natural or organic 

instruction occurring within groups, where more experienced members provide 

guidance and advice to newcomers. This informal learning is also an example of 

learning happening within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) which 

Vygotsky (1978, p. 86) described as: 

The distance between the actual development level as determined 

through individual problem solving and the level of potential 

development as determined by problem solving under adult 

guidance or collaboration with more capable peers.  

Crafting alongside other, more experienced practitioners, provides an ideal context 

for development within the learner’s ZPD.  

In the majority of the groups attended by the interviewees, the informal role of 

teacher or mentor was likely to be taken on by a group organiser or instigator. 

Stephanie describes how teaching happens in the craft group she hosts monthly at 

her home: 

And with my knitting group, I hardly do any knitting of my own, or 

any other craft of my own when we have the knitting group. What 

I like about it is that people come to me with their problems, 

whether it’s learning how to read a pattern, or how to do this stitch 

or “I’ve stuffed something up, how do we fix it without undoing 

everything?”  
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Figure 16 - Emma helps Toby with his project 

Although Stephanie would not use the word teacher to describe herself or her role 

in the group, she referred frequently in her interview to helping, problem solving 

and fixing – practices often associated with the role of teacher.  This reluctance by 

group participants to use terms such as  ‘teacher’ to describe the informal process 

of mediating learning was also identified by Warner (2018) in her study of the 

learning that occurred in quilt-making groups. As with the participants in this study, 

craft group members associated the word ‘teacher’ with “formal instructional 

contexts such as school, where lessons were given” (Warner, 2018, p. 152) rather 

than the peer support and communal knowledge building practices of the craft 

group. 

Leadership and structure 

The interviewees had different views on whether it was necessary for physical 

groups to have a ‘leader’. Where physical groups followed a standard format 

requiring some organisation – timing, venue etc., the person who oversaw this was 

often seen as the group leader. Alongside roles, rituals were also identified as being 

important for maintaining group cohesion. Deborah described how the meeting 

place, seating plan and availability of refreshments were important group rituals. 

Likewise, Vanessa emphasised how important sharing food was to her group. Other 

groups had a more devolved structure, with leadership dependent on the type of 
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activity. Sarah’s group meeting involved a range of activities, from holding clothing 

or fabric swaps, to going to fashion themed movies. In Sarah’s group, whoever 

suggested the activity tended to organise and lead it.  

Technical meanings 

All the women interviewed drew on a wide range of human, digital, written, and 

pictorial resources to learn new skills and problem solve. The proliferation of online 

craft groups and video tutorials on YouTube has turned what was once often a 

solitary pursuit into mass group endeavours. ‘knit-alongs’ and ‘sew-alongs’ are 

popular group activities, with participants all working on the same project at the 

same time. These are often overseen by the designer who provides technical advice 

and is available to troubleshoot problems as they arise. Access to video tutorials or 

specific technical expertise online means that the learning process can be greatly 

accelerated.  

Learning new skills and techniques 

The availability of online tutorials and group forums, and their ability to take the 

place of ‘old timers’ or experts in a community of practice was particularly evident 

in Beth’s case. Beth was the only interview participant who had learned to craft as 

an adult, unlike the other interviewees who had all begun crafting as children. 

Despite coming to knitting late in life and having few knitting experts in her 

personal network to learn from, Beth had, in the space of a couple of years, become 

a very accomplished knitter. Beth describes how she used FF to get advice on a 

problem she was having when she first tried short row knitting on circular needles: 

I re-read it for three days, the pattern… I just read it and read it and 

read it then threw it in the cupboard for three weeks, then I read it 

again and was like… No, I think I actually asked in Fibre Fans and 

somebody said did you purl back? and I said, I purled back to the 

centre, and they were like nooo (sic), did you purl back past the 

centre? Right, ok, see you in a week.  

Despite frequently using online forums and tutorials to develop new skills and solve 

technical problems, Beth acknowledged that observing another expert at work was 
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the most effective way for her to learn. Here she describes her motivation for 

attending an event that includes sessions on specific knitting techniques: 

I want to see people do it, cos it’s all very well seeing it on YouTube, 

but you see it from one angle and it’s not always that clear, whereas 

if I’ve got someone that can sit there, and go, go through this loop… 

I think that’s more effective.  

Beth often used online groups as a forum for posting and responding to questions, 

however, posting questions to online groups was described by two other 

interviewees as something they would only do as a last resort once they had 

attempted to work through a problem on their own. Alice described how she would 

be reluctant to ask others for help: 

I don’t expect somebody else, to ask somebody and have them help 

me. If I was really desperate I would, but I look at some of the 

questions that people do ask and I think oh my giddy aunt, no, I 

don’t want to do that.  

Both Alice and Stephanie (another interviewee who expressed reluctance to ask 

questions online), were very experienced crafters who each occupied the role of 

teacher or mentor in the physical groups they hosted. Alice and Stephanie both 

spoke about how they preferred to work out problems or master new techniques 

on their own. While all the participants described how online groups or forums 

were useful resources for problem solving or answering open ended questions that 

have a range of possible solutions, YouTube was considered the best source for 

demonstrations and information on specific techniques, as it most closely 

approximated one on one personal instruction. Here Stephanie describes how it 

was only a few years ago that she watched a YouTube tutorial and recognised 

fundamental flaws in the way she tatted, one of the first crafts she had taught 

herself: 

My tatting style was dreadful – I didn’t realise how bad it was until 

I saw a YouTube video a few years ago and then I tried doing what 
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they did and I was – oh this is so much faster, I’ve been doing it 

wrong all these years – I could produce tatting but the way I was 

doing it was so slow, I was still getting results but the way I was 

doing it, it was taking me five times longer than it ever needed to. 

Then I went back – cos I’ve still got that booklet – I went back and 

looked at that booklet from when I was 12 years old and I was like, 

that actually is what that diagram is trying to show me, I just 

couldn’t tell. They were just line drawings and there were four or 

five of them and you couldn’t tell what motion the hand was 

actually doing and where things were actually going. So, it wasn’t 

until YouTube came along that I actually knew – cos I never found 

another tatter in the meantime to show me – I just saw that teacher 

on the bus just the once.  

Having seen a demonstration of the technique in action, Stephanie was now able to 

reinterpret the diagrams she had used to teach herself to tat.  

Interpretations and values 

The prevalence of autodidactic learning in craft means that there are often multiple 

interpretations of the same instruction. For example, Vanessa describes how a 

knitting technique used in her favourite blanket pattern was interpreted differently 

by another knitter who tried it: 

I gave my famous leaf pattern to somebody, because I showed her 

how I do the start of the rows, she came back and said, no, no, I read 

the pattern again and I think you’re doing it wrong, this is how I 

think it should be done but I’m doing it your way because we’re 

putting the blanket together and you’ve done most of them. I 

looked at hers, and I don’t like it as much as mine, mine might be 

wrong, but I like it better. So, even if it’s wrong, I don’t really care, 

if I’ve created a new stitch – awesome!  

This quote also demonstrates Vanessa’s sense of ownership of the leaf pattern, 

developed over the many times she has knit it. This sense of ownership and 
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familiarity with a pattern, which she has successfully executed many times (but did 

not design), gave Vanessa the confidence to reject the other knitter’s feedback and 

consider her interpretation of the stitch an innovation, rather than a mistake. 

Each of the women interviewed identified quality aspects of their craft products 

that were most important to them, for example, achieving a good fit or executing a 

complex technique. The autonomy to decide for themselves what was ‘correct’ or 

‘good enough’ emerged as one of the key attractions of craft work and one of the 

aspects of control that the interviewees most enjoyed. Despite enjoying the freedom 

of not working to externally imposed quality standards, the online groups studied 

were often used as a forum to ask for advice on mistakes and whether or not work 

should be re-done. Members of FF sometimes referred to the ‘hive mind’ when 

asking questions, acknowledging the vast range of information and experience the 

group, with over 3000 members, represented. Janis describes different feedback 

styles she has experienced in the group: 

Sometimes they can be a bit like, well, obviously! so I’m always a 

bit cautious. Then there’s other people that are like yeah, here’s 

some information, it’s really cool and I know it’s really quality, I 

know they do excellent work, if I get advice from them, I really trust 

it.  

As Janis found, sharing mistakes and photographs of finished garments in large 

groups, such as FF, where members often did not know each other in ‘real life’, could 

potentially be confronting. Feedback on whether or not work should be ‘pulled 

back’ or redone indicated a range of different personal standards for finished work, 

with some group members assuring the maker that the mistake would not be 

noticed, while others claimed that if the mistake was theirs, they would not be able 

to live with it. However, online responses to questions that were perceived to be 

negative or critical often received a backlash from other users who were keen to 

maintain a safe space for asking questions and receiving advice. 

Managing information 

The fluid nature of online groups, with new members joining regularly, means that 
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the problems and questions shared can be repetitive.  Many groups try to manage 

this by compiling frequently asked questions or commonly discussed topics into 

text files accessible from the site. Alice described her frustration with repetitive 

questions in one of the groups she belonged to:  

That was very much with this stitch- along because so many people 

started it later, “what fabric? “– well it’s all on there in the original 

instructions! but because they couldn’t be bothered –  and in the 

end I only went back to it – I  stopped getting the feed so I could 

just go back to it when I wanted to – to that group because I just 

found, some of the women were just ridiculous. 

The expectation of some interviewees that new members will do their homework 

before asking questions and only use online forums as a last resort, contrasted with 

others such as Beth, who valued being able to ask questions and receive feedback 

instantly from a continuously available online resource, “I find it’s more instant, 

especially if it’s a more generalised question”.  

When requests for advice or help were responded to, the value of the advice was 

considered in relation to the group member’s credibility as an accomplished maker 

and trusted expert. Credibility and expertise were established, both by the evidence 

the member shared, in the form of finished items, and the way they interacted with 

other members. As Sarah explained: 

You can tell by the questions they ask, and you can tell by the 

complexity of the projects that they’re doing and then of course if 

you see the final product you can see, oh that didn’t quite work out 

right…  

Participation in craft groups provided a forum for members to identify and 

acknowledge their expertise relevant to the rest of the group. Being able to view 

other’s finished work and hear about their problems and experiences accelerated 

the individual’s understanding of their own crafting and facilitated their ability to 

judge when they had achieved mastery in a technique or when they had mis-
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understood a process or instruction. 

Recognising mastery 

Online group members who were perceived as experts usually posted and 

responded to posts frequently, creating a community of ‘experts’ within the 

community. These experts were less likely to ask technical questions themselves, 

but were often called upon or ‘tagged’, to address particular problems, further 

establishing their reputation as experts on specific techniques. However, both Beth 

and Sarah admitted that they often didn’t take the advice offered online, instead 

using the process as a way to test their own thinking: 

I’m very good at asking a question but then just picking out the 

advice that I want. (Sarah) 

I’ll ask if there’s a choice and I’m really torn, cos occasionally I’ll get 

really torn and I’ll ask for opinions and I’ll generally go the other 

way. I’ll still go with what I want. (Beth) 

Sarah explained that she often felt dissatisfied by answers to her online questions 

because the respondents did not understand the specific problem or context. 

In contrast to the holistic approach taken to assess expertise in online groups, 

online videos and tutorials were more commonly judged using quantitative 

measures, such as the number of followers or ‘likes’. Stephanie described how social 

media, with its inbuilt feedback mechanisms, filtered and ranked posts, making it 

easier to find the expertise you needed:  

You go to somewhere like YouTube, and the people that are really, 

really good have had lots more views and lots more likes and that 

sort of stuff so it’s easy for you to quickly get to the people that are 

doing things the best way […] cos, you know if 10,000 people like 

the way this person does this thing, right, and only three people 

don’t like the way they do it, they must be on to something, let’s 

have a look at how they’re doing it.  

The seemingly democratic power of social media to identify excellence and 
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establish trustworthy expertise and the ability to ‘choose your expert or teacher’ in 

either online or physical craft groups were considered by interviewees as highly 

positive features of self-directed craft learning. However, for the seven out of eight 

participants who first learned to craft from family members as young children, the 

expertise of these ‘old timers’ was also highly valued and accepted without 

question. 

Expressive meanings 

All the interviewees were drawn to soft material crafts because of the opportunity 

to express themselves and create products that were exactly as they wanted. They 

described how, as you become more technically proficient and experienced, the 

ability to design and customise existing designs increases, and the gap between the 

initial creative vision and the final product narrows. The confidence and knowledge 

to adapt existing patterns, mix techniques from different craft domains and develop 

designs from scratch, were all considered signs of mastery. 

Creativity and identity performance 

Craft as a mean of personal creative expression was described as both motivation 

and reward. Having things that are different to others and that reflect the maker’s 

individuality was cited by several of the participants as one of the reasons they 

make their own clothes. For example, Janis commented: 

Literally, in the moment we are buying that fabric or yarn or 

whatever and the pattern – we’re not thinking, oh I’ll put this away 

for one day – we’re thinking, oh I’m going to do this thing and It will 

be amazing and I’m going to look like this and It’ll be fantastic and 

I’ll look amazing. I’m going to go to parties and people are going to 

look and say “oh my God that dress is fantastic” and I’m going to 

say “yes thank you, I made it myself”, and it’s going to be fantastic 

– and you get that whole life-cycle of gratification in that moment 

you are planning it out.  

Janis’s interpretation of why many makers enjoy purchasing the raw materials as 

much, if not more, than actually sewing garments, speaks to the process of creating 
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and projecting identity through making as much as to the products themselves. The 

fact that many of the products of soft materials craft are designed to be worn, means 

that these activities are more closely connected to our sense of identity than other 

creative pursuits such as gardening or cooking. The act of making is often also an 

act of creative visioning, not only of the finished product, but of our transformed 

selves as a result of that product. Exercising personal choice is an important aspect 

of identity performance (Fields, 2014), and group activities are often constructed to 

highlight these different choices. Beth spoke about how several of her knitting 

group members often work on the same pattern, using different yarns and 

colourways. Conversely, Janis recounted a group activity where members each 

bought a quantity of the same fabric and then met up wearing the different 

garments they had made (see Figure 17). Creating opportunities to demonstrate 

individuality emerged as important functions of both physical and online groups. 

 

Figure 17 - Janis' sewing group meet up to compare the different garments they have 

made. Retrieved from 

https://acharmofmagpies.wordpress.com/category/wellington-sewing-bloggers-

network 

Soft material crafts then, contribute to our sense of self both in their creation and 

consumption. This close relationship between the maker’s sense of identity and the 

made item can continue even when the item is no longer aesthetically pleasing or 

functional. Sarah describes how she finds it difficult to part with things she has 

made: 
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I’m rubbish at getting rid of anything that I’ve made, anything, even 

stuff that, even if it’s not my style any more or it fits fine, it’s totally 

functional but I just don’t like it anymore – as it gets with clothes 

that you’ve had for 10 years – I cannot get rid of it, I can’t send them 

off to charity, it’s very, very difficult.  

Sarah’s sense of investment in the items she has made was shared by several other 

participants who fondly recalled or showed me things they had made many years 

ago. Handmade items are valued not just for their form and function, but also who 

the maker was at the time of their creation. 

Craft as a mediator of emotion 

As well as the personal relationship between the maker and the made item, the 

concept of a crafting as an act of benevolence, and of the craft item as the physical 

embodiment of a relationship or emotion, were clear themes in this study. All the 

women interviewed identified making gifts for others as a regular aspect of their 

work. Similarly, sharing pictures of knitting done for others, or requesting advice 

on patterns, were common reasons for posting to the online groups FF and CFC.  

The role of craft products as relationship markers is well established. Johnson and 

Wilson’s (2005) research into the motivational factors that are important to textile 

handcrafters, found that textile crafts were symbolic of the maker and her 

relationships with other people (2005, p. 117). Likewise, Turney in her book The 

Culture of Knitting (2009), describes how knitted objects have an “emotional and 

sentimental exchange value” and that this value affects the formation or 

reaffirmation of the makers personal identity (2009, p. 139). Turney also describes 

knitting as a form of narrative, enabling the construction of  “personal and social 

identities” (2009, p. 135). Gifting made items means that the maker can become part 

of the narrative of others, via the item, which retains the identity and memory of the 

maker. Sandra’s main form of crafting was quilting, which she did for friends and 

family “to observe specific things or events in their lives”. Similarly, the items that 

Vanessa knitted and crocheted were largely dictated by the needs of those around 

her, in particular, women in her extended social network who were having babies: 
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So, I started this cool cardy for myself but then one of John’s 

workmates got pregnant and she’s got no family in New Zealand, 

so I had to make her something and I got a bit carried away. So, 

she’s got the blanket and I’ve done the socks and I’ve done the hat 

and I’m considering doing the singlet, but I want to finish my cardy 

first. I get distracted easily.  

Vanessa’s sense that she “had to make her something” as her husband’s workmate 

had no family in New Zealand reveals the strong historical and social association 

between handmade items, nurturing and motherhood. Stephanie also described 

how new members often join her craft group because a new baby is on the way: 

We’ve had other total beginners, quite a lot of people that come 

along as total beginners are expecting their first baby, that’s often 

a big motivator to learn to knit.  

A handmade gift represents time, a precious commodity, as well as skill, care and 

thoughtfulness of the maker. As a result, gifting and receiving made items was 

considered a more satisfying experience than simply buying a present. The joy of 

making for others was described by two of the women as, “for the sole purpose of 

making people smile!” (Deborah) and “you can see, when you hand over something 

and their eyes light up and they go, oh, you made this just for me? That’s the special 

part” (Vanessa). While making things for others was a particularly satisfying aspect 

of crafting for several of the women interviewed, Deborah also observed that, 

particularly for older women who had always used their crafting skills for the 

benefit of others, the idea that they were “allowed” to choose their own colours, 

deviate from the written pattern, and make “fun things” was a joyful revelation.  

Craft as an expression of solidarity 

Alongside the use of craft as a means of marking significant personal events and 

distributing experience (Metcalf, 2004), craft also has long been associated with 

commemorating historical events and social and political activism (Hunter, 2019; 

Kelly, 2014; Krugh, 2014; Parker, 2010). In her interview, Sandra spoke about how 

her response to an embroidery in the Australian Parliamentary Gallery inspired her 
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to participate in the Suffrage in Stitches14 project celebrating the women who 

signed the 1894 women’s suffrage petition in New Zealand: 

Whenever I used to see that and look at it, I used to think I’d love 

to be involved in something like that which was something that you 

can make to commemorate something, and it would be kept 

forever.  

Participating in the Suffrage in Stitches project was the catalyst for Sandra to find 

out more about her own family history and their involvement in the suffrage 

movement, but it also enabled her to connect with the longstanding tradition of 

women expressing their personal perspectives and social ideas through hand crafts. 

Charity knitting provided crafters with an opportunity to nurture others, while also 

justifying the continued production of hand-crafted items once their own, and their 

family’s needs had been met. In the online groups studied, participants were often 

prolific in their production of knitted items for charity, sharing pictures of multiple 

items and regularly requesting pattern suggestions. A post from one participant in 

the online group FF stated her intention to make one charity garment a week 

alongside her responsibilities as a mother and full-time employee. 

Craftwork was also seen as a means to express care and support for those affected 

by tragedy. After the March 15, 2019 shootings at Mosques in Christchurch, 

members of the online groups FF and CFC shared ideas for how crafters could show 

their support by making and sending knitted items to survivors and their families: 

This is a small knitting pattern found on the page of Healing Hearts 

for Christchurch. The group put out a call to quilters to make heart 

blocks, green on white background. These will be made into 100 

quilts for the victims and wounded in the shooting and extra quilts 

 

14 Suffrage in Stitches is a 300-metre textile work created during 2019 to commemorate the 125th anniversary 

of women’s suffrage in New Zealand. The work was created by 546 individuals, families, and groups from New 

Zealand and beyond, honouring the ‘ordinary’ woman and men who signed the 1893 Suffrage petition. The 

project was open to anyone regardless of age or experience and was exhibited publicly at the Wellington 

Museum from 2 – 31 August 2019. 
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for early responders, police, etc. if they have surplus blocks (they 

will have plenty, I think, the response is huge). Little knitted hearts 

can be glued onto gift cards to be included with the quilts. Thought 

this could be a small project for some of us. (CFC member post) 

Metcalf notes that “in the sociology of craft, helping (both altruistic and self-

interested) is a primary value” (2004, p. 225). Crafting items for others in need is 

considered by crafters as a meaningful way to provide nurturing and support for 

others. Johnson and Wilson’s (2005) study It Says You Really Care examined the 

motivational factors of contemporary female handcrafters. They claim that, 

“handcrafted textile objects are embedded with meaning through their creation and 

use” (2005, p. 117), indicating that this sense of meaning is shared by both the 

creator of the object and its recipient. Sharing these experiences with like-minded 

others via online or physical groups enables this meaning to be amplified. Mayne’s 

(2016) study into amateur knit and crochet makers online  identified Facebook 

groups as receptive spaces where “amateur makers can boost self-esteem through 

the presentation of completed craft items and gain positive comments in return as 

they fix in time a moment where something has been completed” (Mayne, 2016, p. 

6). Within craft groups, sharing contributes to both the construction and 

performance of the individual ‘self’.  

6.2 How is the individual’s sense of self affected by participation? 

The previous section examined the way in which interview and online group 

members created meaning from their participation in craft groups. This meaning 

affects both their sense of self and the sense they make of the world around them. 

Vygotsky states that identity formation  “…must be viewed as shaped by and 

shaping forms of action…” (1978, p. 84), while Wenger (1998, p. 161) describes 

how: “In these new meanings we negotiate our own activities and identities, and at 

the same time the histories of the relations among our communities of practice”. 

Both Vygotsky and Wenger stress the social and active nature of identity 

development, drawing on the cultural tools and practices of the social context in 
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which the individual exists. In the next section I explore the effect of participation 

on individual’s sense of identity as crafters, learners, and community members. 

Joining a Community of Practice (CoP) 

For seven of the eight interview participants, learning to craft happened early in 

their childhood and was not a conscious decision. When asked when she began 

crafting, Vanessa recalled wanting to be like her mother (rather than wanting to 

make things) as her original motivation for learning to knit: 

I think I liked being cool like my mum and it was that click clack of 

the needles, even from age three or four I would get her needles 

and go click, click, click, so I would be cool like mum. So, yeah, I just 

decided that I wanted to be cool like mum.  

Vanessa recalls her mother, a professional dressmaker, being her primary source of 

information as she learned to knit and sew. As a result, Vanessa grew up viewing 

making as an integral aspect of adult womanhood. Rather than a conscious choice 

to join the making community, Vanessa experienced the type of ‘guided 

participation’ described by Rogoff’s theory of Learning by Observing and Pitching 

In (LOPI), (Rogoff, 1995, 2014; Rogoff et al., 2015). For the interviewees who 

recalled their first introduction to craft as children, it was only as they grew older 

that they begin to realise that crafting wasn’t part of every adult’s life and they 

began to seek out communities where they could craft with others ‘like themselves’. 

Beth came to knit as an adult with no previous experience of any type of craft. 

However, like those that learned to craft as children, Beth also does not consider 

she made a conscious choice to learn to knit, describing her friend teaching her to 

knit “regardless of whether I wanted to (learn) or not”. Beth goes on to explain how 

she rapidly became a more proficient knitter than her friend, causing her to seek 

out a CoP in which she could develop her skills further. Despite now being a skilled 

knitter, Beth still doesn’t feel confident participating in her weekly physical knitting 

group:  
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I don’t know because I think I’m actually keeping up with them, but 

in my head I’m not and I think it’s because they’ve been knitting for 

so many years that I think I’ve only been knitting for two years, 

how can I possibly be anywhere near their level? I don’t have that 

experience. I actually look at things and I think I’m not that bad, I 

kind of can do it. 

Beth still considers herself to be on the periphery of her CoP, viewing mastery as 

requiring experience rather than just expertise. Despite claiming that she only 

attends the knitting group to “get away from the children”, Beth has clearly chosen 

knitting as the CoP with which she identifies and wants to belong. In her interview, 

Beth reflects on how she will know when she has “got to where I want to be”. She 

describes advanced knitting techniques such as steeking, brioche and beading as 

being evidence of mastery and admits that she may do these one day just to” prove 

that I can”, rather than because she is interested in these types of projects. Within 

Beth’s chosen CoP, these techniques have value, not least as markers of 

participation. Beth’s acceptance of these community values and desire to master 

these techniques, suggests that ‘where she wants to be’ is a full participant within 

her knitting community. 

The nature of participation 

The most common types of posts shared to the online groups studied were 

photographs of finished items and works in progress. This evidence of active 

participation, and the subsequent acknowledgement by other community 

members, is essential to the development of shared meanings that facilitate the 

journey of an individual towards full participation in their chosen CoP.  Within 

online groups, participation is not limited to providing evidence of craft activity. 

Sharing information, asking for advice and providing feedback and support to 

others are all legitimate forms of online participation – it is possible for individuals 

to ‘participate’ in online craft groups without actually making anything. This tends 

not to be the case in physical groups, where evidence of activity is usually a key 

factor for establishing legitimacy within the group. The role of established members 



146 

 

in facilitating participation is demonstrated by Deborah in an anecdote she shares 

about a physical group she led: 

I remember one woman wouldn't knit in front of anyone for 

several weeks. When I gently asked if she'd like to, she burst into 

tears and explained that she felt so awkward because she knitted 

"wrong". I sat with her and showed her YouTube clips of different 

people knitting, then I told her to unobtrusively walk around the 

room and observe everyone's style. She was astonished to discover 

that everyone has a different knitting style and that most looked 

very awkward indeed. 

Interestingly, the other participants in the group had complained to Deborah about 

the woman not knitting, indicating a shared perspective of what legitimate group 

participation involved. With Deborah’s encouragement, the woman was able to 

overcome her fear and go on to knit many items with the group. Deborah also 

described a member of another group who had lost her sight and was no longer able 

to knit but continued to attend the group regularly to catch up with what others 

were doing. Having previously established herself, by conforming to the group’s 

shared conception of participation, this woman’s ongoing attendance was accepted 

even though she could no longer knit.  

In each of the physical groups I visited, I took along a knitting project I was working 

on. This signalled to members that I was a community ‘insider’ with more than just 

an academic interest in crafting. Many group participants were enthusiastic about 

my research project, seeing it as an opportunity to tell the story of craft’s value and 

importance to those who did not craft. Essential to the authenticity of this story was 

that I as the author, was an experienced crafter and participant in the craft CoP. This 

highlighted the value placed on the affective aspects of crafting, the pleasure and 

enjoyment that can only be known through direct experience. 

These examples demonstrate that participation is a complex combination of social 

interaction, emotion and activity and is contingent on our sense of identity, history, 

and perception of our place within the community. 
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Craft and identity 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the way in which craft work is perceived and valued by 

societies has fluctuated greatly throughout history. Analysis of the data in this study 

revealed that stereotypes around craft are often widely accepted, even by crafters 

themselves. As an active knitter, Beth still had ambivalent feelings about her 

association with the craft: 

Little old funny ladies sitting at home with their knitting – crazy 

lady, might as well have 10 cats. But yeah, it just seems odd, even 

to me. I’m sitting there doing it sometimes and I think, why are you 

doing this? Well, I like it. 

Janis had a similar experience when she began knitting. Here she describes her 

initial lack of identification with the products of knitting, rather than with knitters 

themselves: 

About that time, I also sort of realised how much I was attracted to 

the 50’s aesthetic, cropped cardigans, full skirts, nipped in waists 

and vintage cardigan patterns and I thought, oh actually you can 

knit things that aren’t, really like, hideous and I wanted something 

portable and something easy to pick up and put down, and I 

thought oh, I should learn to knit.  

For both Beth and Janis, seeing knitting patterns and knitted garments that aligned 

with their tastes, and therefore sense of identity, helped convince them that knitting 

was a craft that could be of relevance and interest to them. As someone who had 

tried many crafts over the years, Alice spoke about different craft communities 

attracting and reflecting different personality types: 

The biggest difference is with embroidery. Embroiderers are very 

different. Patch workers – and knitters I think – are sharing, caring 

– more sharing than embroiderers. I don’t know, it’s like teddy bear 

makers and doll makers, teddy bear makers are cuddly people, doll 

makers are colder…  
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This concept of ‘human crafting’ or ‘crafting of self’ (Korn, 2015), where individuals, 

consciously or unconsciously, seek to engage in crafting artifacts that reflect or 

exemplify their personal values, qualities or aspirations was a recurring theme, with 

interviewees explaining that their craft practice was one of many ways they 

expressed social values. Several interviewees spoke of how they also used 

gardening, cooking and furniture making as creative outlets, practices they also saw 

as expressing their commitment to sustainability. Others, such as Vanessa and 

Deborah, considered craft as one of the many ways they showed their care for 

others. While the data indicates that participants are motivated to engage in craft 

for social, technical and expressive reasons, these can be aligned to broader social 

narratives such as benevolence, creativity and sustainability. 

Personal and professional identities 

Despite all the interviewees considering making as an integral part of their identity, 

only three had chosen a career that involved craft, and one of those, only after 

working in an unrelated field for many years. Four of the women interviewed had 

at some stage trained and worked as schoolteachers. Despite teaching textile crafts 

to school children at several stages throughout her career, Sandra explained why 

she had not considered becoming a soft materials (technology) teacher when she 

went to teacher’s college: 

I didn’t even consider being a technology teacher. In those days you 

wouldn’t because it was home economics or you know, it was not 

seen to be so high status…  

Instead, Sandra went on to become an English teacher, describing how she 

enjoyed having her department and her books, in comparison to the textiles 

room which seemed “unstructured and messy”. Like Sandra, Stephanie, 

Vanessa and Sarah also recalled making decisions to follow what they 

considered to be more academic pathways: 

I didn’t do it at high school because I was actually a pretty academic 

student… (Stephanie) 
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By the time I got to year 11, I had too many subjects, so something 

had to give and I kind of knew which way I wanted to go, and which 

path I wanted to go down… Very strongly academic. (Vanessa) 

Interestingly, in the second excerpt Vanessa, who had been drawn to craft as a child 

so she could be more like her mother, a professional dressmaker, describes having 

to choose between an academic pathway and continuing sewing as a subject at 

school. The idea that crafting and academia are mutually exclusive was reinforced 

when three of the interviewees went on to describe their years at university as 

being the time in their lives when they crafted the least. For those that had not 

pursued a career that involved crafting, craft was considered an antidote to 

working, whether outside the home, or as in Beth’s case, full-time parenting. This 

finding aligns with that of Fields whose 2014 study of the knitting group Neo-

Knitterz, found that: 

Knitting was juxtaposed against their understanding of themselves 

as professionals, and only rarely did they talk about knitting in 

relation to domestic or social life. Knitting gained resonance when 

it was juxtaposed against work. (Fields, 2014, p. 157) 

Like the participants in Fields’ study, Stephanie talked about how people who met 

her through crafting could never guess her profession, usually assuming she was a 

teacher of some kind.  

The three participants who had combined crafting with their working life had a less 

compartmentalised approach to how they managed their multiple ‘identities’ and 

talked about the ways in which craft enriched their professional lives. Janis, when 

working in a corporate job, was open about her love of craft and told me the story 

of how her manager made her a ‘gift’ of a new co-worker who was also into sewing, 

believing they would work well together if they had something in common – the 

new hire and Janis became best friends. Deborah and Alice both spoke about craft 

as an intrinsic part of who they are and what they do and had both used craft as a 

vehicle to earn a living at different times in their lives. 
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Another way in which crafting identity was compartmentalised was demonstrated 

by several posts to the online group FF highlighting the incongruity of crafting in 

public. These posts reinforce the notion that craft is a solitary, domestic activity and 

suggests that publicly displaying this aspect of your identity set you apart from 

others: 

Stuck at the boys 'Meet the teacher/whānau15 bbq'... so being the 

odd one out (by knitting).  

The best form of knitting in public. The type that gets a giggle or a 

wtf (what the fuck?) face from people walking past. 

Rebelling against the perceived view that craft belongs to the domestic realm by 

crafting in public is a unifying act for some crafters, particularly those who belong 

to physical groups (Fields, 2014). However, photographs uploaded to the FF group 

of members knitting most often depicted them alone at home, often watching 

television or spending time with pets (often concurrently). Similar to Fields’ 

findings from the Neo-Knitterz group, FF participants often rebelled against 

common stereotypes while simultaneously reinforcing them, however, contrary to 

the Neo-Knitterz in Fields’ study, FF members most often located their craft within 

domestic life.  

Intentional vs incidental learning 

The difference between activity ascribed a monetary value and activity done for 

pleasure was also evident in the way the interviewees described the process of 

learning. While all the participants agreed that learning occurred “naturally” in 

physical craft groups, there were different expectations for paid classes in 

comparison to social craft meet-ups, even if the group participants were the same 

in both cases. Alice described how she assumed different identities in different 

contexts: 

 

15 Whānau is a Māori-language word for extended family. 
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I have only three girls here and they are working on their things 

and they say “work on your own thing, do something for yourself” 

but I can’t do it, I feel guilty because they’re here for me to teach. 

Tomorrow, UFO (unfinished object) day, is different I’m not 

teaching, I’m doing something as well.  

Alice considered her role in the group differently depending on whether or not the 

attendees had paid to be there. At the social UFO meet up I attended at Alice’s house, 

it was clear that the attendees looked to Alice for support and guidance as the most 

experienced crafter. At this session (see Figure 18), Alice worked on her own 

project, but frequently took on the role of ‘teacher’, putting her own work aside to 

help other members of the group. As well as technical help, Alice was often 

consulted on colour and design decisions. 

 

Figure 18 - UFO day at Alice's (drinks are placed in ice cream containers to avoid any 

spills damaging the work) 

While the group members clearly considered Alice a mentor, Alice did not identify 

as a teacher in this particular context. Similarly, Sandra’s expectations of attending 

a paid class as a learner aligned with Alice’s expectations as a teacher: 

(In a paid class) if I don’t understand something I’ll ask, that’s what 

I’ve paid to do and I’m there to learn so I don’t want to be just using 

it as a social time I want to come and get the most out of it that I 

can.  
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Interestingly Sandra, who is a trained teacher, was happy to help other learners 

during a paid class if she could, while still acknowledging there was a clear 

delineation between learning experiences and social experiences. While the 

expectations for the role of teacher in learning contexts was clear, that did not 

preclude others from also sharing their knowledge as Sandra describes: 

But equally, in those social groups, if people are asking me about 

something then I’d be happy to share my skills and knowledge or 

stop and spend some time to help people who might be stuck on 

something to kind of try a different way of doing something or 

improving a technique. 

These excerpts would indicate that knowledge ‘consumers’ have more clearly 

defined boundaries and expectations when it comes to learning experiences than 

knowledge ‘providers’. As in Chapter 5, Crafting at the Boundaries, expectations of 

roles and experiences are influenced by previous experiences in related 

Communities of Practice.  

6.3 Discussion  

In this section I will discuss the findings in relation to the key aims of this chapter. 

By interviewing crafters who participated in physical and online craft groups, 

attending physical craft group meet-ups and analysing the interactions (345 posts 

and 2038 comments) in two online craft groups, I hoped to gain an understanding 

of why individuals choose to participate in craft groups and understand how 

different types of groups are accessed and used. In the first part of this discussion 

section, I examine the ways in which craft groups function as Communities of 

Practice. In the second section I reflect on the ways in which participation and 

meaning making in craft groups affect the individual’s sense of self. 

Defining the community – the relationship between craft groups and Communities of 
Practice 

When does a group become a Community of Practice (CoP)? Johnson (2001) argues 

that participation in a physical CoP is defined by task orientation and discourse. 

Members are bound by shared interests and values and interact in the development 
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and expression of knowledge and skill development associated with these. In 

physical CoP, actors and objects exist in close proximity to one another and learning 

occurs as a “form of socialisation into a community” (Kimble & Hildreth, 2005, p. 

103). Online, or distributed CoP, while not operating within the same time and 

space can be defined by members’ participation in shared practices and values and 

the development of individual and collective knowledge.  

Johnson (2001) goes on to note that a key difference between physical CoP and 

virtual or distributed CoP is the definition of who is a member and who is not. In 

traditional place-based CoP, membership is defined by attendance and 

participation in group activities. In virtual communities, membership and notions 

of participation are more opaque and may take a wide range of forms. However, the 

findings of this study indicate that there is not always a clear distinction between 

physical and virtual networks or social and educational spaces, with membership 

of online and physical groups overlapping and intersecting. Several of the women 

interviewed in this study belonged to physical and online groups that had 

overlapping membership, and the form their participation took changed depending 

on the mode of engagement. For example, an individual may take an active ‘mentor’ 

role in their physical craft group, but only a peripheral role in an online group. 

Similarly, participants may access physical and digital resources simultaneously. 

This aligns with Lave and Wenger’s (1991) articulation of community membership 

as not a linear journey from the periphery to the centre, but rather the form 

participation takes is influenced by dynamic power relations within the group and 

the individual’s sense of identity in relation to others in the range of communities 

to which they belong.  

Online vs physical – options for participation 

The availability of online groups provides not only increased access to, but also 

alternative options for, participation – from reading and ‘liking’, to commenting or 

sharing. In FF, only a small number of the over 3000 members actively contributed 

on a regular basis to discussions, answered questions or provided information. 

Other members logged on to read posts and view photographs without contributing 

or responding. This type of legitimate peripheral participation locates the 
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community member in the social world of the group, enabling them to observe and 

understand the group dynamics prior to embarking on ‘riskier’ forms of 

participation. As Deborah’s anecdote on page 142 indicates, this type of peripheral 

participation is not always acceptable in physical groups. 

Interviewees discussed the different ways they used online and physical groups, 

even where the members of the groups were the same. Kimble and Hildreth (2005) 

differentiate between ‘hard – structured and codifiable knowledge and ‘soft’ – less 

structured knowledge. Considering this duality of knowledge in relation to 

Wenger’s (1998) theory of ‘reification’ (refer also discussion of language in Chapter 

5, Crafting at the Boundaries), Hildreth and Kimble consider ‘hard’ knowledge as 

that which can be reified. Access to this duality of knowledge could account for why 

interviewees felt motivated to participate in both physical and online groups. It 

could be argued that online groups are forums conducive to the sharing of ‘hard’ 

knowledge, reified through shared tools and processes such as patterns, 

photographs and stories. In contrast, physical groups may be more suited to the 

dissemination of ‘soft’ knowledge through socially mediated processes. Supporting 

this argument are the findings that participation in online groups most often took 

the form of sharing photographs and information, responding to questions and 

providing feedback. Physical groups on the other hand were primarily considered 

to be social forums where knowledge construction was an ‘organic’ or ‘natural’ by-

product of socially focused interactions.  

Collective knowledge building 

Since the advent of the internet and the rise of social media, many researchers have 

sought to explore the relationships between online communities, collective 

knowledge building and education (Jadin, Gnambs, & Batinic, 2013; Kimble & 

Hildreth, 2005; Kimmerle et al., 2015; Kimmerle et al., 2013; Lambropoulos, 2006; 

Preece & Maloney‐Krichmar, 2005). Kimmerle et al., examine the ways in which 

social media contributes to both the individual learning process and to collective 

knowledge construction. They describe these processes occurring in “highly 

informal scenarios where intrinsic motivation and personal interest often guide 

people’s epistemic activities” (Kimmerle et al., 2015, p. 121). McLure Wasko and 
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Faraj (2000, p. 171) claimed that participants in online communities are not 

motivated to share knowledge out of personal interest, but rather: 

 …people who participate in electronic communities have a strong 

desire to engage in intellectual exchange with a community of 

practice, and do not use the technology to make friends and 

socialise. 

McLure Wasko and Faraj suggest that motivation for sharing knowledge depends 

on whether knowledge is viewed as an object, owned by an organisation, something 

which is embedded within individuals, or embedded in communities. Where 

knowledge is characterised as the latter, knowledge sharing is seen to be a public 

good, and participants are motivated by a moral obligation to contribute out of 

community interest, generalised reciprocity, and pro-social behaviour rather than 

narrow self-interest. 

The findings of this study suggest that rather than a moral obligation, motivation to 

participate is triggered by the desire to address an individual’s problem or need, 

whether social, technical or expressive. These individual ‘problems’ trigger the 

sharing of information and the building of community knowledge – knowledge that 

is accessible to all through contributions to collective knowledge spaces (Hong & 

Scardamalia, 2014). Using McLure Wasko and Faraj’s framework, this could be seen 

as the process of knowledge transfer from individual to community and the 

individual development and expression of communty values such as creativity, 

sustainability and benevolence. 

Online groups in particular, facilitate the flow between individual and collective 

knowledge building by providing multiple and continuous opportunities to engage 

– as Beth comments in her interview, there is “always someone online”. Despite the 

value placed on their social nature, one of the most valued aspects of participation 

in craft groups is the autonomy to self-assess learning needs and to choose between 

multiple information sources, both physical and online. The ability to accommodate, 

assimilate or reject information (Wenger, 1998) was also identified by interviewees 

as a positive feature of autonomous learning. Interviewees explained their rationale 
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for rejecting information or advice from online groups by noting the limitations of 

the contextually bound online community and acknowledging the broader 

perspective afforded by a situated understanding of the problem and membership 

of multiple overlapping CoP. 

Despite the vast range of information available online through groups, forums, 

blogs, YouTube and websites, and the quantitative and qualitative methods used to 

assess the usefulness of these sources, interviewees still placed a premium on face-

to-face instruction and structured craft learning.  As noted in the findings, seven out 

of the eight women interviewed first learned to craft from family members when 

young. This early association of craft learning with Learning by Observing and 

Pitching In (LOPI) (Rogoff, 2014) may explain the value placed by interviewees on 

face to face learning as adults as well as the ability to recognise the ‘organic’ learning 

that occurred in physical groups. Despite this recognition, interviewees still 

differentiate between learning spaces and social spaces, rather than seeing them 

through a social constructivist lens as one and the same. The findings in this chapter 

reinforce those of Chapter 5, which suggested that the language, practices and 

processes acquired during participation in formal learning strongly influence the 

expectations and perceptions of learning outside of these contexts. 

Unlike formal education, in which participants are scaffolded to achieve clearly 

identified learning goals and outcomes, knowledge construction in social groups is 

less structured, making it harder to measure and assess individual progress. 

Crafting Communities identified a range of structures and processes used by craft 

groups to organise activities and outcomes. Time-bound projects such as knit-

alongs and sew-alongs provided opportunities for participants to work on the same 

project at the same time, often facilitated by the designer or teacher. Digital 

resource banks attached to online groups and forums also provide key information 

or answers to frequently asked questions. These structures, borrowed from formal 

education but used in informal contexts, provide coherence to participatory 

experiences while still enabling participants to maintain autonomy and control over 

how and when they participate. In terms of the relationship between structure and 

meaning, these processes provide technical support, without compromising the 
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social or expressive meanings that participants value. While all the interviewees 

claimed that the process of crafting was what they enjoyed most, the focus on 

outcomes, exemplified by the use of time bound activities and an emphasis on 

sharing finished products, suggest that task completion is a valued aspect of 

community participation and individual identity performance. 

Interpretation and innovation 

Dickie (2003), in her research into the learning that occurs in quilting groups, 

suggested that structured group activities such as sew-alongs and mystery makes16 

accelerate learning by encouraging participants to stretch themselves and try 

techniques and creative combinations they would not attempt otherwise. While 

collective knowledge construction and collective learning forums may provide 

opportunities to leverage off other’s knowledge and experience to accelerate the 

learning process, the findings in this study suggest that individual experimentation 

and interpretation, particularly by experienced ‘masters’, is arguably the most 

fertile context for innovation.  

In his book The Craftsman, Sennett uses the term ‘domain shift’ to describe “how a 

tool initially used for one purpose can be applied to another task, or how the 

principle guiding one practice can be applied to quite another activity” (Sennett, 

2009, p. 127). It is through these domain shifts that innovations happen, new ways 

of solving problems are discovered and new tools or processes are developed. In 

education terms, this is where abstracted thinking, what Bateson terms Learning 

III, can occur (Bateson, 1972). This contrasts with concepts such as apprenticeship 

or group learning, where an individual is assimilated into an established community 

which reinforces the constructs that characterise Learning II. Any group activity 

with a pre-determined process or outcome, by its very nature stifles 

transformational innovation. While processes such as these can assist in skill 

 

16 Mystery makes are when participants engage in the process of making an item without knowing what the 

final product is. Mystery makes can happen in both physical and online groups and require the facilitation of a 

teacher and/or designer who has knowledge of both the process and product. 
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development, it is the application of these in new and innovative ways that results 

in new knowledge.  

A key attraction of social craft groups is the ability to access collective knowledge 

from a range of sources, as and when needed, to complement what is often a solitary 

practice. As a crafter’s repertoire of experiences and technical understanding of 

processes grows, so does the likelihood that they will innovate, either accidentally 

or by design, and facilitate the domain shift that Sennett describes. Engestrӧm 

(1999) terms this process ‘creative externalisation’ describing an activity system as 

beginning with an emphasis on socialising novices to become competent 

community members, before individual innovations, borne out of critical self-

reflection, act to disrupt and modify the established system. This is not, however, a 

purely linear, cumulative process. Participants in Crafting Communities listed 

techniques such as steeking, brioche and couture sewing as evidence of craft 

mastery. Dickie describes how the quilters she studied did not have to specifically 

learn every technique, rather, experts had developed an “understanding that 

encompassed concepts and techniques not yet encountered” (Dickie, 2003, p. 125). 

In craft, as in many other disciplines, it is entirely possible to follow complex 

instructions and achieve a successful result without ever understanding ‘why’ this 

process worked. Instead, it is the ‘tipping point’, where successful solutions to 

unfamiliar problems can be developed, founded in both a technical and conceptual 

understanding of materials and processes, that is arguably where ‘mastery’ is 

attained.  

The findings of this study indicated that less experienced ‘novices’ were more likely 

to use either an online or physical group as the primary resource for answering 

questions and building skills and understanding through access to tested and 

accepted community knowledge. Whereas more experienced crafters were more 

likely to attempt to work out problems on their own before consulting a group, 

drawing on knowledge developed through their own experience. While the findings 

indicate that the development of new knowledge is most likely to occur individually, 

outside of structured group activities and discourse, in order for innovation to be 

transformational it must be valued by the community to which it belongs (Korn, 
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2015; Stetsenko, 2012; Stetsenko & Arievitch, 2004; Vianna & Stetsenko, 2006). 

This reinforces the interdependent and mutually constituting nature of individual 

and collective learning, and the role of social groups as sites for the storing, 

disseminating, and testing knowledge. 

The effect of meaning making on the individual’s sense of self 

In the findings section of this chapter, I identified three broad categories to describe 

motivations for participating in craft activities and craft groups: social, technical, 

and expressive. These categories by no means claim to capture the myriad of 

meanings that individuals experience when participating in craft, instead I suggest 

that meaning is optimised when the process and products of craft are subsumed 

into a more holistic notion of lived experience, contributing to the individual’s 

continually evolving sense of self. In using the term holistic, I am referring to the 

consideration of experience as iterative, ongoing, and related to the desire to align 

with broader social narratives such as benevolence, creativity, and sustainability. 

However, the findings of this chapter also indicate that identity performance can be 

highly contextualised and at times, highly compartmentalised. This may mean that 

aspects of multifaceted ‘selves’ while forming a holistic identity, are performed only 

within specific contexts or communities. These findings align with L. Humphreys 

(2018) analysis of ‘media accounting’ – practices that allow us to document our lives 

and the world around us. Humphreys describes the process of media accounting as 

both situated and performative, resulting in strategic representations of self, 

curated for different contexts and audiences. Humphreys uses a dialectic 

framework to understand the contrasting forces that motivate action. These four 

dialectic pairs include: private and public, individual and collective, work and 

leisure and ephemerality and permanence (L. Humphreys, 2018, p. 24.). This 

dialectic framework enables examination of the tension inherent in many 

participation processes, the tension between work and leisure is particularly 

relevant to the findings of this study. 

Several of the study’s participants described crafting as an integral aspect of their 

identity, but as in Fields’ (2014) study of knitting group members, this was kept 

quite separate from other aspects of their identity that were also critical to their 
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sense of self, for example, their professional lives. For these participants, this 

juxtaposition between the different facets of ‘self’ contributed to the value and 

satisfaction they gained from practicing craft. This finding suggests that, for some, 

the boundaries between CoP may be as important as the communities themselves 

for the development and performance of identity. In Chapter 5, I examined the 

process of attempting to ‘cross’ the boundary between communities, in particular, 

the assimilation, accommodation or rejection of unfamiliar processes and practices. 

I argued that it is via these processes that the boundaries between communities are 

crossed, and innovative transformation occurs (Fenton-O'Creevy et al., 2014). The 

findings from this chapter indicate that in addition to the influence an individual’s 

existing identity has on whether they assimilate, accommodate, or reject new 

practices, the boundaries between communities themselves may in fact be integral 

to the development and performance of identity. Rather than barriers to be 

overcome, for some individuals, they may provide a structure to guide identity 

development and participation as a process of identity performance and meaning 

making.  

Risk and reward in participation 

Interviewees described the ways in which participation helped them to identify 

other individuals as novices or mentors and to locate themselves within their CoP. 

By participating, individuals are hoping for rewards – in the form of positive 

feedback, information, problem solving and skill and knowledge building. 

Ultimately, groups provide a forum for validating a member’s chosen identity as a 

crafter and facilitating the outcomes they seek. However, there is also the risk of 

criticism or confusion, resulting in a potentially negative impact on the participant’s 

identity and sense of self as a community member. Colour choice, pattern choice, 

technical execution – all are aspects of personal identity expressed through the 

common language of the group. This embodiment of self within the crafted item and 

the relationship between the crafter and the recipient of the crafted item imbue it 

with emotional meaning and increases the social and emotional risks of 

participation. These risks can be mitigated by the establishment of positive 

community values, as in the case of FF, where support and positivity were explicitly 

stated as aims of the group and feedback perceived as negative was censured. 
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Where a group existed in both physical and online form, as in the case of CFC, the 

risks were also mitigated by the increased social capital of the group who lived in 

close proximity to each other, met regularly and shared interests and values outside 

of craft. 

Expectations of teaching and learning 

Each interviewee had a sense of themselves as a teacher and or a learner within the 

range of groups they participated in. As in Chapter 5, these reflected previous 

experiences in learning institutions. All interviewees acknowledged that there were 

learning opportunities in all groups, whether non-formal or informal, online or 

physical, and that this learning often happened ‘organically’ or ‘naturally’ as a 

consequence of socialising with others who shared the same interests. Groups 

(particularly physical meet-ups) were ultimately categorised as either social or 

learning experiences based on whether or not they were paid for. All the women 

interviewed had similar expectations of the role of a ‘teacher’ in a paid group. When 

interviewees attended a paid for group or ‘class’, there was an expectation that 

learning would be structured, coherent and cumulative, and that the teacher would 

provide assistance if asked. This would suggest that interviewees, when in the role 

of learner, view learning as a commodity that can be purchased and value 

knowledge that is paid for over knowledge that is acquired ‘organically’. In 

comparison to learning, teaching was associated with a type of identity 

performance that involved specific tools and resources used in particular contexts. 

However, those that took the role of teacher in paid-for groups, often also exhibited 

the same performance behaviours in unpaid or social groups. The suggestion by 

those interviewed that learning happens whether or not teachers are present, but 

that the learning that is mediated by paid teachers is more valuable than other 

learning, causes us to consider the effect of educational priming on the learning 

experience and ultimately learning outcomes. 

Meaning and identity 

Participants in this study described finding pleasure in a range of making related 

experiences, including buying supplies, imagining themselves crafting, the 

processes of crafting, the consumption and sharing of crafted products, the retelling 
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of crafting experiences and the fellowship of other crafters. If, as Dissanyake 

describes, (1995) it is pleasure itself that makes making meaningful, then meaning 

is not restricted to the moment of creation itself, but is also to be found in reflections 

on the past and in the projection of self into the future. Janis describes the moment 

of creative visioning, when the future self is imagined, transformed as a result of the 

crafted item. This is a transformation not just of the corporeal self, but also of the 

individual’s sense of identity in relation to their CoP and the wider socio-cultural 

context in which they exist. This future self is both nurtured and sustained through 

the reification of experience via crafted objects and narratives that describe the 

craft experience both past and future (Wenger, 1998). 

This study indicates that for those who participate in craft activities, the effect on 

their identity and sense of self is profound. But this sense of self can be problematic, 

both in how it is developed and performed. Dominant social narratives of 

domesticity, learning and what constitutes valuable work all influence how crafters 

approach identity performance within different contexts and communities. While 

some boundaries between communities are seamlessly crossed, others remain 

impenetrable, at times resembling socially constructed practices in their influence 

on identity development and performance.  

6.4 Summary 

The aim of this chapter was to explore why individuals choose to participate in craft 

groups, understand how different types of groups are accessed and used, and to 

reflect on how participation and meaning making in craft groups affect an 

individual’s sense of self. Three data sets were analysed: qualitative interviews with 

eight crafters, 345 posts and 2038 comments from two, closed, online groups, and 

observations carried out during visits to four physical craft group meet-ups. The 

findings from this chapter identified three key themes in motivation to participate 

amongst interviewees: social, technical, and expressive meanings, aligned to 

broader social values of benevolence, creativity, and sustainability. 

The processes associated with sharing and acquiring knowledge and skills in online 

and physical craft groups were compared, with online groups being considered 
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more conducive to the sharing of explicit or ‘hard’ knowledge, and physical groups 

being more suited to the sharing of tacit or ‘soft’ knowledge. This sub-study 

reinforced the findings of Sub-study I, Crafting at the Boundaries, which indicated 

that an individual’s previous experiences in formal learning settings influences 

their expectations and meaning making in non-formal and informal learning 

contexts. Finally, this chapter considered the effect on identity and sense of self for 

participants in craft CoP and examined the impact the boundaries between CoP 

have on identity development and performance. 

In the next chapter, I synthesise the findings of Chapters 5 and 6 and consider these 

different perspectives, community, intra-personal, and inter-personal, in relation to 

the research questions and adult education more broadly. 
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CHAPTER 7 – CRAFTING IDENTITIES 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine why individuals choose to engage in non-

credentialed learning outside of formal education institutions and explore how an 

individual’s sense of self is affected by participation in a Community of Practice 

(CoP) where activity is the mediating factor. Existing outside of formal education, 

hobby craft groups provide a unique context in which to examine the intrinsic 

motivations that cause individuals to invest time and money developing the 

practical knowledge and skills needed to participate in their chosen CoP. This study 

aims to increase understanding of the value of activity to learning and consider how 

participation in this activity affects learners’ sense of identity. It adds to the existing 

knowledge base on motivation and informal learning participation by investigating 

the relationships between motivations to participate in craft, the transformative 

aspects of engaging in craft, and the possible social and educational consequences 

of this engagement. 

In this chapter, I synthesise the key themes from the empirical data presented in 

Chapters 5 and 6, with the broader socio-historical perspectives on craft activity 

discussed in Chapter 2. The resulting synthesis is summarised in a holistic model 

for adult learning (Figure 19), which is then considered in relation to the questions 

guiding this research and the implications for adult learning more generally. 

7.1 Stitching it together 

In Chapter 5, Crafting at the Boundaries, I used an autoethnographic narrative to 

document and analyse how participating in a new CoP affected my sense of identity 

and development of ‘qualified self’. The resulting analysis was divided into two 

themes, the first being the tension between CoP. This theme highlighted the 

different motivations to participate in craft activities between the craft masters I 

met in Peru, for whom crafting is a collective cultural tradition, and hobby crafters 

such as myself, who engage in craft to express their individual creativity. The second 

theme to emerge from the findings of Crafting at the Boundaries built on the first by 

examining the meaning making process in terms of the influence of previous 

experience in related CoP. In particular, this theme identified that previous 
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experience in formal education had a profound impact on how I responded to, and 

made meaning from, my experience in a new CoP.  

Focusing on my experience in Peru highlighted a range of behaviours and responses 

that may have gone unnoticed if the autoethnography had dealt with participation 

in a more familiar context. Instead, the juxtaposition of my expectations of teaching 

and learning with the Peruvian approach to delivering the craft workshops brought 

into sharp relief my assumptions about how both craft and learning CoP should 

operate. This new perspective facilitated the development of sensitising concepts 

which helped shape the approach to data collection in Chapter 6, Crafting 

Communities.  

Crafting Communities shifted the focus from intra-personal analysis to an 

examination of inter-personal interactions in physical and online craft groups. 

Crafting Communities explored further the themes identified in Crafting at the 

Boundaries by investigating how other crafters develop and perform identity in a 

range of social contexts, both online and face to face. The findings from Crafting 

Communities indicate that individuals tailor performance of their identity 

depending on the goals and values of the CoP and the mode of interaction. This 

continual negotiation of identity across different contexts and communities affects 

how individuals respond to new experience, in particular, which aspects they 

accommodate, which they assimilate and which they reject. Crafting Communities 

confirmed that a key influence on how participants respond and perform is whether 

they consider the CoP a learning community or a social community. As in the 

findings of Crafting at the Boundaries, participants in Crafting Communities were 

highly influenced by their experiences in formal education and this in turn affected 

their expectations and responses in a range of other CoP in which they participated. 

Table 7.1 summarises the key findings of each sub-study in relation to the research 

questions. 

  



166 

 

Table 7.1 Summary of key findings in relation to research questions. 

Research questions Key themes across both sub-studies Key findings 

1. Why do people choose to engage in non-
credentialed learning outside of formal 
education institutions? 

• Three key motivations for participating in 
physical and online craft groups were 
identified: social, expressive, and 
technical. 

Key finding 2 - Participants are motivated to 
engage in non-credentialed craft activity by a 
desire to align with desirable social narratives.  

2. How is the individual’s sense of self 
affected/changed by participation in 
Communities of Practice where activity is 
the mediating factor? 

• Participant’s previous experience in 
related CoP influence how they make 
meaning from unfamiliar contexts, in 
particular, which elements they will 
accept, assimilate or reject. 

• Moving between CoP results in tension 
between emerging and established 
identities. 

Key finding 3 - The boundaries between 
Communities of Practice are critical to the 
development and performance of identity.  

3. How is learning accessed and mediated in 
these communities? 

• Learners draw on a range of tools and 
resources to facilitate learning (bricolage) 
guided by 3 broad goals for learning: 
flexibility, suitability, and coherence. 

• Formal education as a meaning paradigm 
greatly influenced participant’s 
conception of legitimate participation.  

Key finding 1 - Previous experience in related 
Communities of Practice, particularly formal 
education, influences how individuals’ respond 
to, and make meaning from, unfamiliar 
activities.  
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Findings from both sub-studies were synthesised from a Transformative Activist 

Stance, considering activity not just in terms of material transformation, but as a 

means for individuals to effect socio-historical transformation. 

In this way, I wove the data from the three planes of activity back together, resulting 

in findings that are three dimensional, rather than linear in nature. 

Crafters as agents of change 

In Chapter 2, I set the scene by examining the history of craft in relation to the socio-

cultural context in which we live and suggested that making provides a means of 

both acting on the world around us and controlling the narrative of our-selves in a 

way that off the shelf consumption does not. This act of making results in both 

transformative processes and transformative products. The process of making is 

transformative in that our very ‘selves’ are altered through the activity. Not only do 

we develop new skills and knowledge, but by the very act of making, we also 

simultaneously create and perform our intellectual, moral, and creative selves. The 

products of making are transformative in that they impact on our future 

interactions with both the material world and those around us. The items we make 

capture our ‘selves’ at a particular moment in time, embodying both our skills and 

values. The empirical data in this study supports this assertion by identifying 

personal transformation through socio-cultural experience, and cognitive 

development through the acquisition of knowledge, skills, and technical expertise, 

as both a motivation and an outcome of participation in craft activities. 

This desire to control, or at least influence the narrative, is central to Stetsenko’s 

Transformative Activist Stance (TAS) in which the present, the future and the past 

are simultaneously co-constructed via action and interaction (Stetsenko, 2012). 

According to TAS, the process of performing identity is the same process by which 

identity is developed – there is no separation between the two. Using this 

theoretical framework, crafting is an autoethnographic process in which individuals 

effect change on the world around them by producing artifacts that modify future 

interactions with their surroundings, while simultaneously creating a personal 
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history of ‘things’ that represent the evolution of their skills, tastes and values and 

provide material ‘proof’ of their existence.  

The desire to effect change provides the motivation to learn – it is the trigger that 

prompts action. The adult learner seeks out the tools they believe will best facilitate 

achievement of their goals, drawing on a range of learning resources (from formal, 

informal or non-formal contexts) in a process of bricolage (Lévi-Strauss, 1966). In 

the next section I propose an activist model of learning, grounded in the empirical 

data of this study that conceptualises this process of bricolage via the intersection 

of multiple contexts. This model does not claim that one method or context for 

learning is superior to others, rather, it suggests that learning is optimised when 

learners have access to a range of learning tools and contexts (flexibility and 

suitability) and are able to organise these experiences in a meaningful way 

(coherence), to develop and perform their multiple identities.  

Figure 19 presents a revised version of the model proposed in chapter 5, moving 

away from Rogoff’s ALI – LOPI model to more closely reflect a synthesised view of 

participant experience throughout this study. This new model seeks to capture the 

notion that learning does not take place in either one context or another, but that 

for adult learners, their multiple experiences and meaning perspectives result in the 

fluid movement between contexts and the continuous sharing of tools and 

processes between these. For this reason, conceptualising adult learning in terms 

of the context in which it occurs is challenging and considering learning holistically, 

as a process of bricolage within an organising framework of coherence, suitability, 

and flexibility, may better reflect the experience of the adult learner.   

7.2 A holistic model of lifelong learning 

The term bricolage was used by Lévi-Strauss (1966) to describe the skill of using 

whatever is at hand to solve a particular problem or need. I suggest that this term 

can be used to describe the process the adult learner goes through when assessing 

the range of tools and resources available to support informal and non-formal 

learning. This bricolage is the essence of self-curated learning, drawing on familiar 

processes from formal education and using these to make sense of what 
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participants in this study referred to as ‘organic’ learning, such as individual 

research and experimentation, observation, and peer interaction. For this study’s 

participants, this process of bricolage was usually goal-oriented, focused on the 

mastery of a specific skill, or completion of a defined task or project. This learning 

was undertaken in order to facilitate closer alignment with the participants social 

aspirations, which I have summarised as benevolence, creativity and sustainability. 

Participants were guided in this process by three broad goals for learning: 

flexibility, suitability and coherence. Assigning these attributes to this study’s data 

provides a framework for understanding the individually constructed nature of 

informal and non-formal learning experiences.    

 

Figure 19 – A holistic model for adult learning 

Identifying flexibility, suitability, and coherence as organising frameworks that 

adult learners use to make sense of their experiences and guide the process of 

bricolage, enables a re-consideration of the adult learning landscape and the role 

that self-directed social learning plays. Figure 19 expands the model of adult 

learning presented in Chapter 5, to include this organising framework and provide 

a rationale for how these contexts work together to support the development and 

curation of the adult learner’s qualified self. 



170 

 

Flexibility 

I use the term flexibility to describe the aspects of participation highly valued by the 

adults in this study who engage in informal learning. These aspects include control 

over the mode and frequency of engagement, the ability to choose their teacher or 

expert other, the assimilation of information and feedback that they consider most 

appropriate for their context, and autonomy over which projects and processes they 

will participate in. These elements are balanced with participation in CoP that 

provide a shared eco-system in which the autonomous practitioner can assess their 

development in relation to established communal goals and values. 

Participants in this study selected learning opportunities that fitted around life 

commitments, such as paid work and child rearing. Often this meant accessing 

information online from their homes or attending physical groups in the evening or 

weekends. Some social groups provided both online and physical options for 

participation, increasing their flexibility. Online forums also provide a range of 

participation options, enabling the learner to choose from less risky forms of 

peripheral participation or more active forms of participation, depending on their 

goals and perceived role within the group. 

Suitability 

Suitability refers to the alignment between the learner’s existing level of knowledge 

and skill, their participation goals, and the information and learning opportunities 

available to them. Successful alignment of these three elements requires reflection 

and self-assessment, often within the context of a CoP, where learners can compare 

their skills against others, receive feedback and identify gaps in knowledge or 

technique. In this study, the social groups participants belonged to provide advice 

and guidance on activities to build skills and knowledge and a forum through which 

progress towards mastery could be demonstrated through concrete application of 

skills, or other forms of legitimate participation.  

Social groups (CoP) are sites of informal quality testing, moderation, and 

assessment of work. Participants who achieve a certain level of mastery can become 

aware of the limitations of feedback within this context, responding with scepticism 

when presented with generic feedback, or information, for application in specific 
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contexts. As mastery increases, group members may also become aware that acting 

in contrary to accepted processes provides opportunities for innovation. Group 

members may also question group practices and processes when they conflict with 

existing meaning schema or perspectives. Where these tensions surface, members 

must choose whether to accept, accommodate or reject these practices. 

Coherence 

Coherence refers to the need of learners to make sense of their individual learning 

experiences as a whole and to consider these in relation to the values and objectives 

of their CoP and their sense of qualified self, more broadly. While pursuing 

individual goals, the participants in this study who valued coherence highly 

considered there was a ‘right way’ to do things which was collectively defined and 

accepted. The ‘right way’, as defined by study participants, was closely aligned to 

formal education processes, including learning via instruction from a communally 

defined ‘master’, rather than through auto-didactic processes. For these 

participants, formal education as a meaning paradigm greatly influenced their 

conception of legitimate participation. Processes drawn from formal education, 

such as group projects, observing or consulting community experts, and receiving 

feedback, reassured learners that they were “on the right track”. Other participants 

valued flexibility of participation highly and focused more on successful 

achievement of their goals, rather than the ‘correctness’ of the process or 

communally defined notions of legitimate participation. 

The model of adult learning described in this section summarises how the 

participants in this study draw on a range of overlapping learning contexts to curate 

their experience in a form of bricolage. Continuous engagement with these contexts, 

tools and resources and the constant negotiation of tensions within the range of CoP 

to which the learner belongs, is the very process of identity development. This study 

demonstrates, through the examination of learning experiences, the way in which 

the past, present and future are simultaneously constructed as individuals seek to 

shape and influence their socio-cultural environment through action. It suggests 

that rather than attempting to define the boundaries between learning contexts and 

CoP, closer examination of the effect of these boundaries on the participation 
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choices made by adult learners, may be more valuable to our understanding of 

identity development and lifelong learning. 

In the next section I examine how participation in the adult learning model 

presented above affects individual identity and the development of the qualified 

self. The motivations to participate in activity identified in Crafting Communities 

(technical, social, and expressive) are considered in terms of their alignment with 

the broader social narratives of benevolence, creativity, and sustainability. The role 

of social craft groups as sites of identity performance is then explored. 

7.3 Activity as a means of developing and performing identity 

Crafting Communities identified three themes in the data to describe participant’s 

motivations to engage in craft activities (social, technical, and expressive). I now 

consider these individual motivations within the wider socio-cultural context 

discussed in Chapter 2 and argue that these are aspects of an individual’s attempt 

to align with broader socially constructed narratives. This argument expands on 

existing research into motivations to engage in craft by considering participation, 

not just in terms of individual goals, but also in terms of broader, socio-cultural 

goals. The relationship between the motivation to engage in activity identified in 

this study and the model of adult learning proposed earlier in this chapter is also 

explored.  

In the following section I begin by discussing participation in craft activity in terms 

of individual attempts to attain social ‘rewards’ through successful participation in 

desirable, socially constructed narratives. I then discuss the output of the adult 

learning model in terms of the evolution of the qualified self, before considering 

how the context in which craft activity takes place affects perceptions of its value 

and examining the implications of this for the model. 

Craft as a context for developing and performing identity 

Fundamental to how an individual seeks to shape and influence future behaviours 

through identity performance is the question of how to ‘be’ in the world (Morris, 

1884). The socio-cultural world we inhabit provides us with not only the tools to 
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participate but also narratives that describe socially desirable ways to ‘be’, framing 

our actions with a sense of coherence and purpose. I suggest that part of craft’s 

resurgence in popularity, as discussed in Chapter 2, can be traced to a renewed 

alignment between contemporary social narratives and the effective use of craft as 

an activity to express these. Analysis across all four data sets resulted in the 

development of three categories to describe the aspirational and transformational 

nature of participants motivations to engage in craft. These three categories, 

benevolence, creativity and sustainability consider participant’s personal 

motivations (social, technical and expressive) identified in Crafting Communities 

within a broader social-cultural context.  

Benevolence, creativity, and sustainability are desirable identity goals or ‘ways of 

being’ in the world inhabited by the participants in this study. As a global society we 

are no longer able to ignore the consequences of rampant growth and consumption. 

For those that hold privilege and the ability to decide bow to ‘be’, caring for others 

and the environment, consciously reducing consumption, and expressing our 

creativity through the rejection of mass-produced consumables, are now desirable 

social narratives that I have summarised using the terms benevolence, creativity 

and sustainability. Craft is an activity through which we can enact these narratives, 

demonstrating our commitment to these socially constructed ideals, while also 

fulfilling our personal desire for social interaction, creative expression, and skill 

development. Crafting is transitioning from its arguably marginalised status over 

the past 50 years as a subversive act (Kuznetsov & Paulos, 2010; Von Busch, 2014) 

to a legitimate form of participation, providing both the means of performing these 

desirable identities, and producing tangible artifacts that can become a focus for the 

social rewards associated with their successful performance.  

Dissanyake claimed that making is meaningful because it is pleasurable 

(Dissanayake, 1995), however, for the participants in this study, pleasure results 

from the affirmation of experience through the achievement of social rewards. 

‘Pleasure’ then is achieved when our consciousness registers that goals set by social 

conditioning (or biological programs) have been met (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008). 

Pleasure is socially constructed, evolving to reflect the dominant socio-cultural 
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narratives of the time. Reflecting on the historical role of craft in society, people 

have at different times experienced pleasure (via social rewards) when weaving a 

shroud for the dead to honour their gods, utilising leisure time to beautify their 

home, or crafting items to gift to charity. The pleasure we experience as a result of 

success in these different social constructs is inherently the same and is 

fundamental to how we make meaning from activity. 

Craft facilitates identity development and performance on multiple planes, firstly, 

in the making process where goal-directed activity takes tangible form, enabling 

crafters to imbue their creations with the qualities they wish to possess, thereby 

‘crafting themselves’ (Korn, 2015). Secondly, in the use of the crafted artifact to 

express the narrative theme (benevolence, creativity or sustainability) and thirdly, 

in the validation of craft processes and products via the receipt of social rewards 

which enables increased agency within the relevant CoP. However, while interest in 

craft as a process for enacting desirable social narratives increases, access to 

credentialed craft education for adults is in decline (Pooley & Rowell, 2016). In 

order to act on their motivation to participate in craft activity, learners must draw 

on a range of experiences and processes as expressed in the holistic model for adult 

learning (figure 19). In this sense, the adult learning model is an active agent in the 

development and expression of identity and the qualified self. 

The adult learning model and the development of the qualified self 

Lee Humphreys (2018) coined the term the ‘Qualified Self’ to describe the process 

individuals go through to curate, record and share the qualitative aspects of their 

lives. Humphreys examined the evolution of this process over time, from writing in 

diaries and creating baby books, to the present-day practices of sharing aspects of 

our lives with others via social media. This process of sorting experience, choosing 

which aspects to record and curating a personal narrative is also the process of 

negotiating, constructing and performing identity. This process is lifelong and 

continually iterated to reflect the social narratives to which individuals wish to 

align.  

Considering the concept of the qualified self in relation to education naturally brings 

to mind the more conventional usage of the word ‘qualified’. Indeed, Humphreys 
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refers to one aspect of the qualified self as qualification (the other two are quality 

and qualify), describing how media traces provide evidence of “who we are and 

what we’ve done and therefore communicate our accomplishments” (L. 

Humphreys, 2018, p. 19) 

Craft groups, both physical and online, are CoP where we can both bestow and 

receive social rewards that indicate we are successfully enacting our chosen 

narrative. Modern craft’s adoption of online platforms and social networks provides 

opportunities to make meaning by taking a concrete process, that makes explicit the 

connection between activities and goals, and abstracting it into a form that is easily 

disseminated, maximising opportunities to have our identity performance 

validated and receive the associated social rewards. Humphreys (2018) examines 

the process of identity performance through social media and considers this within 

the broader socio-cultural continuum of recording and sharing everyday aspects of 

one’s life. Humphreys suggests that sharing experience via the creation of ‘media 

traces’ makes us accountable to both ourselves and others and that this process of 

accountability is a means of “shaping, influencing and persuading future 

behaviours, actions and thoughts” (L. Humphreys, 2018, p. 15). However, the ability 

of social media to expand the audience for these instances of performance identity 

can also cause tensions to be amplified. For example, the collective behaviour of 

online groups which encourage ‘prolific creativity’ by validating the completion of 

crafted items, conflicts with the social narrative of sustainability. These dialectic 

tensions inherent in inter-personal communication (L. Humphreys, 2018) 

continuously act to influence our material and social activities and the meaning we 

make from them. 

The holistic model of adult learning I have proposed has the qualified self at its 

centre, representing the nexus of participation in the range of learning contexts 

represented. The qualified self is simultaneously created and performed through 

active participation and is both the projection and reflection of the individual’s 

cognitive and social development. Social narratives change over time as a result of 

individuals acting on the world around them in novel ways (Stetsenko, 2012) and 

this in turn influences the meaning perspectives we use to make sense of 
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experience. The current increase in social rewards associated with craft activity, 

along with a range of other informal learning, means that how we value experience 

is changing, and craft is now a legitimate and desirable facet of the ‘qualified self’ (L. 

Humphreys, 2018) for those who accept and strive to enact the social narratives of 

benevolence, creativity and sustainability. I suggest that craft groups should also be 

accepted as sites of learning and that this learning should be recognised as having 

value beyond the CoP within which it was developed. This assertion signals that we 

are entering a new phase in the socio-historical status of craft activity, away from 

the conception of craft as social subversion (as discussed in Chapter 2), towards the 

acceptance of craft as a legitimate form of community participation. 

The influence of formal education on the adult learning model 

In the previous section, I examined the meaning of craft activity and considered 

how, through the active mediation of the adult learning model, crafting enabled the 

expression of desirable social narratives. There, the focus was on the content 

(material process) of the activity. I will now consider how the context in which craft 

activity takes place affects perceptions of its value to both individuals and society 

and discuss the implication of this for the model. 

While crafting as a means of expressing desirable social narratives offers rewards 

in the form of validation from CoP, the findings of Chapter 6 indicate that craft also 

gains its meaning through juxtaposition with adjacent CoP and forms of identity 

performance, such as those associated with paid work and formal education. Just as 

the weekend loses significance if we are permanently on holiday, the pleasure found 

in the autonomous aspects of craft participation, such as choosing how to engage, 

defining your own rules and making decisions about quality, are intensified when 

contrasted with formal work and education, which offer fewer opportunities to 

exercise agency and autonomy. The boundaries between contexts in the adult 

learning model are therefore themselves critical to meaning making. Despite hobby 

craft, by definition, existing outside paid work and formal education, the findings of 

this study indicate that practices such as structured participation and explicit 

connections between activities and goals are key to how participants recognise and 

make meaning from craft activity. 
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Negotiating the tensions between dominant social narratives, via experience 

participating in a range of CoP, is the essence of identity development (Fenton-

O'Creevy et al., 2014; Penuel & Wertsch, 1995; Whitbourne & Connolly, 1999). 

Maintaining boundaries between CoP and compartmentalising identity 

performance, can also provide a means of reconciling tensions or inconsistencies 

that can arise during these negotiations. This reconciliation is an essential aspect of 

life in an industrialised society, in which the physical experience of living is 

temporally compartmentalised into categories such as work, leisure, and learning, 

with social media channels tailored to mirror these distinctions. Martini, cited in 

Rogoff (2003, p. 317), suggests that middle-class European Americans talk so much 

because their cultural practices emphasise individual separateness, requiring 

continual explanation of these separate ‘selves’. I suggest that this is particularly so 

in the case of our learning ‘self’. Unlike many indigenous communities, where 

learning occurs within the context in which it will be used, in the West, formal 

learning institutions often separate content to be learned from the context in which 

it will be applied, relying on language to make explicit the connections between 

activities and goals. The reconciliation process takes place in the overlap between 

the contexts described in the adult learning model, as individuals shift between CoP 

and attempt to make meaning of their experience in a new context. For this reason, 

the overlapping ‘boundaries’ in the new model for adult learning are key to the 

sense making process, and the language used to both represent and make sense 

from experience is a key to the successful traversing of these boundaries. 

The primacy of language as a mediating sign is woven tightly into the fabric of 

education, particularly in education institutions that are separate from the 

communities in which that education will be put to use. However, to say that 

traditional schooling relies on language and the Learning by Observing and Pitching 

In (LOPI) that occurs in indigenous communities, relies on non-verbal methods is 

an oversimplification (Rogoff, 2003). Much of the learning that happens in 

education institutions is both non-verbal and non-formal, in that it occurs outside 

formal education constructs, but not necessarily outside of the institutions 

themselves. This learning is often critical for navigating education CoP and 

understanding how to legitimately participate to achieve social rewards. Likewise, 
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language, used both inter-personally and intra-personally, is key to making sense 

from a wide range of experiences, not just formal learning,  

The power of language as a mediating artefact, becomes apparent when we consider 

the socially constructed meaning paradigm of education from ‘outside the 

boundaries’. Studying the learning that occurs in hobby craft groups provides this 

outsider perspective. As discussed in the previous section, formal and informal 

learning are not separate activities, just as Assembly Line Instruction (ALI) and 

LOPI are not mutually exclusive ends of a continuum in the context of adult learning. 

The adult learning model conceptualises how socio-cultural meaning paradigms 

provide a focusing lens through which we foreground certain aspects of activity in 

our attempt to make meaning from experience. This filter focuses our attention on 

particular aspects of our experience and changes the way we internalise activity 

(Mezirow, 1991). Therefore, we see an informal group activity as a ‘social’ 

experience, but the same group activity as a ‘learning’ experience if the structures 

and processes we associate with formal education are present. Formal education 

trains us to view learning, and indeed experience in general, in a certain way. As the 

findings from this study indicate, once we learn to ‘see’, or interpret experience, 

using these meaning paradigms, we can no longer ‘unsee’.  

These meaning paradigms are an organising framework for the activity we 

undertake in an attempt to align with the social narratives we choose to identify 

with. Artifacts such as credits and degrees have been assigned value by our society, 

and so they become desirable goals, rewarded with employment, advancement and 

increased social capital. The findings of this study support Rogoff and Lave’s 

suggestion that: 

The person’s interpretation of the context in any particular activity 

may be important in facilitating or blocking the application of skills 

developed in one context to a new one. (Rogoff & Lave, 1984, p. 3) 

In addition, the power of the socio-historically constructed education meaning 

paradigm is emphasised, highlighting its influence on how experience is 

interpreted. By changing the lens through which we view activity, social craft 
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groups, both physical and online, can be viewed as sites of teaching, learning and 

assessment, as well as sites of creativity and socialisation.  

Crossing the boundaries – conceptualising the qualified self  

Within the landscape of adult learning described in Figure 19, exists the vast range 

of CoP to which individuals will identify and belong. While this study has identified 

that in some cases it is the boundaries between CoP that are essential to individual 

meaning making, I suggest that the ‘othering’ of some types of experience is not 

conducive to  the development of a holistic conception of adult learning. Golding et 

al. (2009, p. 53) summarise this issue:  

The very nature of informal learning, particularly its unstructured 

and organic quality, works to dis-empower a range of adult 

stakeholders and diminish its value as a meaningful educational 

pursuit in a system that values highly structured, systematised, 

outcome-driven approaches to young people’s learning. 

Socio-cultural judgements placed on learning in terms of not only content but also 

context work to further devalue crafting as a worthwhile activity and go some way 

to explaining the attitudes of the participants in this study towards informal and 

non-formal learning as not ‘proper’ learning. However, recognition by the OECD and 

others (NZ Talent, 2017; OECD, 2010; Werquin, 2007) of the potential of informal 

and non-formal learning signals a shift away from tightly defined notions of 

‘education’ and ‘learning’ towards a more holistic view that encompasses the 

learning that occurs in a broad range of settings. 

This study has identified that social craft groups are undoubtedly sites of learning 

and identity development. The challenge arising from this is how can we as learners, 

educators and policy makers work to leverage off existing social meaning 

paradigms and individual meaning schema, to maximise the flexibility, suitability 

and coherence of learning experiences and support individuals to curate these into 

a personal learning narrative and ultimately support development of the qualified 

self. This study urges a shift in agency to reflect a constructivist, learner-centred 

approach to education in which meaning is individually constructed within a socio-
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cultural historical context (Yilmaz, 2008), and proposes a holistic model of adult 

learning that conceptualises this shift. 

In addition, the examination of the ways in which informal physical and online 

groups are used has identified the adeptness with which individuals are able to 

curate, record and share their activities into a coherent narrative of their skills, 

abilities and interests. Humphreys (2018, p. 18) states that the qualified self 

“conveys strengths and virtues” suggesting that this model could be used to shift 

the balance of power away from educational institutions as the ‘qualifiers’ to 

individuals and the notion of ‘self-qualifying’. This is not to suggest that the 

qualifications conferred by institutions are not of value, instead, I argue that in 

order to realise our goal of ‘lifelong learning’, the power to make decisions about 

what experiences and skills are most valuable in specific contexts, must shift from 

the institution to the individual. Enabling this shift is a key challenge for educators 

in the 21st century. 

7.4 The relationship between making and learning 

In this section I summarise the contribution of this study to the existing research 

into hobby craft learning, informal learning and adult learning more broadly. This 

study contributes to the existing body of knowledge on craft participation by 

examining craft from the perspective of adult education, rather than rehabilitation, 

thereby situating craft as a legitimate context for learning and identity 

development. This study also contributes to research on informal learning by 

identifying a range of participation modes in the data and considering these in 

terms of existing conceptualisations of informal learning.  

The nature of engagement in social narratives change over time as a result of 

individuals acting on the world around them in novel ways (Stetsenko, 2012) and 

this in turn influences the meaning perspectives we use to make sense of 

experience. The current increase in social rewards associated with craft activity, 

along with a range of other informal learning, means that how we value experience 

is changing, and craft is now a legitimate and desirable facet of the ‘qualified self’ (L. 
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Humphreys, 2018) for those who accept and strive to enact the social narratives of 

benevolence, creativity and sustainability. 

Craft as active participation 

While there is considerable research into motivations to engage in craft activities 

(see Chapters 1, 2 and 6), this primarily focus on individual motivations to craft and 

the resulting effects on personal wellbeing. This study examines craft activity in 

terms of its value as a learning activity, drawing on a range of empirical data to 

describe the individual and collective practices that facilitate learning. The study 

also identifies the desire to align with contemporary social narratives as a key 

motivation for engaging in craft and suggests that it is the desire to act on the world, 

rather than the desire to make per se, that is inherent in human nature. This desire 

to act results in adult learners undertaking a process of bricolage in which they 

draw on a range of learning methods and techniques to achieve their goals. This 

study expands on existing research into the motivations to craft by considering 

participation in terms of the broad social narratives and meaning perspectives 

guiding participation in social craft groups.  

Defining learning contexts 

The findings of this study indicate that a framework for adult learning based only 

on context and content is not rich enough to capture the complex ecosystem of adult 

learning experiences. In addition to context and content, motivation, in terms of 

individual desire to achieve the immediate task or goal, and to align with collectively 

accepted social narratives, are key to understanding the landscape of adult learning. 

Table 7.2 summarises the key features of formal education, self-directed social 

learning, and self-directed individual learning, as these terms have been used in the 

adult learning model. These definitions are grounded in the conceptualisation of 

these contexts as described by participants in this study, while also incorporating 

the framework proposed by Schugurensky (2000), summarised in chapter 1 and the 

facets of Rogoff’s LOPI prism (see Figure 1). 

While the focus of this study is on the learning that occurs in informal social groups, 

unlike previous research into learning and craft groups the key findings of this 

study extend beyond the borders of the craft CoP, to examine the tensions between 
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the range of CoP the adult learner belongs to. Research into the learning that occurs 

in quilt-making groups by Dickie (2003) and Warner (2018) identified both 

informal learning processes and processes borrowed from formal education. 

However, the effect of formal education processes and practices on informal 

learning contexts and the tensions between CoP, were not examined. This thesis 

builds on the existing research by exploring the boundaries and tensions between 

CoP, and between motivations to participate in craft activity and desirable social 

narratives more broadly. This thesis argues that these tensions and boundaries are 

key to understanding the role of craft as a socially transformative process. 

The conceptions of self-directed, individual and social learning presented in the 

holistic model for adult learning, broadly align with Schugarensky’s  (2000) 

definition of informal learning, which states that informal learning may be 

intentional, incidental or a process of tacit internalisation. This definition contrasts 

with others such as the OECD (2005, p. 6), who characterise informal learning as 

“unintentional” and “a side effect of life”. On the contrary, this study demonstrates 

that much of the learning that occurs as part of ‘life’ (i.e. outside of any structured 

learning context) is indeed intentional and that formal, informal and non-formal 

learning are not discrete activities or modes that can be considered in isolation or 

subjected to targeted policy interventions. Rather, the focus needs to shift towards 

enabling educators and learners to view learning holistically, as a series of 

interrelated, iterative, and ongoing processes and experiences that can be curated 

in different ways to meet desired social outcomes. Accepting a less rigid definition 

of informal learning also suggests that, rather than ‘retro-fitting’ assessment 

frameworks to informal experience, as is the case for processes that attempt to 

recognise and credential informal learning, educators should be providing the tools 

to support learners to curate and communicate their own learning and increase 

their agency as seekers, consumers and providers of knowledge.  
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Table 7.2 – Attributes of formal education, self-directed social learning and self-

directed individual learning. 

 Formal education 
Self-directed social 
learning  

Self-directed 
individual learning 

Motive for 
participation 

Identified deficit in 
the qualified self in 
relation to 
established social 
narratives. 

Identification with 
new social 
narratives. 

Identification with 
new social 
narratives. 

Address an 
immediate problem 
or need. 

Identification with 
new social 
narratives.  

Goal of 
participation 

Attainment of explicit 
social rewards – 
validation of 
experience using an 
established and 
accepted framework. 

Attainment of tacit 
social rewards – 
validation of 
experience using 
socially negotiated 
values. 

Increased 
identification with 
desirable social 
narrative. 

Suitability 

Institution led. 

Pre-requisites and 
entry requirements 
filter participation. 

Individual led within 
the group context. 

Wide range of 
options for 
participation 
depending on needs 
and abilities. 

Individual led. 

Relies on individual 
to assess own 
learning needs and 
seek solutions. 

Coherence 

Highly structured, 
usually curriculum 
based. 

Clearly identifiable 
learning outcomes or 
goals aligned to a 
recognised 
disciplinary body of 
knowledge. 

Expectation that 
progression will be 
time-bound and 
linear. 

Varying levels of 
structure often 
borrowed from 
formal education. 

Non-linear 
progression. 

Outcomes or goals 
defined by the values 
of the community. 

 

Unstructured, but 
may borrow 
structures and 
processes from 
formal education. 

Non-linear 
progression. 

Outcomes or goals 
aligned to solving 
immediate problem 
and increasing 
identification with 
desirable social 
narratives. 

Flexibility 

Clearly defined 
expectations around 
participation. 

Low– med degree of 
flexibility 
(participation is 
usually time-bound). 

Med – high degree of 
flexibility depending 
on group culture and 
mode. 

Participants may opt-
in to timebound 
projects. 

High degree of 
flexibility of 
participation. 
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Accessibility 

Access is usually paid 
for. 

Access may be paid 
or unpaid. 

Access is usually free, 
but specific 
resources may incur 
a cost. 

Assessment 

Measured. 

Progressions are 
mapped. 

Competitive. 

Mastery is explicitly 
acknowledged. 

Individual 
assessment of 
progression in 
relation to the group. 

Tacitly competitive. 

Mastery may be 
explicitly or 
implicitly 
acknowledged. 

Progression 
measured in relation 
to the ability to solve 
the immediate 
problem. 

Non-competitive. 

Mastery is self-
assessed. 

 

7.5 Implications  

In this section I consider the adult learning model presented earlier in this chapter 

in terms of its implications for adult learners, tertiary education institutions and 

education policy makers.  

Implications for adult learners 

At the centre of the model for adult learning I have proposed is the qualified self. 

The concept of qualified self used in this model is inspired by the work of Lee 

Humphreys but grounded in the Transformative Activist Stance of Anna Stetsenko 

and the empirical evidence of this study. The qualified self in the adult learning 

model is a self-conceptualised self – being ‘qualified’ is defined in terms of an 

individual’s ability to respond to and act on the world around them. Where there 

are gaps in this ability to act, the adult learner seeks out new tools to facilitate action 

and achieve their goals. The model of adult learning I have proposed is an activist 

model, conceptualising the ongoing interaction between the individual protagonist 

and their society. 

The development of the qualified self is a natural consequence of living in the world 

but understanding the value of the qualified self as an aggregation of experiences 

that are, in fact, learning experiences requires a shift in perspective. To achieve this, 

the individual must ‘see’ and understand the meaning perspectives that guide their 

participation and that potentially prevent them from recognising the learning that 

happens outside of formal education. Becoming cognisant of the paradigms that 
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influence meaning making is a significant shift in perception akin to Bateson’s Level 

III Learning (1972). To do this, learners must reject much of what they have already 

learned about how to respond to particular variables and contexts and re-define the 

meaning schema they bring to experience. The implications for the adult learner of 

being able to conceive of their experience holistically in terms of learning is 

intensely powerful. No longer is experience divided and compartmentalised, 

assigned value or disregarded as valueless. Instead, the lifelong learner iterates 

their qualified self by re-configuring learning tools and experiences to facilitate 

action and achieve their goals. 

Implications for tertiary education institutions 

The aim of this study was to examine why individuals choose to engage in informal, 

non-credentialed craft learning, which, at the beginning of the study, I considered 

excluded the effects of established teaching and learning strategies. Conversely, the 

study found that learning does not occur in discrete contexts, each with their own 

unique practices and processes. Rather, experience is messy and overlapping and 

meaning making is influenced by a wide range of meaning schema and perspectives. 

Therefore, while I did not set out to explore the learning that happened in formal 

education settings, examining the experience of the adult learner inevitably 

resulted in reflections on the learning that happens inside institutions and how 

multiple learning modes co-exist to influence individual identity development. 

Although I have argued that all experience should be viewed as learning experience, 

this does not mean that learning becomes homogenous and therefore without 

meaning or value. The fact that participants in this study ‘performed’ their identity 

differently depending on the context indicates that individuals are both implicitly 

and explicitly aware that what is valued by one CoP is not always valued by another. 

Tertiary education exists to meet the knowledge and skill needs of business and 

industry and to facilitate the achievement of wider social goals such as citizenship 

and innovation. I am suggesting that to meet these needs more effectively, tertiary 

education institutions could learn from the individually motivated, goal-focused 

learning that happens outside formal education.  
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Of interest to tertiary education is the different way participants in this study used 

online and physical groups to access information and learn new skills. Several of the 

interviewees in Crafting Communities belonged to online and physical versions of 

the same group, and identified that each group served a different purpose, despite 

having the same members. This suggests that the mode of interaction impacts how 

learning is accessed and mediated, with online groups in general being focused on 

seeking and providing feedback and the sharing of explicit, technical (hard) 

knowledge, whereas physical groups facilitated the development of tacit, social 

(soft) knowledge through observation and close contact with experts. However, 

despite six of the eight interviewees considering physical groups to be more 

rewarding socially than online groups, the online groups in this study were not 

entirely transactional, with the majority of posts and comments being social in 

nature. Online groups also provided a wider range of options for participation than 

physical groups, including ‘low risk’ options such as ‘liking’ or ‘sharing’ posts.  These 

low-risk options may be more appealing to community novices and could play a 

critical role in building social capital and scaffolding members towards more 

intensive forms of participation.   

Several of the social groups in this study ‘borrowed’ structures and processes from 

education CoP to organise information and focus participation in particular ways – 

in effect blurring the experiential boundaries between formal and informal CoP. The 

ability of individuals and social groups to choose the mediating tools that most 

effectively transform participation and accelerate individual development provides 

valuable information for tertiary education institutions on what is most useful to 

learners. Linear processes with clear goals, such as knit-alongs, sew-alongs and 

mystery makes are informal versions of individual assignments; collective 

exhibitions, such as Suffrage in Stitches, are the crafting equivalent of a group 

project, and digital resource banks are specialty databases or libraries, facilitating 

the development of shared language and meaning. However, this study also 

indicates that while ‘borrowing’ meaning schema from other CoP can enhance the 

meaning making process, the boundaries between CoP are also key influences on 

the adult learners’ motivation to participate. For those that develop and deliver 

non-compulsory, tertiary education, understanding the tensions between these 
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factors is vital to ensuring educational experiences are engaging and coherent. This 

requires a shift in focus for institutions, from understanding and defining the 

optimal conditions for teaching, to understanding the optimal conditions for 

learning. 

Implications for education policy 

The holistic model of adult learning presented in this chapter, and the findings from 

this study more generally, have two key implications for education policy makers. 

The first relates to the impact of participation in self-directed and social learning on 

an individual’s sense of identity and ability to curate learning experiences into a 

holistic notion of the qualified self. This finding has implications for how non-formal 

adult community education is perceived and evaluated in terms of positive social 

and economic outcomes. The second implication relates to the finding that 

participants recognise ‘learning’ experiences using a meaning schema informed by 

previous experience in structured, formal learning environments. 

The findings of this study support research that indicates that participation in social 

learning groups increases learner confidence, help participants communicate 

better with others and provide opportunities to make new friends (Volkoff, 2012). 

In addition, this study’s findings indicate that many non-formal and informal 

learning contexts borrow structures and processes from formal education, 

including the identification of explicit learning goals, variations on formative 

assessment practices and personalised feedback, which may help prepare learners 

for subsequent participation in more formal, credentialed modes of education. 

These findings have implications for education policy makers considering the role 

of publicly funded Adult Community Education in meeting labour market outcomes.  

I suggest that rather than making funding decisions based on judgements about the 

content of the learning, adult community education should be viewed more 

holistically as a context for developing the skills and dispositions needed to facilitate 

lifelong learning. 

Participants in this study categorised group activities as either ‘social experiences’ 

or ‘learning experiences’ based on whether or not formal education structures and 

processes were present and whether or not participation was paid for. These 
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“mental structures” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 48), used to scan and filter stimuli, are 

examples of ‘meaning schema’ which determine what individuals focus on when 

encountering a new situation or experience and how they interpret and make 

meaning from that experience. The foundations of educational meaning schema are 

laid early in our lives, often in our earliest interactions with our parents, who are 

keen to ensure we are equipped to ‘succeed’ in formal education (see comparison 

of indigenous and western parenting styles in Chapter 5).  Policy makers could 

consider how the structures and processes present in formal schooling increase the 

binaries between learning experiences and social experiences and take steps to 

integrate into the curriculum a more holistic view of all experience as learning 

experience. This could include considering how extra-curricular and co-curricular 

experience is recognised and valued, both formally and informally, by compulsory 

education institutions and ensuring school leavers are equipped with the skills and 

knowledge to curate and communicate their achievements to suit a range of 

contexts and purposes. 

7.6 Limitations of the study  

As discussed in Chapter 4, a significant limitation of the study was the small and 

relatively homogenous nature of the interview participants. While aspects of this 

homogeneity were unforeseen, for example, the discovery that over half the 

interview participants had experienced teaching in either professional or voluntary 

capacities, ultimately this provided an added dimension to the data as interviewees 

reflected on how they approached their roles as teachers and learners in different 

contexts. The participants in this study, including myself, were all female, middle 

class and Pākehā17. None of them relied on craft work for an income. This meant 

that they were an ideal cohort with which to explore why individuals engage in craft 

when there is no financial or cultural incentive to do so. However, the homogenous 

nature of the participants remains a significant limitation to the transferability of 

 

17 Pākehā is a Māori language term for New Zealanders of European descent. 
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the study and future research should be undertaken to test the findings of this study 

with participants from a wider range of demographic and ethnic backgrounds.  

The number of interview participants and the number of online groups studied 

were also potential limitations of the study. The decision to interview only eight 

participants was part of a wider consideration of the research design. Using Rogoff’s 

(1995) three planes of socio-cultural activity (intra-personal, inter-personal and 

community) as a basis for structuring the research required analysis of four data 

sets. Given the scope and timeframe of the study, this necessitated trade-offs around 

the size of each data set. However, despite the small size of the data sets, analysis of 

both the interview and group chat data continued until saturation point, suggesting 

that a broader sample may not have resulted in the emergence of additional themes. 

The situated nature of the data within soft material craft CoP had the potential to 

limit the transferability of findings. This was mitigated by the application of a 

‘learning lens’ across the data and a focus on the context and processes that 

facilitated learning, rather that the content. Analysis of the data was grounded in 

wide reading across a range of academic disciplines, from educational psychology 

to craft theory to social media research. This enabled me to apply attributes to the 

data which resulted in the development of findings that are transferable to a range 

of social learning contexts in which activity is a mediating factor. 

7.7 Perspectives on future research  

This study makes three key contributions to the existing literature and research. 

Firstly, it builds on research investigating motivations to craft, and crafting as a 

meaning making process, by considering motivation from a socio-cultural 

perspective. Secondly, it adds to the understanding of learning contexts by 

suggesting that contexts are mutually constituting and overlapping and cannot be 

studied in isolation. Thirdly, it suggests that adult learning is more usefully 

conceptualised in terms of its value to the learner and its role in facilitating the 

achievement of personal goals, rather than the context in which it occurs.  
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Future research could consider further the hybridisation of professional learning 

and how attributes of formal, non-formal and informal learning contexts could be 

combined to maximise flexibility, coherence, and suitability of adult learning 

experiences. The participants in this study were all members of both online and 

physical groups, claiming that they served different purposes and met different 

needs. In Chapter 6, I suggested that online groups may be well suited to the 

dissemination of explicit knowledge, whereas physical groups are more conducive 

to the development of tacit knowledge. With tertiary education increasingly being 

delivered using multiple channels, future research could further investigate how 

informal, physical, and online groups are used, to develop a deeper understanding 

of how learning is accessed and mediated. Further research could also examine how 

exposure to structures and processes associated with formal education in ‘low-

stakes’ learning environments where motivation to participate is high, impacts on 

future participation choices and learning experiences. 

Finally, the motivation of individuals to both develop and express their qualified self 

via social media should be investigated and opportunities to leverage this for 

educational gains explored. The indexical nature of many online social media 

postings mean that they are a rich source of evidence, both of the learning process, 

and achievement. Future research could investigate the potential of online social 

groups to foster self-assessment and yield naturally occurring evidence for both 

formative and summative assessment. 

7.8 Closing remarks  

While this thesis has argued that craft communities are rich sites of learning and 

identity development, this study is ultimately not about craft. Instead, it is about the 

power of the past to influence the future and the power of accepted definitions of 

education to influence how we make meaning from experience. Underpinning this 

study is the question of what we value, as individuals, as societies, and as educators. 

In an attempt to understand this, I have explored why individuals continue to 

participate in craft and craft groups, despite the fact that craft is currently not highly 

valued by formal education or society as a whole. The findings from the study 

support the Transformation Activist approach to participation proposed by 
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(Stetsenko, 2012), and align with Korn’s (2015) conception of how individuals, 

through their actions, amend and ultimately shift socially prescribed narratives to 

transform the world in which they live. What this study has highlighted, is the 

power of education to shape social narratives about learning, and how this in turn 

influences the meaning that is made from the activities we participate in and our 

resulting sense of self and developing identity. 

With so uncertain a future, it is more important than ever that learners have the 

skills to curate and communicate their qualified selves. The increasing recognition 

that much of what is now considered valuable learning occurs outside of formal 

education should not be seen as a threat to institutions or teaching as a profession. 

On the contrary, it is an opportunity for us to reinvent adult education by breaking 

free of existing meaning paradigms to support learners to develop the skills they 

need to survive and thrive. I am not suggesting we abandon pedagogy as we know 

it, or the structures and processes that have come to define formal education. 

Instead, let us take what we know about effective teaching and learning and use it 

to empower others to see value in a wide range of experience, shifting to a more 

holistic concept of ‘qualified’, defined by an individual and their CoP, rather than an 

institution. This holistic definition should be reflective of an individual’s ability to 

act on the world in a way that is meaningful to them. It involves drawing on a range 

of learning tools, processes, and techniques to achieve goals, and then curating and 

communicating those experiences for a variety of contexts and purposes. To be 

successful lifelong learners, individuals must first develop their ‘learning identity’, 

their personal repertoire of experience and achievements that tell the story of their 

participation in society and enable them to withstand the competing demands of 

our rapidly changing world.  

As I conclude this thesis, I cannot help but reflect on my own journey through the 

landscape of adult learning. In many ways, this research experience has embodied 

the learner centred process I argue for in this final chapter. In navigating this 

journey, I have relied on the field of adult learning, the structure of the research 

process and the wise guidance of my supervisors. But I have also drawn on 

resources from outside of academia, including the social groups to which I belong, 
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my daily experience working in education and my practice as a maker. Although I 

have conducted this research ‘part time’, it is impossible to compartmentalise the 

research process or confine it to one part of my life. Instead, it has seeped into every 

aspect of my daily experience, changing how I interact with, and respond to, the 

world around me and although I am not yet ‘qualified’, I know that this process has 

transformed me. 
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Appendix A – Information for primary participants 

 

 

 

Making Meaning – The role of activity in learning 

 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR PRIMARY PARTICIPANTS  

 

Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet 

carefully before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate, we 

thank you.  If you decide not to take part, there will be no disadvantage to you, and we 

thank you for considering our request.   

 

What is the Aim of the Project? 

 

This project is being undertaken as part of the requirements for Miriam Gibson’s Doctor 

of Philosophy (PhD) in Higher Education. Miriam’s research investigates the links 

between crafting activities, learning, and the development of adult identity.  

 

The research asks the following questions: 

* Why do people choose to engage in crafting/making activities? 

* How is an individual’s sense of self affected/changed by learning to craft/make? 

* Does the way an individual interacts with society change as a result of learning to 

craft/make? 

* What are the implications for formal learning and education? 

 

What Types of Participants are being sought? 

 

We are looking for people over 18 years of age who are involved with a social community 

craft group and an online craft group/discussion thread/social networking site. You don’t 

have to be good at crafts to participate in this study; the only requirement is that you 
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attend social gatherings and participate (actively or passively) in online groups or forums, 

where the common factor is an interest in craft.  

 

What will Participants be asked to do? 

 

This research examines the informal learning (where there is no defined learning 

objective or outcome) that happens when people get together to craft. Should you agree 

to take part in this project, Miriam will interview you about your experiences crafting 

and participating in craft groups, attend one of your craft group get-togethers, and harvest 

publicly available data from one of the online craft forums in which you participate. 

 

The face-to-face interview will take approximately one hour, will be recorded, and can 

be done at a quiet location of your choice. The interview will be ‘unstructured’, meaning 

that the questions are not pre-determined. Instead, the interview will be conversation 

style and the discussion will unfold naturally. Some of the topics that could be covered 

are: 

 

• What made you want to learn to craft? 

• How do you learn craft skills? 

• Why do you participate in craft groups (community and online)? 

• How is the face-to-face group experience different to the online experience? What 

do you get from the different experiences? 

 

During the craft group session Miriam attends with you, she may also do some crafting, 

observe the group, and take photographs. Miriam will encourage the group to talk about 

their experiences learning and sharing craft activities together. This is not an interview, 

but questions may be used to stimulate discussion. The precise nature of the questions 

that will be asked during the primary participant interview and the craft group discussion 

have not been determined in advance but will depend on the way in which the discussion 

develops. This session will be recorded, and could include topics such as: 

 

• What made you start coming to this group? 

• What do you enjoy most about the group? 

 

All the members of your community group present at the gathering need to be 

comfortable with being in the study for the research to proceed. Please be aware that you, 

or any members of your craft group, may decide not to take part in the project without 

any disadvantage to yourself or your group.   
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Although the Higher Education Development Centre is aware of the general areas to be 

explored in the interviews and the group discussions, the Committee has not been able 

to review the precise questions to be used. In the event that the interview or the group 

discussion develop in such a way that you feel hesitant or uncomfortable you are 

reminded of your right to decline to participate. 

 

What data or information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 

The interview will be recorded and later transcribed and analysed to extract information 

relating to the key research questions. Should you wish, you will be provided with a 

transcript of the interview to provide feedback on. You will have opportunity to add your 

own comments, or request that sections of the transcript be changed or removed. 

When Miriam attends your craft group get together, she will take photographs and 

afterwards write up ‘field notes’ summarising her experience and describing the activities 

and interactions that she observed taking place. Sections of the session recording will be 

transcribed into a document. Once collated, the notes, discussion transcript and 

photographs will be circulated to the members of the group for feedback. The group will 

be able to add additional comments, or request that sections be changed or removed. 

Once the field notes, photographs and transcripts are finalised, Miriam will analyse these 

to look for data relating to the research questions. The findings that are developed from 

this data will be used in part of Miriam’s PhD thesis, and may also be included in 

academic publications and conference presentations. The final thesis may include 

photographs, descriptions and/or partial quotes taken from the field notes/discussion 

transcript. Should you wish, every attempt will be made to preserve your anonymity. 

 

The photographs, recording, transcript and field notes will be stored in password 

protected cloud-based storage accessible only to Miriam and her PhD supervisors, 

Professor Rachel Spronken-Smith and Mr Russell Butson. The data will be kept for at 

least 5 years. Any personal information held on the participants, such as name, date of 

birth or contact details will be destroyed at the completion of the research even though 

the data derived from the research will, in most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly 

indefinitely. 

 

Can I change my mind and withdraw from the project? 

You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time without any disadvantage 

to yourself or your group. 
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What if I have more Questions? 

If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free 

to contact either:  

Miriam Gibson                               or Professor Rachel Spronken-Smith 

Higher Education Development Centre Graduate Research School 

+64 21750017 +64 3 479 5655 

miriam.gibson@postgrad.otago.ac.nz rachel.spronken-smith@otago.ac.nz 

 This study has been approved by the Department stated above, reference number 

D17/176. However, if you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research 

you may contact the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee through the Human 

Ethics Committee Administrator (ph. 03 479-8256). Any issues you raise will be treated 

in confidence and investigated and you will be informed of the outcome. 

  

mailto:miriam.gibson@postgrad.otago.ac.nz
mailto:rachel.spronken-smith@otago.ac.nz
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Appendix B – Information for group participants 

 

 

 

Making Meaning – The role of activity in learning 

 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR GROUP PARTICIPANTS  

 

Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet 

carefully before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate we 

thank you.  If you decide not to take part, there will be no disadvantage to you and we 

thank you for considering our request.   

 

What is the Aim of the Project? 

 

This project is being undertaken as part of the requirements for Miriam Gibson’s Doctor 

of Philosophy (PhD) in Higher Education. Miriam’s research investigates the links 

between crafting activities, learning, and the development of adult identity.  

 

The research asks the following questions: 

* Why do people choose to engage in crafting/making activities? 

* How is an individual’s sense of self affected/changed by learning to craft/make? 

* Does the way an individual interacts with society change as a result of learning to 

craft/make? 

* What are the implications for formal learning and education? 

 

What Types of Participants are being sought? 

 

One of the members of your craft group has agreed to be a primary participant in this 

study. Miriam will interview primary participants about their interest in craft and their 

experiences participating in community and online craft groups. Because the focus of 

Miriam’s study is activity, she would like to observe your group ‘in action’. The focus 
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will be on the social experience of the craft group, rather than the projects you are 

working on or how ‘good’ you are at crafting. 

 

During the crafting session Miriam attends, she will encourage the group to talk about 

their experiences learning and sharing craft activities together. This is not an interview, 

but questions may be used to stimulate discussion. The precise nature of the questions 

that will be asked have not been determined in advance, but will depend on the way in 

which the discussion develops. Some of the themes that could be explored are: 

• What made you start coming to this group? 

• What do you enjoy most about the group? 

 

 While the Higher Education Development Centre is aware of the general areas to be 

explored in the discussion, the Committee has not been able to review the precise 

questions to be used. This discussion will be recorded. In the event that the discussion 

does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant or uncomfortable you are reminded of 

your right to decline to participate.  

 

All the members of your group need to be comfortable with being in the study for the 

research to proceed. Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project 

without any disadvantage to yourself, your group or the primary participant. 

 

What data or information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 

Miriam will take photographs during the gathering, and afterwards, will write up ‘field 

notes’ summarising her experience and describing the activities that took place. Sections 

of the session’s recording will also be transcribed into a document. Once collated, the 

notes, transcript and photographs will be circulated to the members of the group for 

feedback. You will have the opportunity to add your own comments to the notes, or 

request that Miriam’s comments, sections of the transcript and/or photos be changed or 

removed. 

Once the field notes, photographs and transcript are finalised, Miriam will analyse these 

for data relating to the research questions. The findings that develop from this data will 

be used in part of Miriam’s PhD thesis, and may also be included in academic 

publications and conference presentations. The final thesis may include photographs, 

descriptions and/or partial quotes taken from the field notes/discussion transcript. Should 

you wish, every attempt will be made to preserve your anonymity. 

 

The photographs, recording, transcript and field notes will be stored in password 

protected cloud-based storage accessible only to Miriam and her PhD supervisors, 
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Professor Rachel Spronken-Smith and Mr Russell Butson. The data will be kept for at 

least 5 years. Any personal information held on the participants, such as name, date of 

birth or contact details will be destroyed at the completion of the research even though 

the data derived from the research will, in most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly 

indefinitely. 

 

Can I change my mind in the future and withdraw from the project? 

 

You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time without any disadvantage 

to yourself, your group or the primary participant. 

 

What if I have more Questions? 

If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free 

to contact either:  

Miriam Gibson                               or Professor Rachel Spronken-Smith 

Higher Education Development Centre Graduate Research School 

+64 21750017 +64 3 479 5655 

miriam.gibson@postgrad.otago.ac.nz rachel.spronken-smith@otago.ac.nz 

 This study has been approved by the Department stated above, reference number 

D17/176. However, if you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research 

you may contact the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee through the Human 

Ethics Committee Administrator (ph 03 479-8256). Any issues you raise will be treated 

in confidence and investigated and you will be informed of the outcome. 

 

  

mailto:miriam.gibson@postgrad.otago.ac.nz
mailto:rachel.spronken-smith@otago.ac.nz
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Appendix C – Consent form all participants 

 

 

 

 

Making Meaning – The role of activity in learning 

 

CONSENT FORM FOR 

ALL PARTICIPANTS 

 

I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  

All my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I am free to 

request further information at any stage. 

I know that:  

1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary. 

 

2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage. 

 

3. Personal identifying information will be destroyed at the conclusion of the project 

but any raw data on which the results of the project depend will be retained in 

secure storage for at least five years. 

 

4. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University 

of Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand). 

 

5. Every attempt will be made to preserve my anonymity.  

 

 

 

Continues on next page 
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I agree to the following material being included in this project (tick those that apply): 

☐ Photographs that contain my image. 

☐ Direct quotes taken from the craft group discussion  

 

I would like an electronic copy of the finished research project emailed to me: 

☐ Yes  

☐ No  

 

I consent to take part in this project. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Click or tap here to enter text. 

............................................................................. 

(Signature of participant) 

............................... 

(Date) 

 

 

 

Click or tap here to enter text. 

 

............................................................................. 

(Printed Name) 
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Appendix D – Online Group Administrator Request 

 

Kia ora, 

I am a PhD student in Higher Education researching the learning that happens in informal 

craft groups, including online groups. I am hoping that my research will contribute to 

evidence supporting the value of handcrafts and the social and cognitive benefits of 

participating in craft groups. 

One of the methods I am using in my research is to analyse the posts and comments in 

online craft forums. I plan to collect this data over 30 days and then analyse to identify 

themes, e.g. asking for technical help, asking for aesthetic advice etc. I will not record 

any personal data about the members or quote any of the individual posts/comments in 

my research. Group members can be assured of total anonymity, both in the data 

collection process and in the final research. I have ethics approval from the University of 

Otago to collect data from public sites, but as your group is closed, I am approaching you 

as group administrators to seek your permission to collect data from your group, 

In their guidelines, Social Media research: A Guide to Ethics, (2016) Dr Leanne 

Townsend and Professor Claire Wallace suggest the following approach for requesting 

consent to collect low-risk data from a closed group. The researcher (me) asks permission 

from the administrators who may wish to seek feedback from group members before 

deciding. If the administrators decide to give permission, they can ask the researcher to 

make themselves known to the group and give members the option to opt-out of data 

collection. This could be done either by not posting during the time data is being collected 

or requesting that their posts/comments are not collected. As I would be collecting the 

data manually, I can easily avoid collecting data from members who do not want to 

participate. Data collection would only occur between agreed dates and the resulting 

research would be available to any group members on request. 

I hope you consider my request and if you decide not to give me permission, I will of 

course completely respect your decision. Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you have 

any questions or would like more information on the study or the ethics approval process. 

I can be contacted via messenger or by email: miriamannegibson@gmail.com. If you 

mailto:miriamannegibson@gmail.com
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have made it to the bottom of this message, thank you for your time, and thank you for 

such an inspiring and informative group.  

Ngā mihi nui,  

Miriam 
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Appendix E – Online Group Post 

 

Kia ora, 

 I am a PhD student in Higher Education, researching the learning that happens in 

informal craft groups, including online groups. I am hoping that my research will 

contribute to evidence supporting the value of handcrafts and the social and cognitive 

benefits of participating in craft groups. 

One of the methods I am using in my research is to analyse the posts and comments in 

online craft forums. The administrators of (group name) have given me permission to 

collect data from this group for 30 days. I will not be recording any personal data about 

members or quoting any of the individual posts/comments in my research. Group 

members can be assured of total anonymity, both in the data collection process and in the 

final research. The collected posts and comments will be analysed to identify themes, 

e.g. asking for technical help, asking for aesthetic advice etc. and I will talk about these 

themes in my thesis. My research has ethics approval from the University of Otago. 

If you don’t want me to use your posts of comments in my research, you can message 

me and let me know. As I am collecting the data manually, I will be able to avoid 

collecting from members who don’t want to be involved. I will be collecting this data 

from 12 February to the 26 February inclusive. Once I have finished the thesis chapter, I 

will post a link in the group so that anyone who wants to read it and provide feedback 

can. You can read more about the research and view the ethics approval here: (insert 

link). Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any questions or would like more 

information on the study You can direct message me or email: 

miriamannegibson@gmail.com.  

Ngá mihi nui,  

Miriam. 

https://www.dropbox.com/personal/Miriam%20Gibson%20Thesis%20Information 

  

mailto:miriamannegibson@gmail.com
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Appendix F – Ethics approval 
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Appendix G – Ethics amendment 1 
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Appendix H – Ethics amendment 2 

 


