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 Abstract  

This qualitative study examined a data set of more than 2,300 photographs created by audience 

members in response to a public performance of a dance-theatre piece inspired by 

Shakespeare’s As You Like It. The creative goal of the performance was to intercept audience 

apathy toward Shakespeare. The research presented here describes the methodological 

innovations we employed, including visual data generation and analysis, to access audience 

members’ perceptions of artistic material as communicated through images. 
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In.Love: Analyzing Participatory Photographic Data 

It is this ability of images to convey multiple messages, to pose questions, and to 

point to both the abstract and concrete thoughts in so economical a fashion that 

makes image-based media highly appropriate for communication of academic 

language (Weber, 2008, p. 43). 

Introduction 

New Literacy theorists (Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear, & Leu, 2008; Kist, 2007; Kress, 2003; 

Leu, O'Byrne, Zawilinski, McVerry, & Everett-Cacopardo, 2009) have expanded notions of what 

it means to be literate to include the navigation of a wide range of print and non-print texts. New 

perspectives on literacy are critical as our worlds are increasingly overwhelmingly visual in 

character and technology helps us access information in new ways. In addition to television and 

movies of one generation past, we have live event streaming, infographics, and thousands of 

moving and still images at our fingertips. There has been a shift from purely printed texts to 

multimodal onscreen texts combining images and sounds with words. We have moved from 

“telling the world to showing the world” (Kress, 2003, p. 140), and we can “no longer treat 

reading as being solely about print” (Stone, 2007, p. 60). Grounded in sociocultural theory, New 

Literacy Studies also highlight the essential role culture plays in comprehension (Batchelor, Kist, 

Kidder-Brown, & Bejcek-Long, 2015).  

As contemporary American society moves deeper into a cultural setting where images 

continue to gain value as a currency of communication, education researchers must adapt and 

find new ways to communicate and derive meaning. We used photography as a research tool to 

offer an additional pathway to express understanding (Cappello, 2005; Cappello & Lafferty, 

2015) and create environments where “our language abilities do not define the limits of our 
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cognition” (Eisner, 2002, p. 12). Indeed, the purpose of this study was to explore and reflect 

upon our interdisciplinary team’s methods for collecting and analyzing visual data. We applied 

these understandings as we designed a study that focused on audience engagement in a theatrical 

event inspired by Shakespeare’s As You Like It performed at a large urban university campus 

library in the southwestern United States. The creative goal of the directors was to intercept 

audience apathy toward Shakespeare. However, this study focuses on the innovative visual 

methodologies we used to address the theatrical objective and what we learned about using 

photographic research methods to support arts faculty in evaluating student learning outcomes. 

Specifically, we wondered how visual data and visual discourse analysis might be used to access 

audience members’ (our participants) perceptions about engagements with art.  

Theoretical Framework  

Two bodies of literature drove the process of forming, informing, and performing the 

dance-theatre event, titled In.Love: audience engagement and visual literacy. The theatrical 

objective was to intercept audience apathy, so we explored research on audience engagement. 

However, since the focus of this paper is the use of visual data to evaluate that goal, we also 

considered the literature on visual literacy. 

Engaging the Theatrical Audience 

The pre-performance creative work lead by Bedau and Hopkins (2013) drew upon the 

literature on audience engagement in the theatre (Bennet, 1997; Dolan, 1993; Freshwater, 2009; 

Savran, 1988). Influenced by the historical accounts shared by Bennet (1997), who outlined the 

fundamental alterations in the spectator-performer relationship over the twentieth century, 

In.Love was created to disrupt traditional notions of audience as passive viewers. Specifically, it 

incorporated Dolan’s (1988) ideas about breaking the barrier between the audience and the actors 
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and Freshwater’s (2009) discussion of the ways staging a performance can facilitate audience 

engagement and spark individual interpretations. These ideas were embedded in the composition, 

direction, and design of the performance. Like Savran (1988), we believed interpretive acts by 

audience members would become a performance in itself and thus transform spectators into 

players. Indeed, the goal was to shatter the illusions of traditional theater in ways that made the 

audience members active participants in the construction of the live event performance. 

Visual Literacy  

Although the idea of intercepting audience apathy drives the theater makers’ research 

intentions, this paper focuses on the methods we employed to evaluate that goal. We chose 

photography as a means to access audience members’ perceptions during the performance for 

several reasons. 

First, we believe visual literacy, “the ability to critically respond to and compose image 

based texts” (Crovitz & Montgomery, 2015), is essential to successfully communicate in 

contemporary society. Visual literacy includes an active, process-based body of practices in 

which interpretation plays an essential role. As a communication tool, there are contexts where 

images can transcend limitations of language to convey ideas in accessible and understandable 

ways, sometimes organizing content so it is more immediately comprehensible. Visual texts may 

also offer insights and information not easily captured in other sign systems. For example, a 

family tree provides an instantaneous understanding of relationships, while a Venn diagram 

illustrates similarities and differences at a glance. Similarly, a family vacation photograph can 

provide details even the most descriptive passage would find difficult to convey. In these 

instances, and in many others, visual texts are better able to display information, intention, and 

insight. We chose images as our mode of communication because we believed they were best 
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suited for our participants (audience members) to express perceptions and understandings of the 

theatrical performance during the theatrical performance. We hoped audience members would 

see the image-making as an integrated part of the theatrical event. In contrast, asking for written 

reflections after the performance would yield a different type of data. 

Photography 

Photography was a likely tool. Widely available, commonly integrated into everyday 

experiences and easily functional, we set out to create opportunities to break the audience-actor 

barrier by having our guests create photographs at prompted moments during the In.Love 

performance. Researchers in education have explored the potential of photography for accessing 

participants’ perceptions (Bintz, 1997; Smith, Duncan & Marshall, 2005; Woods, 2000), or as a 

research methodology (Dempsey & Tucker, 1994; English, 1988). However, we focused on 

examples where students (participants) created photographs to express perceptions (Allen et al., 

2002; Orellana, 1999; Schiller & Tillet, 2004). Pastor and Kerns (1997) included students’ 

images in their documentation of classroom experiences and student growth, and DeMarie 

(2001) used student-created images to find out what students thought was important about a trip 

to the zoo. To determine what students felt was important about classroom writing, Cappello 

(2005) used student-made images, alongside researcher-made ones, to document and elicit 

student perceptions of a writing workshop. The images reconciled the differences between 

researcher ideas of importance and student ideas, providing insights that challenged and 

mediated the researcher’s beliefs while also reminding us to keep student perceptions at the heart 

of the research. We applied the principles of using photography in classrooms to our theater 

experience at the university library since in all cases, accessing participants’ perceptions was 

paramount. 
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Methodology 

The context of our exploration of visual data is a theatre-based project that was 

performed at a large public university library during open study hours. The project, called 

In.Love, was a dance-theatre event inspired by Shakespeare’s As You Like It. Our creative 

directors, Bedau and Hopkins, envisioned an interdisciplinary collaborative research project that 

incorporated iterative cycles of inquiry, practice, reflection, and re-presentation. We thought 

artists, in our case theater-makers, might be more receptive to evaluations that included visual-

based data as evidence. Academics who are also artists sometimes feel a tension between the 

necessity to evaluate and the drive for subjective creativity. Our experiences at the university 

include push back from faculty artists who resist the necessary departmental evaluation 

procedures. The process described here is not intended to assess creativity or aesthetic value. 

Rather, we focus on a specific learning outcome, intercepting audience apathy. Finding a 

respectful and honorable way to assess the practice, process, and expression of art—yet 

providing actionable data—is a delicate balance. We believed using images as data might be 

more welcomed among faculty artists. 

The Interdisciplinary Research Team 

 Our interdisciplinary team came together in response to the need to find appropriate 

evaluation methods that would yield data required for reporting to university departments. The 

two theater artists, Dani Bedau and D.J. Hopkins, faculty members in the School of Theater, 

Television, and Film, created and directed the performance that emerged from a two-semester, 

team-taught seminar of undergraduate and graduate students. Bedau identifies primarily as a 

theatre maker and Hopkins identifies primarily as a theatre scholar. Bedau is also the director of 

Arts Alive, an initiative that provides opportunities for our community to engage in 
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transformational arts interactions on campus. Their professional interest in interdisciplinary 

research led them to create a Center for the Study of Media and Performance on campus, a group 

in which Marva Cappello was involved. Cappello, a faculty member in the College of Education, 

has a background in photography that includes a B.F.A. and work in the field. She conducts 

research that focuses on visual literacy and visual-based education research methods. Cappello 

consulted from the early stages of In.Love and worked with a team of students within the seminar 

course to plan and implement the evaluation methods. Julie Kendig, a doctoral student in the 

College of Education, was also a museum educator. She was brought on to help organize and 

analyze the large visual data set. These four researchers comprised the interdisciplinary team that 

coded the images. 

In.Love: Setting, Background, Participants, and Performance 

The In.Love project was the culminating event following a two-semester course that 

involved graduate and undergraduate students in theatre. The students collaborated directly with 

faculty directors and co-creators, serving as research assistants for the project that engaged the 

entire creative team equally as artists and researchers. Faculty co-creators selected As You Like It 

by William Shakespeare as the research subject in part because of the importance of space and 

place in that play:  

Distinctions between the forest and the court are striking, embodied most clearly in the 

character of Rosalind. Her transformation from court to forest, and her own internal 

conflict while living as the boy Ganymede, offered compelling dramatic content upon 

which to structure the project. Soon, the campus library, especially the stacks themselves, 

began to be seen as a playful approximation of the Forest of Arden: an unfamiliar 

landscape where Shakespeare’s characters might inhabit images, moments, or ideas from 
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the play; where critical thought and poetic text could meet and have a conversation 

(Bedau & Hopkins, 2013, p. 151).  

Small groups of audience members attended the theater and dance performances of 

In.Love, which ran for two weeks. During each performance, the audience moved with the 

performers from scene to scene in different locations in and around the campus library during 

public hours while the community worked and used the campus resources. Audience members 

included students, staff and faculty at the university, friends and family members of the 

performers, and community members interested in theatre. Each of the nine performances 

included two small groups of ten audience members, each of whom participated in two different 

theatrical “tracks.” Each group simultaneously followed the performers on different paths 

throughout the library, into elevators, up and down staircases, into large public viewing spaces or 

small, intimate rooms big enough for only one performer and one audience member. Once 

arriving at a particular location, audience members’ attention would be drawn to a performance 

of some kind. These performances involved highly dynamic movement sequences that also 

engaged text and sound in a variety of ways. Audience members viewed both tracks and saw the 

entire theatrical offering, but in a different sequence. The final movement sequence of the piece 

brought both tracks together into one space as a kind of “grand finale.” 

Artistically, In.Love was designed to “intercept apathy” on the part of both performer and 

audience. Multiple performance strategies, including the use of smartphone and other digital 

technologies as well as direct contact between performers and audience, were employed to push 

the boundaries of performer/audience engagement. 

A total of 190 people came to see In.Love and used iPods to create photographs during 

the performance. Audience members were lent iPods as a tool for communication and to capture 
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data during the performance. iPods were chosen to serve several functions. They provided each 

audience participant the same technological tool that could capture data, one that needed little 

instruction. Additionally, because the directors were interested in examining how new media 

might provide “a new approach to an old play” (Bedau & Hopkins, 2013, p. 150), iPods had the 

potential for engaging audiences through contemporary communication technologies. The iPods 

also played the sound score for the performance through ear buds, designed to accompany 

different scenes in both performance tracks. This helped the creators combat the challenge of 

hosting a performance in the library during open-university study hours, where silence is the 

norm. Finally, the iPods could receive texts as well as create images, serving the intentions of the 

study.   

Visual Data Generation Procedures 

Visual analysis theories and practices informed the bulk of our data collection and 

investigation process. A confluence of research by Leavy (2009), Albers (2007, 2014), Serafini 

(2014), and Youngs and Serafini (2011) provided a foundation for our work. Arts-based research 

practices provided a unifying theory for approaching the visual data generated by the audience 

members. Leavy (2009) explained the use of arts-based research as optimal for process-oriented 

research that aims to describe, explore, or discover. It was also important that our method 

“mirrors the unfolding of social life, and thus there is a congruence between subject matter and 

method” (p. 12). Among other modalities, Leavy’s work specifically attended to visual arts-

based participatory methods defined as “a specific set of practices for incorporating visual art 

into the research process. Most often these strategies involve research participants creating art 

that ultimately serves both as data and may also represent data” (p. 227). 
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At certain points throughout the performance, audience members received text message 

prompts instructing them to take a photograph in response to something they just experienced. 

For example, during a scene that took place inside a conference room in the library with glass 

walls, an actor scribed text from the nineteenth-century Shakespearean scholar Charles Lamb. 

Another actor inside the room read into a microphone directly from the original As You Like It 

script. Outside of the glass walls, dancers played out a choreographed scene in the library stacks, 

using the shelves, the books and each other’s bodies as interpretive instruments for the scene. 

During this scene, the audience members received a text message prompting them to “take a 

picture of something Shakespearean.” Other prompts included: 

 Take a picture of something in the process of becoming. 

 Take a picture of something you have never noticed before. 

 Take a picture of something that represents nomad. 

 Take a picture of the Forest of Arden. 

These prompts initialized a dialogue between the historical text and a contemporary 

audience who participated and shared an experience of Shakespeare in a personal context. The 

documented conversations consisted of the texted prompt and the photographic responses. The 

images were archived on the iPods and collected at the conclusion of each performance. 

Collecting and Organizing Photographs 

At the end of the performance, each audience member’s iPod had a collection of 

photographs created in response to the prompts they received. The audience members generated 

more than 2,300 images during the nine performances. Managing the large data set of images 

proved challenging. Before we could code the images, we downloaded all the data from the 

iPods and created a tagging system that linked every iPod and image to a specific performance 



Cappello et al.  IN.LOVE 

19 

 

date and a prompt. A graduate assistant, who was part of the course and worked on the 

performance, tagged the images. Through the process of tagging, he determined if more than one 

image was associated with a single prompt, or if an image belonged to a separate pool of 

spontaneously created images. Often audience members used the iPods to capture parts of the 

performance that were not solicited by the prompts. When there were questions, Bedau and 

Hopkins were consulted. 

In order to organize this large data set, we chose the software program Adobe Lightroom 

because it has the ability to organize visual data by tags (functional and performance associated) 

as well as codes (deductive and inductive). Lightroom also has the ability to search images 

across multiple criteria. Thus, we decided to utilize the software’s potential in creating a 

thorough set of data culled from these images. Following the graduate assistant’s tagging (i.e. 

organization of information by performance date, track, and prompt), our team jointly analyzed 

each image in response to its corresponding prompt. Each round of analysis was completed when 

all four members of the research team could gather in the same office and review the images 

together projected on a large screen. 

Analyzing Photographs 

Our comprehensive analytical process drew on the work of Albers (2007, 2014), Serafini 

(2014), and Youngs and Serafini (2011). Like Albers (2007) we wanted to “examine art as a 

language system” (p. 85). Her visual discourse analysis process does not assess the formal, 

beatific qualities of art but rather explores participants’ images in a way that identifies 

supralinguistic, communicative qualities. Youngs and Serafini (2011) approached the 

understanding of visual texts within the framework of semiotics, in which “meaning is generated 

simultaneously from written texts, design elements, and visual images” (p. 116). We modified 
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the three-part analysis strategy (naming and noticing, interpreting, and critically analyzing the 

images) proposed and later expanded upon by Serafini (2014) to understand our large visual data 

set. Our data analysis process unfolded in three phases: naming and noticing, initializing a 

coding scheme, and refining a coding scheme.  

Naming and noticing. We began by inductively coding each image, relying on the 

“naming and noticing” strategy developed by Youngs and Serafini (2011). Each researcher 

generated a list of one to three words or phrases that came to mind for individual images as a 

graduate assistant scrolled through the entire data set. At this stage, we agreed to resist the urge 

to produce interpretive language and instead remained focused on simply identifying content 

within the images. This intentional choice allowed the naming and noticing process to become 

internalized among the researchers. This was a crucial step as it drew us closer to the data and 

provided a foundation that allowed us to evolve to the next phase of the analysis.  

While the subject of the prompts varied greatly (i.e. take a picture of something 

becoming, nomad, Shakespearean), the collection of photographed responses, when examined 

holistically, pointed to broader themes across the prompts. This was confirmed through an open-

ended discourse among colleagues. The second phase of the analysis process included deeper 

discussion and reflection, which resulted in a coding scheme that could be applied to the entire 

data set.  

Initializing a coding scheme. Three codes emerged from the interpretive and 

interdisciplinary discussions that we engaged in as a result of the naming and noticing process: 

literal, liminal, and abstract. The images that reflected verbatim objects were coded as literal. 

For example, many audience members took a photo of a red rose they were given during the 

interactive performance. They chose this as their response to “Take a picture of something 
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becoming.” Others snapped a photo of the word “Shakespeare” written on a whiteboard by one 

of the actors in response to the prompt, “Take a picture of something Shakespearean.” These 

images best fit the code literal because the images reflected the prompt with little interpretation. 

The coding term abstract was chosen to represent images that were highly interpretive. This 

category includes images that were less obvious constructed responses. Liminal emerged as a 

way to describe images that were neither literal nor abstract. These images lingered in the space 

between the two other codes; too advanced to be a prosaic interpretation of the prompt yet only 

approaching a non-concrete interpretation.  Figure one demonstrates the types of images that fit 

the initial coding array across literal, liminal and abstract.  
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Take a picture of something in the process of becoming coded: 

   
Literal 

   
Liminal 

  

 

Abstract 

Figure 1. Example images from the initial coding scheme. 

 
Refining a coding scheme. The analytic conversations that helped us critically apply the 

codes (literal, liminal, abstract) also helped us recognize the limitations of this coding scheme. 

Now deeply familiar with the images, we found the codes did not yet represent the themes that 

emerged from the data during the last phase of analysis. We continued to negotiate new 

meanings that our interdisciplinary team felt best captured the categories and themes. Since we 

each have discrete scholarly background knowledge, this was a lively and helpful discussion that 

prompted new and more appropriate descriptors. 
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Figure 2. The interdisciplinary teams’ thinking visualization as we redefined the codes. 

As the process evolved, we modified our terms and designed a new descriptor for 

abstract. Because of its close association to a genre of photography, Cappello and Kendig were 

concerned the term would have unintentional connotations for artists who examine our work. 

Many visual artists use the term abstract for nonrepresentational images that communicate 

through line and color and where messages are removed from the referent. This definition did not 

characterize the data subset. We searched for a code that included the following elements: a 

complex sense of space, dynamic physicality, and an overall heightened experience. We also 

looked for images that showed the performers (the actors and dancers in the cast of In.Love) in 

direct engagement with the audience (making eye contact, physical contact, standing deliberately 

in close proximity to the audience) as this was a creative strategy the directors included to 
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intercept audience apathy. Our interdisciplinary backgrounds played a role in negotiating the 

coding scheme. 

We moved into a five-point coding scheme using the terms literal, liminal1, hybrid, 

liminal2, and theatrical. We first exchanged theatrical in place of abstract in the coding 

terminology because of the focus on the performers’ engagement and interaction with the 

audience in these images. We finally settled on interpretive in the final coding terminology 

because of the level of critical analysis that the term implies. The new coding term, hybrid, 

represented a straightforward definition that is not exclusive to the discourse boundaries of this 

project. It meant a mixture or blend—something that included elements of both: part literal, part 

interpretive. Our liminal codes were assigned to images that were “betwixt and between” 

(Turner, 1969, p. 95) literal and hybrid and interpretive.  
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Take a picture of something Shakespearean coded: 

 

 

 

 

 

+Theatrical Liminal2 Hybrid 

 

 

 

Liminal1 Literal 

Figure 3. Example images from the revised coding scheme. 

Analytic Interdisciplinary Conversations 

 Our complex conversations negotiating meaning within the coding process are at the core 

of this research. Since we are an interdisciplinary team that includes (theatrical and visual) 

artists, educators, and researchers, we supported our claims about the images by providing visual 

evidence for our conclusions, all the while refraining from evaluating aesthetic merit. To 

illustrate our analysis process, we provide our discussion around the following image, eventually 

coded as liminal1. 
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Figure 4. Our analytic interdisciplinary coding conversations resulted in coding this image as 

liminal2. 

 

Cappello: Can we go back to that image? Why is this one liminal1? Is it because we see an 

audience member composing alongside the actor and not of the actor? We know she is 

photographing literal images, likely the word Shakespeare on the white board. 

 

Hopkins: The audience member in the photo is probably taking a pretty banal/literary photo of a 

word on the wipe board; this photograph, however, shows both audience and performer. I think 

the primary focus is on someone reading, so the coding is probably based on that fairly surface-

level understanding of Shakespeare as to be read. However, given that this photo shows both 

performer and audience and therefore captures the theatrical context of that reading, I could 

support a hybrid coding. It's on the bubble. 

 

Kendig: Yes, I believe that we marked this as liminal1 because of the reason you gave as well as 

the actor in the back reading Shakespeare. At one point, we clarified that reading directly from a 

Shakespearean script was literal. This plays into the ongoing theoretical debate about 

Shakespeare “to be read” vs. “to be performed.”  
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Bedau: Agreed. It is not quite literal. Including the participants along the side, the angle of the 

image, that it includes the speaker (on the floor)…It is inching toward hybrid, but the image 

itself is of an actor reading Shakespeare. Pretty literal. 

This type of negotiation and verification based on evidence found in the image guided 

our coding process and speaks to our overall interdisciplinary work style. We understand our 

different perspectives (the arts, education) as an asset for interpretation and made our 

interdisciplinary thinking explicit in every stage outlined below. 

Mirroring the Artistic Process 

It was important for us to consider the creative process in our research design. Knowing 

the challenges of developing an evaluation strategy that honors the artistic work without judging 

its aesthetic merit, we set out to discover an analysis pathway for examining the influence of 

creative material on participants. Further, we hoped our methods could be applied to other data 

generated by this interdisciplinary team as well as be used by other artists and in other creative 

fields in the future. In reflecting on our creative and analytic processes, we identified four phases 

of development with clearly articulated commonalities. The theatrical process, beginning with 

engaging students in the team-taught coursework, was grounded in the discourses of Practice-

Based Research (PBR) (Barrett, 2007). The influence of PBR was evident in the visual analysis 

processes after the performance, as we noted several procedures paralleled the creative work. 

Indeed, our analytical pathway positions the artistic work as research while mirroring the artistic 

process in the analysis. The four phases are explained below and described in Table 1.  
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Preparation 

 Both the creative and analytic processes necessarily include a preparation phase. The 

creative process of In.Love involved establishing a research goal that focused on audience 

engagement as well as selecting course texts that informed the creative development and 

supplemented the script. During the preparation phase, Bedau and Hopkins had discussions with 

artistic collaborators, stage managers, and performers about the theatrical event and possible 

evaluation procedures. The idea of using images as an evaluation tool was initiated in the 

creative process. The preparation phase on the analysis side of the process involved selecting the 

tools (in our case, Adobe Lightroom), organizing more than 2,300 images in the data set, and 

gathering the research team.  

Presentation 

 This phase of the development process should not be confused with a final presentation, 

such as the In.Love performances in the library or any dissemination efforts regarding the data 

collection and analysis. Rather, during the presentation phase, the actors and other creative 

contributors presented initial material to each other and gained critical feedback from an internal 

circle of people directly involved in creating the work. The material included physical gestures, 

dance sequences, sound scores, text, and audience participatory prompts. This was presented to 

the other actors and directors for input. On the analysis side, the researchers engaged in the 

naming and noticing exercise. The data was presented to the researchers, and we created lists of 

what we noticed in the images. During the presentation phase, we engaged in initial 

conversations about the data and considered emergent themes.  
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Reflect-revise 

 This phase of the development was an iterative cycle. As the directors and performers 

moved through the presentation phase, they received feedback that enabled them to reflect and 

revise the performance. They integrated new ideas based on the feedback and revised the 

material. The analysis process included the cycle of reflection and revision throughout the coding 

development. Our approach of using interpretive coding techniques was in itself a reflective 

activity. Key to this phase was the rich, interdisciplinary discourse we engaged in during our 

regular, frequent, and lengthy data analysis sessions. Since we represent different academic 

disciplines that are loaded with specific discourses, this process of thinking through the data and 

the reflective conversations led to an ongoing negotiation of understandings.   

Re/present 

 This was considered the final presentation of work, both for the In.Love performance 

piece to a public audience and the presentation of research data to a wider audience of scholars. 

We termed this phase re/present to acknowledge the early presentation phase and emphasize the 

work as part of the cycle of praxis. We believed re/presenting was a term that acknowledged 

both that prior phase of presentation and the ever-evolving nature of the process. 
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Table 1 

Commonalities Between the Artistic and Analytic Process 

 Prepare Present Reflect-Revise Re/Present 

Artistic 

Process 
 define research 

 questions 

 select   

text(s)/concept(s) 

 select location 

 find 

collaborators/cast 

 create 

framework/ 

structure 

/exercises 

 generate 

material 

 present 

material 

internally 

 discourse among 

experts 

 subjective 

critique/feedback 

 integrate new ideas/ 

material into larger 

performance piece 

 return to research 

questions/texts/ 

concepts/structure 

 review findings 

 performance 

for/with a 

public, 

participatory 

audience 

 production of 

scholarly 

writing 

published in 

peer-reviewed 

journal 

Analytic 

Process 
 select tools 

 gather team 

 organize and tag 

images 

 naming and 

noticing  

 interpretive coding 

 deductive coding 

based on research 

questions 

 interdisciplinary 

discourse 

 dissemination  

 a 

 pply codes to 

new data sets 

and new 

projects 

 production of 

scholarly 

writing 

published in 

peer-reviewed 

journal 

 

Discussion 

In an era of multimodal expressions, where visual messages are taking hold as a 

dominant form of expression, education researchers must adapt and find new ways to 

communicate and derive meaning. The lessons learned from our collaborative visual data 

generation and analysis processes will inform future work from multiple perspectives. 

First, engaging audience members with tools to visually communicate understandings 

provided an innovative way to collect data that served two distinct purposes: we were able to 

generate data during the performances and thus intercept audience apathy, our specific theatrical 

goal. We believe visual texts yielded insights that we may not have learned if we asked audience 
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members to participate in more traditional methods (e.g. written reflections or surveys conducted 

after the performance). Our interdisciplinary team continues to engage participants in visual data 

generation during artistic experiences to evaluate additional learning outcomes. For example, we 

are currently analyzing a data set of images created throughout a more traditionally staged 

theatrical event on campus where the director’s goal was to have audience members see 

themselves as art makers.  

In addition, our faculty artists were interested in and excited about engaging participants 

with photography as a means for meeting the empirical evaluation methods required by the 

university. Our visual data collection and analysis strategy honors the artistic work without 

judging its aesthetic merit, making the process more welcoming and palatable. We are currently 

exploring the use of visual research methods with participants in our campus gallery, expanding 

the potential of these methods with visual artists as well. 

Leavy (2009), Albers (2007, 2014), Serafini (2014), and Youngs and Serafini (2011) 

paved the way for us to arrive at a process that is simultaneously arts-based and research-

focused. The multi-tier exploration of participants’ images provided us tools for interpreting 

audiences’ perceptions of engagement with the performance. Our three-phase data analysis 

process—naming and noticing, initializing a coding scheme, and refining a coding scheme—may 

be useful for others who are seeking methods to understand visual data as it can be applied to a 

wide range of visual texts, including participant-made photographs and drawings, as well as 

participant’s choices of existing images. 

Finally, we believe the richness of our interdisciplinary conversations were essential for a 

critical analysis of the visual texts. Much of our reflective discourse illuminated the differences 

between both the language and approaches that we use in our various disciplines. However, we 
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agree our differences strengthened the work. It took intellectual negotiation to arrive at a shared 

language that best represented our combined fields, and there is no doubt that this process 

strengthened our collective and individual understandings of the data. 
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